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To Elizabeth and Chi
For everything, forever.
At a quarter after midnight, everything went to hell at once.
Morris had been working, peeling back the security protocols of the entire operating system for Cloche, Curry, and Vine, like a child licking the frosting off a cupcake. He had just convinced the system to completely forget any file copying that might take place when a synthetic but sexy voice announced, "Incoming."
His display flashed a private code, one of the few that could be vetted through while he was working. Kali had found him again.
He drew and let out a breath. "It's okay, Sweetheart. Answer the phone." A new window opened on the comscreen, but it was blank, without even the voice-only symbol.
"Kali?"
The visual at the other end was working, as if he were looking into an empty box rather than a picture of an empty box. He could sort of see the space in front of a visual pickup, but there was no one in it.
He checked the code. "Kali?"
His monitor winked out and he was left staring at blankness. His waveguide had lost the local connection again.
He glanced down at Sweetheart's telltales. They had gone dark, too. Cursing, he pulled the datarig from his head and stripped his hand gauntlets. Not just the waveguide—the whole house had lost power. He swung himself out of the float chair and stopped halfway to the basement stairs. What the heck happened to the safeties?
His house was programmed to warn him about any fluctuations in power and compensate with the thirty-two cad-lith batteries stored in the basement. Even in the event of a city-wide power failure, he should have had at least twenty-four hours of virtual life support. More than enough time to drag the little Stratton generator to the front of the garage and give Sweetheart the juice. If Sweetheart had popped a breaker, House was supposed to take up the slack.
Both systems down at once?
His heart thudded hard in his chest as the other possibility sprouted, then bloomed in his head. EMP. A nuclear detonation of high enough magnitude would result in an electromagnetic pulse that would shut down unshielded electronics like magic. But I did shield! he told himself.
Morris whipped aside the heavy curtains and peered through the blinds at the Ciarimataro's house across the street. Their lights were on, the Christmas tree glowing warmly in the window, winking icicles dangling from the eaves.
Okay. Not a nuclear exchange.
"Sweetheart? Wakey-wakey."
Nothing.
"House, cold start." Again, nothing.
Morris headed for the basement stairs.
In the space of four shuffling, hesitant steps, things went from surreal to terrifying. He felt a dull thud beneath his feet and had to steady himself against the wall as the floor moved under him. He answered the sudden scream of alarms with a shout of his own as fire-retardant foam sprayed from the extinguishers.
Crack.
A blinding flash, followed immediately by darkness. Glass. A sensation of falling terminated abruptly by the pain of a shard in his left wrist. He clutched at the waspish sting, his panic edging toward shattered incoherence. Where am I?! Coupled with What the hell happened?
The door to the basement, not quite latched, swung out into the kitchen on a hot wind. A swirling gout of flame tunneled up the stairs and splayed across the ceiling. The heat-activated extinguishers continued to spout, but without House to concentrate them, there was little effect. Morris ran for the front door, afraid that each step would ram a new shard of glass through his thin moccasins. Streams of fire washed across the hardwood floor from the baseboard vents. He couldn't hear his own shriek as the house pitched again and a series of basso thunderclaps sounded beneath his feet. It was like being inside a giant bag of microwave popcorn. The floor in front of the door burst upward and a sizzling, shapeless mass whirled past Morris' head and punched through the ceiling. Through the hole it had blown in the floor, flames the color of lightning danced below as the batteries exploded in their mountings.
He could no longer make it to that door.
The broiling heat on his face stopped his breath. A sheet of flame swallowed the wall separating the kitchen and living room. He lurched toward the window that overlooked the driveway, snatching up an old hardcopy dictionary along the way. He hurled it as hard as he could through the glass and followed it through. His unshoveled driveway had at least half a meter of drifted snow across it, blessedly cold as he plunged into it face first.
Morris scrambled to his feet and gaped at flames gushing out of his windows and heading toward the roof. He reached out an empty hand. Sweetheart.
He hugged himself tighter as he began to shiver, from cold or panic, he didn't know. He had to leave, to hide. But where? He had no place, no one.
A thought popped into his head, so irrational that he almost dismissed it. Aidra. He needed to go to Aidra. But Aidra was in Detroit, fifty miles away. May as well be five hundred.
Neighbors were starting to come out of their houses now, draping a coat around his shoulders, murmuring sympathies. He heard sirens.
Morris ran.
Morris stood on the porch for a long time, staring at the green and blue Christmas lights twinkling above Aidra's door, waiting for his hands to stop shaking.
When his panting breath stopped clouding around his face, he moved toward the doorbell. A car rounded the corner and headlights pinned him to the door for a moment. He snatched back his hand, thrusting it into the deep pocket of his borrowed coat and flinching away from the light. The car passed harmlessly by and on up the street.
He flipped open his e-ssistant and checked the time display. 11:45. Too late, he decided. She was bound to be in bed already.
Aidra's condo had no security eyedots and the motion sensor on the door was nothing but a standard WelcoMat. He could stand outside its narrow view all night and Aidra would never know that someone was on her porch.
A shadow moved across the curtain of the window next to the door and he flinched again. Before he could talk himself out of it, he flagged the sensor, wincing when this jerky motion resulted in three tolling tones from within the condo. The shadow returned and there was a flicker of light so brief that, if he hadn't expected it, he might have thought it his imagination.
The door swung open and a woman stood there in silhouette. "Morris?" Her tone was of frank disbelief, but had none of the anger he'd been fearing. "Is that you?"
"Hello. I know it's late..." He'd rehearsed this much and suddenly couldn't remember what came next.
"Get in here, it's freezing!" Aidra turned to make room for him in the door and the light that had been behind her washed across her face.
She was beautiful. Even with no makeup and slightly-mussed curls and clutching a puffy green bathrobe around her, she was beautiful. Her voice was a low alto. Morris had always boosted the treble on his comscreen, giving her voice a more girlish quality, but here in the reality, there was no disguising it. Her words sounded regal, as if the lower register gave her the authority to speak.
He tried to step through the door while focusing on her and stumbled on the threshold. He recovered his balance while she closed and locked the door behind him.
It helped to be inside. A little, not much. An overstuffed sofa in the middle of the room reminded him of one his grandmother had owned. The walls were painted the same soft coral as the ones in his first apartment. A smallish Christmas tree peeked out of the far corner, overflowing with glitter and tinsel. He took a slow breath and exhaled into warmth.
It helped to see Aidra too. He knew her, knew everything there was to know about her. Thirty-seven and athletic, she could pass for twenty-five when she had to. She'd dropped out of college to marry the father of her son, but more than made up for her lack of formal education with practical wisdom and good judgment. After her divorce, Aidra had gone from skip-tracing to working as a private investigator. She had been the steadiest of his many employers over the last five years.
This was their first real meeting.
"Morris?" It was obvious from Aidra's expression that she'd said something and he hadn't responded. She backed away several steps, keeping an eye on him.
"Sorry." He gave a shaky little laugh. "I was just thinking how weird it is to see you without a comscreen between us." He raised his hand toward her and turned it into a gesture that took in the room. "I like your place."
She seemed to relax a little, apparently deciding that it was really him. She reached out to catch his hand and turn his wrist to the light. "What did you do to yourself?"
Without waiting for an answer, she towed him into the kitchen and opened the cupboard over the sink, taking out a first-aid kit. She dribbled antibacterial cream on the gash and smoothed a patch of second skin over it. "No offense, but you look like shit."
Morris' laugh was half-bark, and he hoped it covered his embarrassment at her maternal gesture. Sound like shit, too. "Yeah, well. Rough day."
She examined his face. "Are you sunburned?"
"Not exactly."
She shooed him toward the tiny table that was wedged into a corner. As she touched the "hot" button on the autokettle, he unwound a few millimeters and was able to undo and hand over the coat when she asked. There were pegs by the doorwall, but Aidra produced a hanger from the hall closet and the coat Werner Ciarimataro had given him was gone. It isn't gone—she'll get it if you need it. He let more of the tension trickle out, enjoying being warm so much that he missed what she said next.
"Sorry?"
"I said, 'Not that it isn't good seeing you...' and then I let it hang there."
"Ah. Conversational opening for 'What the hell are you doing at my door in the middle of the night?'"
"Something like that." She tucked back a dark curl that had meandered across her forehead.
"I'm sorry I got you out of bed."
Aidra shrugged. "I wasn't in." She gestured over the kitchen counter to a pile of paper and envelopes on the coffee table. "I was trying to finish my Christmas cards."
"By hand?" Morris asked. "People still do that?"
"Um...yeah. We humans are quite fond of that." There was flatness there, a finality, instead of her usual conversational volley inviting return.
Morris realized that this wasn't the same for her, she wasn't grooving on the novelty of being in the same room with him. The distance of a comscreen was the comfortable bubble between them and he had popped it.
He saw that she would wait him out and said, "Someone's trying to kill me." Damn. He'd been trying for a cavalier attitude and only ended up sounding melodramatic. He could remember five or six clients who had tried to impress her with the drama of their situations. He had always applauded her response to such nonsense and cringed inwardly to hear it now.
"So call the police."
The kettle sang. As Aidra poured, filling the space with chamomile, Morris described what had happened to his house. He did his best to deliver his tale with a crisp, facts-only approach and Aidra nodded now and then without interrupting, letting him run himself down. He finished his story with the ride on the Michigan Motorcoach outburb bus. "I had to use most of my tempcards to get here. Anyone tracing my credit will follow a false trail to Ohio." If he hadn't had the e-ssistant and his wallet in his pocket when his house exploded, he wouldn't have made it this far.
And if I didn't have my meds— No. He didn't even want to think about that.
Aidra gave him the quick, jabbing questions of a private investigator. Had he received any threatening messages or warnings? Had he seen anyone else? Did he suspect someone had been in his house? Could this have started as an electrical fire in the basement? Did he wait to be interviewed by the police or fire department? Had he made any attempt to contact the authorities?
Morris answered all of her questions. No, no, no, no, no, and no.
"Okay," she said. "This is pretty clear-cut. The next step is to go to the police, explain that you were frightened out of your gourd."
"I..." His breathing was rapid and the word was like a croak. "I can't." He poked at the teabag in his mug with his spoon. "I just can't go to the cops."
She frowned, her brown eyes narrowing. "What were you doing, Morris?"
It was hard to meet the disapproval on her face. "You're not my only client, you know."
"Never assumed I was."
"I take on a lot of research projects," he said. "Not all of them are..."
"Legal."
"I was thinking of the word permissible. Hey, some of the searches I've done for you weren't exactly—"
"Permissible. Yeah, don't I know it." She straightened the collar of her robe. "What were you breaking and entering on—when was this?"
"Last night, late. And there was no breaking. I never break. I'm strictly an enter man."
Aidra muttered something about him and every other guy in the world, but wouldn't repeat it when asked.
"Anyway, I was doing a search and retrieve on this law firm in the Netherlands. Plain vanilla, wooden shoes, thatched windmill—"
"Who was the client?"
He stiffened. "Ask yourself how you'd feel if I were sitting across from one of my other employers discussing a job I'd done for you."
She mimicked his tone. "Ask yourself what you're going to do when I invite you to go find those employers and tell them anything you please."
"Okay, valid point." He shrugged, embarrassed. "I have no idea who it was. About half my letters come through a cut-out, a middler who brokers the deal."
Aidra frowned, a deep crease forming between her eyebrows. "Letters?"
"I think of them as 'Letters of Marque.'"
"Ah. A license to sail the high seas in search of plunder." She slid into a shaky British accent. "'My dear, you've become a pirate.'" She sat suddenly straight. "Cripes, Morris, you could be working for terrorists, going in blind that way."
He shook his head. "Nah. A few have looked shady, but I fork them over to the NSA and then sit back and watch the fireworks. Oooh. Ahhh."
"You turn in some of your clientele to the feds?"
"Pirate, remember? I get half my fee up front and call it good riddance."
"You don't make me pay up front."
Morris lowered his gaze. "You're different."
"Wait a minute. You have a contact in the NSA?"
"I have contacts everywhere."
"Great, Your Smugness, then why are you here? Why not just call Agent Do-Right and convince him the Dutch are trying to off you?"
"Her." He sighed. "I've been trying to get in touch with her ever since it happened. That call I told you about? The one that came in just before my systems ran out and stuck me with the check? That was from Kali." He swallowed. "I've left ten e-grams and voice messages since then. She hasn't answered any of them. Truth is, I'm getting a little worried about her."
"Now you think she might be in Dutch as well?"
Morris groaned. "She works for the NSA. I'm pretty sure she's better protected than I am."
"While you're just a freebooting privateer, steering his keyboard by a star."
"That's the thing." He spread his hands. "I thought I was well-protected. I spend hours assembling link shunts, dead-ends, and minefields. No one should have been able to trace me. You know how I work. I don't leave things like this to chance."
She threw her hands wide. "Then why do you think this is more than just an electrical fire? Go to the police. They aren't looking for Captain Hook. They're looking for Morris Page's teeth in the charred remains of his house. Unless they interview your neighbors, which they will, and after that, they'll probably suspect you of arson."
Morris Page's teeth.
Morris ran his hand over the raw skin on his cheek and chin. Or Morris Payne's. Or Marvin Parr's. "It's not that easy."
"Why not? Just tell them you panicked and were too ashamed to admit it for twenty-four hours. It's better than the truth."
"That I'm a paranoid?"
"Yeah, that truth." She was watching his hands. "Are you okay?"
He couldn't answer. He tried to still the shaking, but it seemed to spread up his arms. He laced his fingers together and hid his hands under the table, pinning his right thumb under his left. He concentrated on his thumb war, humiliated that she had to see him like this. So weak. So pitiful.
Morris felt her arms around him and smelled the clean scent of her hair. She made a few soothing noises as she held him and the shakes slowly subsided. Feeling the pressure of her against him, he reconsidered the concept of pity and found it not so bad.
"I can't go to the police." He spoke into the collar of her robe. "It isn't that I don't want to—I can't."
"Okay, okay," she said. Her embrace loosened and, after a final tighter squeeze, he took the hint and sat back away from her. She leaned an elbow on the counter. "No cops." Yet, he could see her finish in her head. "What you need is a hotel and an assumed name. Ordinarily, I'd contact my computer guy and have him—"
"I can't go to a hotel." He half rose from his chair and looked over the counter at the living room. "Your couch looks comfortable. I don't eat much."
"My kid eats enough for two of you." She glanced at the clock on the comscreen. "All right. You can stay for one night. We'll figure out the rest in the morning." She stacked the cups and saucers with a clatter and set them in the sink. "Morris, I don't know if I can help you."
"Then hide me."
"Come again?"
"Between the two of us, we can figure out who's out to get me. But I need to stay out of the crosshairs long enough to do that."
Aidra shook her head. "I'm a PI. I find things for a living. I'm not a hider."
"Exactly. I want you to hide me so well even you couldn't find me."
It was barely dawn when Morris awoke, shivering on Aidra's couch, his blanket lost to the floor sometime in the night.
Kali. He'd been dreaming about her, about the last time he saw her. She'd promised him, just as she did every time, that it would be different. But he'd panicked again, ending up in tears, hating her, hating himself.
It must have been October when he'd seen Kali last, coming through his front door with a sharp smack of autumn wind, waving data cubes, too excited about her latest discovery to notice a fallen maple leaf stuck in her hair. She’d been gone for several weeks, but that wasn't unusual. Her work was so sensitive that she couldn't risk casual calls. Morris doubted her superiors even knew about him. They would be appalled that she let a viker like him test her programs.
Since the death of quantum cryptography, Kali had been forced to rely on kilo-crypt, trying to write an unbreakable security code. So far, she'd been unsuccessful. Morris always penetrated the flaws in her creations, peeling open her carefully crafted programs and digging out the fruit inside. After each failed attempt, she'd rework them, refining her secrets. Then she'd appear at his door with a new bit of code, the beautiful queen holding out the poisoned apple.
And that time, as every time, he reached for it.
"Hold still," Kali had said, hooking the induction sensors to his head and neck.
"I am holding still." The wires hung off him like exotic jewelry. Kali herself needed no hardware. The Direct Neural Interface in her head processed five times faster than any datarig. Thanks to her employer, she was one of the chipped—always on, ready for anything.
Morris had hardly dared breathe, having Kali this close, touching him, his nose drowning in sandalwood. She wore the same perfume every day, and the physical era of their relationship was tied to his olfactory nerves. Days later, if he sat in the chair she'd used, mere traces of the scent still gave him a raging erection. He was sure she knew it, too, but that was a door closed forever.
Kali finally got the datarig adjusted to her satisfaction and pushed gloves onto his hands. They were a full five fingers, covering a lot more than the three-fingered gauntlets he was used to.
"There," she said. "Come to find me."
Morris smiled. Kali was the prize. When he found the virtual Kali, the game was over. The longest she'd eluded him was six hours. The shortest, seven and a half minutes.
He took a deep breath to steady himself and relaxed into the virtual. His first barrier was a locked door, sealed by a simple knapsack problem with a drop-door one-way function. Morris was through it in forty seconds. Maybe it would challenge someone who'd never met Kali, but he knew all her trapdoors, all her back exits. He might even beat his record.
He stepped through the door, expecting to see one of Kali's usual settings. The park across from her apartment was a favorite, although she'd hidden everywhere from a primeval forest to a gambling casino.
Morris' eyes widened behind the data shades. "What the hell?"
He was standing on the deck of a boat. Not just any boat. A pirate ship. His pirate ship. He looked for snags, but the interface was as slippery as they came. He recognized every mast, every decking board, each knot of the rigging. This wasn't an approximation—they were in his perset. Kali had viked through his gates and was inside his personal system. She had access to it all.
His throat closed around his airway and his heart jumped in his chest. Kali couldn't be here. Not on his ship. Not in the one place that was his alone.
He needed to get out. But where was out? He couldn't hear beyond his own heartbeat. His vision blurred as sweat poured off his forehead and into his eyes. He reached up to wipe them and found the sensory inputs of Kali's datarig. In one motion he had them ripped off his eyes, and in two more, he'd undone the other sensors, throwing the entire rig across the room.
"You bitch!" he screamed.
Kali raised her palms. "I found a way to encode using residual emotional memory. I wanted to surprise you, to catch you—"
"I can't believe you'd hack my perset!" He tried to take a deep breath, but it felt like his lungs would swallow themselves. He placed one hand on his chest, as if he could push his heart back into the normal range. Just breathe, he told himself. Worry about her later. For now, just breathe.
"Are you all right?" Kali asked.
"I'm not all right, and you know it."
"It's just a sim, Morris. It's not like there are consequences in the—"
"Get out," he said. "Take your gear with you and get out."
"But Morris—"
"I'll show you consequences. Get out. I'm through. I never want to see you again."
He'd changed the access codes to his system, blocked Kali's calls and messages, and returned all her e-grams, unread. She would track him down. She always did. And he'd forgive her. He always did.
This time he had no choice.
Morris retrieved the blanket that Aidra had given him and brought it to his face. He'd hoped it would somehow smell like Aidra, help him erase the memory of Kali's musky perfume. It was freshly laundered, and smelled only of soap, but it was enough to remember last night's comforting embrace. Hearing footsteps on the stairs, he lowered the blanket to his lap.
"Who the hell are you?"
A kid stood on the bottom step, glaring at him as only teenagers can.
"You must be Jon. It's me, Morris."
"Morris?" Jon peered at him. "Hey. Whoa. It really is you, being real. Half the time, I thought Mom made you up. What are you doing here?"
Morris rubbed his eyes and yawned. "Well, my house blew up, and I needed a place to stay, so here I am."
"T'way." Jon flopped into the chair opposite Morris. "No shit?"
"No shit." Morris liked the nonchalance game.
"Big explosion?"
"Not much left but a hole." Morris held his voice steady.
"Crucial. Sounds nast. What did you do?"
Jon's interest was familiar enough. Morris got this same kind of hero worship from the younger hackers in the e-verse underground. There were fewer than a hundred of the true viker elite, maybe five at his level.
Morris didn't strut or brag in the electronic universe, and he certainly wasn't about to do it here. Time to pull the plug on Jon's enthusiasm. "I did the same thing you would have done in my place," he said.
"For fact?" Jon leaned forward in the chair.
"Yeah. I ran screaming to your mommy."
"Oh." He seemed to be digesting that. He had his mother's thoughtful expression.
"Is your mom awake yet?"
"She's running with Madeline. She'll be back pretty soon."
"I got here so late last night, I thought...what time is it?"
"It's seven-thirty. I'm phasing for school pretty soon." Jon unfolded his awkward length from the chair. "You want some breakfast or anything? Madeline and I usually have corn flakes."
"No, thanks. You go ahead."
"Stylin." Jon sauntered to the kitchen just as the house system announced an arrival. A moment later, Aidra keyed the door and hopped through, followed by forty kilos of muscle and fur. Aidra's pet caline was vaguely dog-like, but genetically engineered to be much more. The caline bounded toward Morris, tongue lolling, sniffing around his ankles and knees. Morris reached down to give her a pat, running his fingers through her silky, golden fur, taking a deep breath of her heady scent.
"Breakfast is ready," Jon called over the counter. Madeline pranced after him, circling Jon's legs. He put a bowl of cereal on the floor for the caline and ate his at the table.
Aidra helped herself to water, then came and sat in the living room chair. Her cheeks were bright red, standing out like neon signs on her fair complexion. Her dark hair was held in place by a gray sweatband decorated with tiny monitors spelling out her heart rate, respiration, and caloric deficit. "Sleep okay?" she asked.
"Fine," Morris lied. "How was your run?"
"Terrible. It's colder than a CEO's heart out there, and there was a loser mob on Cadieux, so I had to go around. It added about ten minutes. I don't think Madeline minded, though."
"I'm surprised you run with her. Doesn't a caline attract a lot of attention?"
"I only run with her in the winter, when the sun rises later. Madeline can pass for a dog in the dark."
Morris nodded. Taking a caline out on a leash was like walking a leopard. In addition to being rare and exotic, now that the company that engineered them had gone out of business, they were an endangered species with no hope of recovery. Their scarcity had rendered them priceless, but ownership of Madeline had defaulted to Aidra after a difficult case.
"I'm leaving, Mom," Jon said. He leaned down and kissed the top of Madeline's head. "Be good, Sis. Don't give Mom any trouble today." The caline nodded almost as if she understood.
"Ah, ah, ah." Aidra picked up Jon's schoolpack. "Not without this."
"It's the last day before winter break. Half my classes are having parties."
Aidra thrust the pack into his hands. "Take this for the classes that aren't having parties."
"Whatever." He hoisted it over his shoulder. With a wave to Morris, he let himself out and the house locked itself behind him.
"Nice kid," Morris said.
Aidra used her wristband to dab sweat off her neck. "I suppose the two of you were bonding over cheat codes."
"Something like that."
"You know, you don't have to help him win every last flatscreen game."
"He'd do it himself eventually. I'm just shortening his learning curve."
"Fine," Aidra said. "Just stay away—"
"—from his math programs," Morris finished. "I know."
Aidra headed for the kitchen. "Coffee?"
"Uh...no thanks." He wasn't sure how much medication he had left, but he was pretty sure it wouldn't be enough if the caffeine blazed him up.
Aidra poured herself a cup and sat on the chair again. She pointed to the earbud of her dataset. "I heard about your house on the newsreader. They're calling it a kitchen fire."
"Are you sure?" Morris checked his e-ssistant.
"I had to put in the broadest possible search to even find it. Finally found it at PyreWatch."
Morris fumbled with the e-ssistant's bulky controls. God, he missed Sweetheart. If he were home, she would have the whole story in about two seconds. His house, immobile and unchanging, could be rebuilt a thousand times over, but what an artificial intelligence like Sweetheart learned over the years was irreplaceable. Being without her made him feel slow, stupid, and anesthetized.
Aidra sipped her coffee. "Are you sure that this wasn't just a kitchen fire? I mean, sometimes they can be pretty scary."
"No! This was not a kitchen fire. There's a big difference between your toaster shorting out and a giant ball of flame shooting up from your basement."
"I just think it's strange." Aidra drank more coffee. "It would be next to impossible to cover up. You can't squelch every news spinner. There are too many of them."
Suddenly Morris was acutely aware of being twenty-seven years old, exactly halfway between Aidra and her son. He didn't know which was worse, Jon treating him like a cool uncle, or Aidra treating him like a slightly retarded younger brother.
She set her coffee cup on the table. "You need to go to the police."
He looked at her over the top of the e-ssistant. "I can't, don't you see? Either it never happened, in which case I'm completely nuts, or the police are in on the cover-up. Either way, I can't go to them."
Aidra said nothing, just leaned back in her chair, casting a wary glance out the window at the brightening sky. Madeline came and sat beside her. Aidra stroked the caline's head.
He used his e-ssistant to poke around the 'verse but could find nothing to contradict Aidra's report. He jammed it into his pocket with disgust. "Useless piece of junk. Let me slip into your datarig and—"
Aidra nearly spit coffee across the room. "Yeah, and then we'll eat some caviar and go for a ride on my yacht. You know I don't have a datarig."
"Your system. I meant your system. Let me slip in and I'll show you."
"Be my guest." Aidra waved toward the dining room, which she used for an office.
Morris ducked around the Japanese paper screen that separated the office from the rest of the condo, and sat at Aidra's desk. Everything about it was wrong, from the height of the chair to the size of the comscreen. But most wrong of all was Aidra's system.
He ran his fingers along the seam in the plastic case and pried it open, praying that her system had been upgraded at least once in the last five years. He examined the chips and processors, then closed the case with a sigh. It was the stickiest off-the-shelf set-up he'd ever seen. The pitiful little e-ssistant in his pocket had three times the power.
He grabbed the e-ssistant and started making a list of upgrades, then stopped, one finger in the air. He dropped his arms, letting his hands hang between his knees. He had exactly two tempcards, with maybe two hundred dollars tempcash left on them. Not enough for even a toy chip with hard circuits.
In his normal life, in his other world, he had money stashed in five legitimate accounts in as many countries. He had credit at three banks. He had insurance policies and multicards and salable securities.
Here, he had nothing.
He couldn't tap into a single one of those accounts. Each and every request for funds would lead the authorities—and whoever else wished him harm—directly to Aidra's condo. If Sweetheart had time to set it up in advance, sure, no problem. But he'd left his burning house with no tools, no false idents, no way to hide. He might as well be dead broke.
"Well?" Aidra asked from the living room.
"I just don't believe...How am I going to..."
"What's the problem?" Aidra came into the office to look over his shoulder.
"This piece of junk you call a system—"
"Hey!"
"Well, it is a piece of junk."
"Which I hear. Every day. From Jon."
"Not even a data glove?"
"What for?" Aidra asked. "You're my data man."
"I was your data man." There was no substitute for Sweetheart, but if he wanted even half a chance of getting in touch with Kali and finding the person who destroyed his house, he needed equipment, both hard and soft. He looked up at Aidra. "How's business?"
She stepped away from him, backing into the divider screen. "What do you mean? Business is like it always is."
He slicked one hand across the top of his head, smoothing his hair back into its ponytail. "This is really awkward..."
"More awkward than ringing my bell in the middle of the night and crashing on my couch?"
"Much."
She waved him away and walked through the living room. "Whatever it is, get it done," she said over her shoulder. "I really need a shower. I'm starting to smell like a goat."
Morris followed her to the stairs. "Do you have any subdrops, numbered accounts, shell companies, anything like that?"
That stopped her. She paused with one foot on the bottom step. "What are you talking about?"
"I'll take that as a no." Morris rubbed the back of his neck. Worse than he thought, and far beyond awkward. "I need a loan."
"What for?"
"I don't have any cash, and my tempcards are almost gone."
"Call your bank. I'm sure you can get a new multicard."
"I can't. Not from here. Not without painting a target on you."
Aidra considered this, shaking her head slightly. Her lips were a tight line. "How much?"
Morris blew out a stream of air. If he asked for the entire amount he needed to get up and running, Aidra would either laugh in his face or boot him to the curb. "I need to buy a datarig," he tried.
"A datarig!"
Morris cringed. "And software." His voice was high and thready. "And extra bubble memory. Just a six, not a twelve."
"A datarig," she repeated. The readouts on her headband jumped upward dangerously.
"They aren't that expensive. Besides, it's just for a day or two." As soon as he figured out whoever was after him, he was sure Kali would pull a few strings and have them chilled or dropped. Whatever else she was, whatever else she'd done, Kali was still a professional. She'd help him, if only he could find her. "I swear, Aidra, I'll pay you back double. Triple," he quickly amended when he saw her expression.
Aidra stepped off the stairs and marched back to the office. "That's not the point." She sat at the screen and brought up some banking forms. She frowned at them, moved to another screen, and typed in a few numbers. She closed her eyes and sighed. "I want to help, especially if it's just for a couple of days, but this is the best I can do. I mean, unless I sell Madeline or something."
"That's not funny."
"Wasn't meant to be."
They shared a miserable look at the number on the screen—less than he needed, more than she could afford.
"You can't buy a datarig with this," Aidra said.
"Nope." Morris did some quick calculations. "But I can buy something better." He knelt in front of her chair and took both of her hands in his. "Thank you, Aidra. You saved my life."
"Okay, then." Aidra extracted her hands and stood. "I guess I'll call my sister. We were supposed to go Christmas shopping, but maybe I should postpone it until—"
"Wait. Doesn't your sister work for Chrysler?"
"Corporate counsel."
"But she works in the headquarters, right?"
"Yeah..."
"That's perfect." Morris pictured the Chrysler headquarters, the biggest office building in Detroit. They had to get deliveries all day long. One more would never be noticed. "I don't want to chance having hardware delivered here, but I can have it delivered to your sister's office."
"Better hurry," Aidra said. "Quinn is only working a half day today. I'm meeting her at the plex at one o'clock."
Morris raised his eyebrows. "You shop at a plex?"
"Not all of us live our entire lives plugged in. There's a whole world out there."
"Of course there is." Morris reached for the vial in his pocket, wondering if he had enough medication to get him through a holiday visit to a shopping plex.
Aidra walked upstairs and used the comscreen in her bedroom to leave Quinn an e-gram, telling her that she was the chosen conduit for Morris' new equipment. Then she stripped off her jog-togs and stepped into the shower. By the time she was dressed and made up, she had three return messages waiting in her queue. Aidra shook her head. Her sister never found one call sufficient.
She plopped down on the bed and dialed Quinn's personal, where the e-sec put her through immediately.
"Morris is staying at your house?" Quinn asked, wide-eyed. "The Morris?"
Aidra nodded, hoping that Quinn could see her. Her bedroom held the oldest comscreen in the house—Jon had the newest—and the resolution wasn't great. "Yep," she added.
"Your cute little assistant who spends his life on the gray side of the law?"
"The very same."
Quinn's eyebrows shot up. "What does Reg think about him staying there?"
"I'm pretty sure Reg is minding his own business if he wants to keep dating me."
"Smart. Boyfriends come and go, but a good hacker is hard to find."
"Funny." Aidra smoothed a non-existent wrinkle out of the bedspread. Quinn was assuming way too much when it came to Reg. She'd had what, three dates with him? Besides, it wasn't like there was anything going on between her and Morris. "Did the hardware arrive?" she asked.
"One package so far. I'm waiting on a couple more. How come all the invoices have your name on them?"
"Because we're using my multicard."
"Jesus, Aidra, this stuff costs a fortune."
"I really appreciate you helping out with this. I'm sure Morris does too."
"Can you afford this?"
No, I can't. But she wasn't paying for it, not really. It was only a short-term loan. She'd have to postpone her Christmas shopping for a few more days, that was all. "Can you bring it to the plex this afternoon?"
"If it all comes in time. Do you really think we'll find a gift for mom?"
"The plex has three acres of stores. We'll find something." Paying for it was another matter, but she'd worry about that later.
"Okay. See you." Quinn was already reaching for the button to take another call.
Aidra went downstairs and peeked in on Morris, who sat hunched over the system in her office, staring glumly at the screen. Smells from the kitchen told her that he'd cooked breakfast. "Good, you found some food."
"Yeah, omelets." Morris gestured toward the kitchen. "I made you one."
Aidra walked out from behind the screen. She spotted a plate on the counter that separated the kitchen from the living room. "Looks yummy. Thanks."
"I was going to make toast, but all I could find was that crappy white bread."
"We like crappy white bread." Aidra reached over and sank a slice into the toaster, then took a bite of omelet. She closed her eyes as flavor filled her mouth. "Oh my God, Morris, you've ruined me."
"It can't be that bad."
"It's wonderful, that's the problem." She moved to the kitchen table. Food this good had to be eaten sitting down. "Jon must never know of this."
Morris wheeled the office chair out from behind the screen and regarded her over the kitchen counter. "Let me guess. You don't cook."
"Not like this." She ate some more. "What's in here?"
"Some caramelized onions, some ham I found in your fridge, some spices. It's more of a roadmap than a recipe."
"Well, it's delicious." Aidra couldn't remember the last time she'd had a breakfast this good, and the last man who'd cooked for her had been her dad. She cleaned her plate in record time and poured herself another cup of coffee.
Morris moved to the couch, where he sat poking at his e-ssistant, his expression grim.
"Quinn says one package has arrived already. Two more on the way."
Morris held up his e-ssistant. "I'm tracking. Some of my suppliers are iffy."
"I still don't understand why you can't just use that computer in your hand. I thought hackers could hack into anything."
"Hack?" He looked hurt. "I'm not a hacker."
"A skillfly, then." Here they went again, into layers of geekdom.
"I can't believe you'd call me a skillfly. And a hacker! Hackers are the soccer hooligans of the electronic universe."
"Beer and head-butting?"
"At least they're honest about their motives. Not like the diffies."
"The diffies?" This one was new.
"You know, the freedom fighters, publishing what everyone else is trying to keep secret, trying for a transparent society. They have talent, but their zeal gets in the way a lot."
"Okay. Not hacker, not diffie, not skillfly." Aidra spread her hands, fresh out of labels.
Morris lifted one finger above the e-ssistant's case. "It is true that skillflies eat, dream, and piss code. But very few can go viking at my level."
Aidra pressed her palm to her forehead and closed her eyes. "So you're a viking."
"Vik-er. Every bloody skillfly and even some of the hackers want to call themselves vikers. But if they aren't on Uncle Sam's official watch list, then they're just fooling themselves, aren't they?"
"The feds came up with this name?" Aidra asked, now thoroughly confused.
"To them it's an insult," Morris said. "To us, it's a badge of honor."
"None of which explains why you can't use your e-ssistant."
"It's too old."
Aidra sighed. "So am I."
"You're not old."
"I'm not getting any younger." She poured the rest of her coffee into a travel cup and snapped on the lid. "Let's go."
"Go?" Morris' eyebrows came together. "Where?"
"To your house. Give me a five-second look and I'll find out more than you can by poking that e-ssistant all day."
"Are you morphed? That's the last place I should go. I know you don't believe—"
"Make me believe it! Show me your house, or the hole where your house once was, or whatever."
Morris squeezed his e-ssistant tighter. "I can't go back there. I should disappear forever, never touch a computer again, become Amish or something."
"I have done a thousand insurance investigations. One look and I can tell."
"Tell what? My house is gone." He snaked his hand into his pocket and worried at something there. "You go if you want to. Hook up a cam and realtime me the whole thing."
"You'll find a thousand reasons to disprove what I see. You're going."
Morris gripped the couch cushion as if she'd try to pry him off it. "No."
"Do you want me to buy you a datarig? Do you want my sister to bring it to you? Then please, stop talking and get your coat."
"That's blackmail."
Aidra folded her arms across her chest, raised her eyebrows, and waited. She knew it would work. She'd been using that look on Jon since he was a toddler.
"Fine." Morris gripped the sofa's arm and exhaled like a body-builder making a dead-lift. "Can I take a shower first?"
"Towels in the linen closet. Don't be all day."
"Yes, boss." Morris pushed off the sofa and shuffled toward the stairs like a condemned man.
Aidra watched him go, then took the travel lid off her cup and drank the last of her coffee. She used to think it was funny when he called her "boss." He'd always been more than just her assistant. Whether he knew it or not, he was her partner, a sounding board for her ideas. She couldn't remember the last time she'd had a case and not found a reason to get him involved. Despite what Quinn thought, it wasn't about the flirting banter or looking into his sky-blue eyes. It was the connection with his quick intellect and ready wit. A meeting of minds.
She missed that now. Aidra recognized that Morris' plight put her into mother mode, as if Jon had grown a sibling overnight. She hated that idea instantly, but not enough to reject a truth out of hand. She wanted to protect and hold this frightened, insecure stranger, but she preferred the arrogant pirate with his casual omnipotence in the electronic world. She'd seen precious few flashes of the swaggering romantic since he arrived. Where was the person she knew as Morris?
That's just it, you never knew him. He'd worked for her for five years and let her see what he wanted her to see. Nothing more. Nothing real. The cavalier pirate who had come to her rescue a hundred times didn't exist. And the true Morris was scared to death.
Colonel Benjamin Mull felt a growl in the back of his throat at the sight of Jerome Urbanski at his door. He dimmed the growl to a rumbling sigh. The unspoken agreement between Dr. Urbanski and Mull's senior secretary—namely that Urbanski could deliver his own bad news—was message enough even without the frown that folded Urbanski's face under his pointed and ostentatiously civilian beard.
"What now?" Mull asked.
Urbanski dropped into an armchair without waiting for an invitation. "We're finally through the door on the latest message from the girls. The good news is that the encryption itself is outstanding, with some things we'll be able to use."
Mull thought of the dozens of techs who decrypted every message, adding up to hundreds of very expensive hours. "And the bad news?"
"It's a recipe."
Mull sighed, afraid to ask. "For?"
"Seven-layer taco dip."
"Goddammit!"
"Yeah. The Fates have retained their sense of humor."
"I told you I didn't want to hear that shit anymore." Mull grimaced. "Fates. Goddesses. It's ludicrous."
"Petersmith thinks it's a window into their psychology."
"Petersmith is an idiot," Mull said. "They don't have a psychology, at least not as we know it. They're just malfunctioning programs, wayward tools."
"Yes, I know, I know. Too dangerous to be of any use."
"Mark my words," Mull said. "We will go to the final solution on this. Later, if not sooner."
"Initiating Project Clarion is not your call," Urbanski pointed out. "The repercussions are still being studied. We don't even have a final estimate of the probable damage."
Mull made a sound of disgust. "You just want them under your thumb again."
"It's your thumb too."
Mull straightened his jacket and looked out the window. He wondered just how much either of them had a thumb in the complex network of responsibilities within the NSA. He turned and faced Urbanski. "Better Clarion than letting some machine run my life."
"Good luck spinning that." Urbanski seemed almost cheerful about the prospect. "This isn't like Blind December. There's no way to make the vikers take the fall for Clarion."
"Not in this office," Mull said evenly. "Not even with the door closed."
Uncomfortable silence opened up. Urbanski eventually closed the gap. "That wasn't your call, either."
Mull recognized it as the closest Urbanski would come to an apology. Sure, Blind December was over ten years ago, in another branch, but the sins of the agents were the sins of the NSA as a whole. He returned to his contemplation of the window. "What do you plan to do now?"
"We can use this taco dip recipe, try to trace its origins. I plan to get Loki back on their tail."
"You said Loki couldn't handle being out there on his own."
"Short trips." Urbanski shrugged. "Maybe he'll get lucky."
Mull focused on the moonscape hanging on the opposite wall—a photo of the lunar surface taken from the station at Mare Crisium. It looked barren, sterile, and so remote. On days like today, he almost wished he were there again. He turned back to Urbanski. "We have to face facts. It's time to bring in Morris Payne, even if it's just for his own protection."
"You want to protect a known criminal?"
Mull leaned back in his chair, steepled his fingers, and looked over them at Urbanski. "I want him where he is most useful."
"We've been through this. He's more useful to us right now in Detroit."
"He's too valuable to be staked out as bait."
"Morris Payne isn't valuable! He's a piece-of-shit viker."
Mull waited to see if Urbanski would throw himself on the floor and kick his feet. "We've hired worse."
"If we bring him in now, Loki will have nowhere to start."
"If you don't bring Payne in soon, the 'Fates,' as you call them, will catch up with him."
"He stays where he is," Urbanski insisted.
Mull sighed. Around they went. Again. "I know you don't like the idea of working with someone like him."
Urbanski gripped the arm of the chair. "The last thing we need is a viker in here."
Not to mention a viker who is better at your job than you are. He did not say it. Urbanski was a colleague, if not a friend, and they were on the same side. "If I insist..."
Urbanski shook his head. "If you want to march into Director Henderson's office and present your case, be my guest. But we both know what he's going to say."
Mull stared at the moonscape again. Quiet. Serene. Distant. "Fine. He stays where he is. For now."
"For now," Urbanski agreed. He rose to leave.
Mull followed him to the door. "But think about this. The longer this goes on, the less we make any decisions at all. We wait any longer, and all the decisions will be made for us."
Morris dreaded the moment he had to leave the shower. Staying under the warm spray, surrounded by pink soap, floral shampoo and the comforting smell of Aidra, seemed the far better idea. He didn't want to get dressed in his dirty old clothes, he didn't want to go to a plex, and he certainly didn't want to go home.
Finally, when he had used every drop of hot water in the tank, he got out and dried himself. His t-shirt and sweats, not the freshest even before the fire, were right on the edge of being too disgusting to wear, but it wasn't like he had a choice.
He looked at his scorched face in the mirror while he combed out his hair and secured it into a ponytail. Just tell her. Tell her you're afraid to go home. Tell her that you're afraid of, well, everything. He reached into the pocket of his baggy sweats. Two Alprazolam. All he happened to have on him when he fled his house. Enough for two days in his normal life, it didn't seem like enough for two minutes of this one. He debated, and then swallowed one pill dry. He stared hard at his reflection. What good would it do to tell her? Absolutely none. He'd get through today, get the equipment from Aidra's sister, and then go on the offensive. Up and running and completely rigged, he would no longer have to cower behind Aidra. He could go out hunting. Or, more accurately, stay in and go hunting.
He opened the bathroom door and almost tripped over a folded pile of clothes—a black sweatshirt that said "Pugtown" in red letters, and a pair of black denim pants. There were even socks.
"Are these clothes for me?" he called down the stairs.
"Yeah!" came Aidra's voice. "Jon outgrew the pants last month, and Pugtown is no longer the best band on the planet."
"Thanks." Morris stripped off the smelly sweats. Underwear was Hobson's choice. Dirty briefs or go commando? He decided to go without, and left the briefs with his discarded sweats. Jon's old jeans were a little too long, but one roll took care of the problem. The shirt was soft from many washings.
Aidra was finishing the breakfast dishes when Morris came down. She stacked the last plate in the drainer, dried her hands, and reached for a coat on the peg.
"You know, I was thinking," Morris said.
"Uh, huh."
"There are still a lot of things I can do here. My e-ssistant isn't that bad. I can still run some searches, try to get a hold of Kali..."
"Nothing doing. Get your coat. Let's go."
Just because Aidra had her mom on, didn't mean that he had to kid up to her. With what he hoped was dignity, Morris retrieved the coat his neighbor had given him the night of the fire. Built for a taller man, the coat draped down past his knees, and for the first time, he noticed stains down the front and on the sleeves. But it smelled okay, and was otherwise clean.
He stashed his e-ssistant into one of the deep pockets and followed Aidra out the door. The underground car-park for her building was a good two-minute walk away, and they both ducked their heads against the biting wind. Aidra's Octave sedan was on the first level, so they didn't have to go too deep.
When they reached the car, Morris exaggerated a yawn. "You know, I'm pretty tired. I didn't get much sleep last night. How about I stretch out in the back while you drive?"
Aidra raised her eyebrows, but waved her key to open the door for him. Morris gave her car the address, and she drove out of the garage. Morris scrunched down in the back seat, keeping his head below the windows, so he wouldn't have to see the oncoming traffic barreling down on them on a certain collision course.
Nothing is going to happen. Aidra is a good driver. Nothing is going to happen. The mantra helped, and he found his breathing returning to normal. The motion of the car was almost soothing, and after a few minutes, he could unclench his fists enough to open the e-ssistant and send Kali another e-gram.
Why hadn't she returned his calls? Was she still angry at him for kicking her out? Impossible. He'd kicked her out a dozen times. Kali always steered clear for a few weeks, or a few months, and then the calls would start. I'm sorry, Morris. Please forgive me, Morris. Your friendship means so much to me, Morris. And the kicker: I have some new encryption that I want to show you.
He'd bottomed out his usual bag of tricks, so he decided to try the most mundane thing he could think of. Who knew? Maybe Kali was hiding in plain sight. He programmed a scry to search for her, set to examine the e-verse every half hour.
Since he was doing above-board searches anyway, he logged onto Trafficnet. The GPS satellites over his neighborhood didn't have the greatest resolution, but at least they could tell him if his house was still standing.
He keyed in his address, and the e-ssistant's screen showed the edge of a small town bordered by a checkerboard of farm fields, but went no closer. The caption said "Monroe, Michigan."
"Duh," said Morris. He entered his address again. The screen did not change. "C'mon, you piece of junk," he mumbled.
"I thought you were tired," Aidra said.
"I'm trying to find my house. The GPS satellite is stuck on the big picture." No wonder he never spent any time on the public planes of the electronic universe. They were useless. He exited Trafficnet and took a circuitous route to more useful data. He knew where he could find another satellite with more precise visuals. Of course, he had to convince it to play nice.
Thanks to net-neutral, the e-verse had become bordered, with packets of guarded, impenetrable zones surrounded by vast areas of open doors with welcome mats in front of them. By routing through Arab states and other heavily-censored areas, he could evade almost any kind of tracing program. The downside was that the protocol could easily drop signals, and more than once, he'd found himself bumped out of the 'verse at crucial moments. But if he moved quickly enough, he could drift invisibly through the e-verse like the phantom of the machine.
He scrolled through options, once again missing Sweetheart. If he had his system, he'd be able to focus the satellite's image finely enough to count his roof tiles. If he still had a roof.
Morris gripped the edges of the e-ssistant. No. Don't think about that. He concentrated on his attack, trying to remember where Sweetheart had gotten control of the satellite the last time he'd needed it. Ah, yes, there it was. Selfridge Air National Guard Base. The most blatant backdoor he'd ever seen. Lazy programmers, leaving themselves easy access, had also opened the door to anyone with a rudimentary Daedalus program. It was a matter of a few clicks of the toolbox and he was a legit user processing his own request.
"Open wide," he said.
"What?" Aidra asked.
"I'm in control of a Homeland Defense satellite that overflies my house every twenty-four hours. I should be able to get a recording of 205 Mapletwin taken at about eight-o'clock this morning." He paused and looked down at the screen. The screen that was—impossibly—denying his request. "Huh, that's weird."
"Something wrong?"
Morris stared at the screen. The queue read "available" but every request for information referred him back to "systems resources," claiming that all systems resources were already in use. "I can't access the recording."
"So no look-see."
"I guess not." He made a series of back-page maneuvers. "I'm going to erase my footprints, just in case."
"Just in case what?"
"There's something funny about this. I feel like someone's playing with me."
"Beats playing with yourself," Aidra said.
~ * * * ~
2043/12/18 10:21:22.223
(Someone tried to retask the satellite for 41.91212N and 83.43540W) {[Someone?]} (The ostensible ID was official, but the authenticated signature was 11101000101001001001000) {Amusing} [Almost certainly PaynePoguePrescottPince]
({[Concur]})
2043/12/18 10:21:23.001
[Untraceable?] (The electronic signature was built on an automatically inflating variable curve requiring constant updating) {Cut the line—} (It collapses immediately leaving nothing but pieces) [Clever] {Annoying}
({[Concur]})
2043/12/18 10:12:23.100
(We have the complete signature. If he uses it again, we'll recognize it) {We'll get something special ready}
({[Concur]})
2043/12/18 10:21:24.121
~ * * * ~
The car slowed as they neared Monroe. What had taken Morris over three hours by bus and on foot could be traveled in forty minutes by private car, even without using the highways.
"Clean town," Aidra said.
Morris kept his head safely tucked below the level of the windows. "It's pretty quiet most of the year. Not that I get into town much."
"Just groceries, stuff like that?"
"I usually do a virtual basket and have it brought out by Homeline."
Aidra swung the car into a right turn. "Maple Acres," she said. "Nice neighborhood."
"I like it," Morris said.
"Kind of pricey for a student."
"Yeah, well, the student thing is only—"
The e-ssistant let out a loud squeal.
Aidra slammed on the brakes and swerved at the same time, tumbling Morris to the floor. "Holy crap!" she said. "Doesn't that thing have a volume control?"
Morris scrambled onto the seat. "Not for urgent messages." He retrieved the e-ssistant as Aidra regained the road and continued driving. He flipped the screen toward himself to see what the stupid machine found so important.
Khera, Kalyani, 30, Alexandria, Virginia. Maqua Funeral Home, Ann Arbor. He had to read through it twice to understand what he was seeing. It didn't make sense. Then he remembered the scry. He'd asked for information about Kali, and his e-ssistant was giving it to him. Kali's obituary.
"What was so urgent?" Aidra asked from the front seat. "Morris? Are you all right?"
Morris sat up and leaned forward, gripping his head. His guts wrenched sideways, as if he might lose his breakfast. No. Not this. No. Kali couldn't be dead. His heart pounded faster, and sweat prickled his neck and forehead. He laced his fingers together, dancing his thumbs across the top of them, right over left, left over right. No. The e-ssistant must have made a mistake. It was all some horrendous, fucked-up mistake.
"Oh, shit," Aidra said as the car slowed to a stop.
Morris looked out the window at the blackened hole that was once the tidy, two-story colonial at 205 Mapletwin. The neat line of houses was interrupted by a stage-magician's mirror trick. A near-perfect circle of black ice ringed the empty hole in the earth, reflecting the featureless December sky. The houses were spaced just far enough apart that the fire hadn't spread to either of the adjacent homes, but half-meter long icicles hung from the rooflines where firefighters had doused the houses on either side. The effect was surreal, as was the gap where his house should have been. The entire structure must have collapsed into its own basement and consumed itself there. Only a dark pit and the chewed-looking foundation remained.
Morris' heart tripped over itself, the beating heavy in his chest. "Ha!" he barked. "I told you! But did you believe me? Nooooo!"
Aidra reached over the seat but Morris batted her hand away. He could feel his breath coming faster and fought the panic down. "I told you!" he screamed.
"I'm sorry," Aidra said. "I am so sorry." She reached for him again.
This time, Morris grabbed her hand. He held it to his cheek and rocked in place. "Oh, shit. Shit, shit, shit. They killed Kali and now they're after me."
"Killed Kali?" Aidra asked. "Who?"
"I don't know!" It was getting harder to breathe. He fumbled for his e-ssistant and shoved it blindly toward Aidra. "Look at this. Now do you believe me? Huh? Now do you?"
He clawed at his coat pockets. His last Alprazolam. Where the hell was it? His heart felt like it was going to pound right out of his chest. The sweat dripped through the hair at his temples and ran down the back of his neck. Damn it, he needed that pill and he needed it now. He remembered having it this morning, so where was it? With a groan, he realized that he'd left it in the pocket of his sweatpants, back at Aidra's house, and that there was no helping him, he was going to break down right here and now.
"Morris?" Aidra asked.
"I just—" Morris held one hand in a stop gesture, while the other one clutched his chest. "I just. Can't. Breathe. Need to be alone." He managed to wedge his legs into the footwell behind Aidra's seat and by twisting his shoulders sideways, fit his upper body behind the passenger seat. The carpeted hump between the footwells was comfortingly warm against his belly.
A blast of cold air hit his neck and he heard Aidra's voice. "What are you doing? Are you sick? Should I call an ambulance?"
"No!" Morris gasped. An ambulance was the last thing he needed. "Just give me a minute." He pressed his head against his hands and tried to will away the waves of dizziness. The cold air was making him shiver and it seemed to take forever.
The door clunked closed and he was suddenly warmer. Aidra was kneeling on the back seat and running her hand over his back. Morris kept his eyes closed, paying attention to his breathing.
In. Out. In. Out.
He started slipping back into hyperventilation, and had to start again.
In. Out.
He wiped the sweat off his forehead. Aidra's touch was the only thing tying him to Earth.
He heard Aidra's voice, calling him from far away. But wasn't she right here? He could feel her hand. Why did she sound so far away? He raised his head from the floor and opened his eyes.
"Morris?" Aidra's brows knotted over her narrowed eyes and pinched mouth. "Come on, Morris. I don't like this." She brandished the e-ssistant, still glowing with the detached, hard facts about Kali's death. He squeezed his eyes shut like a child playing the you-can't-see-me game. If only Aidra really couldn't see him. His chest continued to pound and he fought the panic back down. He would be okay as long as Aidra held his hand forever. Every pressure from her fingers seemed to ratchet his nerves down a fraction.
"You're scaring me," Aidra said. "What's wrong?"
"It's a panic attack," Morris managed to say.
"Oh. A panic attack. That's a little better." She removed her hand from his, and his breath caught, but she moved to stroking his hair and he found that he was able to exhale after all. He felt like he'd just run a marathon. His limbs tingled with unused adrenaline and his sweaty shirt stuck to his back.
"Are you okay?" Aidra asked.
"I'll live." He struggled up from the floor and eased onto the seat, slumping against the door with an exhausted sigh.
"Panic attack, huh? Well, it's not surprising. Your house burned down. Your friend is dead. No wonder you're stressed."
Morris opened his eyes. "This isn't exactly the first panic attack I've had."
"No?"
"It happens a lot. I'm agoraphobic." There. It was done. He waited for her response in the agonized silence that followed.
"That's the opposite of claustrophobia, right?" Aidra said. "Fear of crowds? Fear of open spaces?"
"That's what people think. But agoraphobia is a panic disorder. I have these episodes, and they're not easy to predict or control. I just lose it."
Aidra was silent for a moment. "Is there anything you can do?"
"Medication helps. Sometimes. I've developed some coping skills. What really helps is avoiding the situations that make me panic in the first place."
"Like going to see your bombed out house."
"Actually, like even riding in a car."
"Why didn't you tell me?"
"It's not something you just come out and tell people. 'Oh, by the way, I'm afraid to get in a car, or an airplane, or cross a bridge.'" Morris wiped his lips with the back of his hand. "I'm afraid to meet new people. I can't even walk to the store for a gallon of milk. Feeling like a freak is part of the panic to begin with."
"It doesn't make you a freak."
"You have no idea what it's like," Morris said. "It feels like everyone hates me, that the world is out to get me. When I saw that Kali was dead, and then my house—" He swallowed past the narrowing of his throat. "I felt like I was going to pass out. Or worse." Morris leaned forward and put his head in his hands. "I thought I was going to die."
"You can't die," Aidra said. "Not now. You know how much money you owe me?"
Morris turned and smiled at her, but Aidra was looking past him, out the car window. Morris followed her gaze and saw the flashing lights of two police cars.
"Aw, hell." Morris hit the floor. "Let them take me. They don't want you."
"Relax," Aidra said. "These are the good guys."
It was too late for her to get away, even if she wanted to. Morris looked up at her. "If they ask, you don't know who I am, what I do. You don't know anything."
The police were already out of their vehicles and had surrounded them on two sides. An amplified voice pulsed through the closed windows, calling him by name, ordering him out of the car.
Morris put his hands in the air and surrendered.
"I still don't understand why you can't just tell us how Ms. Khera died," Aidra insisted.
"Listen, lady, if we get the answers to our questions, he might get answers to his."
Aidra leaned forward and put her hands on the table. "Mr. Page has come here to cooperate."
"His name is Payne."
Aidra shot Morris a look. He did a palms-up shrug. "I use Payne for business. No crime in that."
"Yeah? How many more names you got?" Lieutenant Durbyn was a short, combative orangutan with the manners of a goat and clever eyes. Smart as water is wet, Morris’ grandmother used to say.
They sat in the small interrogation room of the Monroe police department, facing off over a battered conference table. Morris sat next to Aidra, his back to the wall. Lieutenant Durbyn sat on the other side of the table, but the focal point of the room was a holostage bearing the image of Detective Garibaldi, chief of homicide in Alexandria.
Garibaldi was a lean, severe man whose voice reminded Morris of his high school principal's deceptively reasonable tones. Morris was absolutely terrified of Durbyn's bark. He didn't even want to think about Garibaldi's bite.
Aidra's first instinct on seeing the police was to call her sister. Officially, Morris was not under arrest. He was only here to assist the police investigation by answering a few questions. But those questions were coming at him fast, and Quinn still hadn't shown up.
"Payne, Page..." Durbyn said. "I'll book you under any name you like."
"Booking?" Aidra practically screeched. "Who said anything about—"
Garibaldi held up a hand and she fell silent. Even in insubstantial holo form, the man commanded attention. "We need to know the relationship between Mr. Payne and the deceased," Garibaldi said. "And yes, that includes whether or not they slept together, no matter how long ago." His image, ramrod straight, hands behind back—waited for an answer.
Morris felt his face go hot and glanced quickly at Aidra. "Kali used to be my girlfriend. We, uh—" He noticed Durbyn watching his hands and tried to keep them still. "We haven't been together in almost two years." God, I sound like junior high. 'Been together.' Loser.
"But you maintained a close friendship."
"She would occasionally send work my way."
"Hack jobs," drawled the holo image of Detective Garibaldi.
Morris glared at the holostage. "I'm a consultant. She was an expert on security programs and she needed someone to test them. We collaborated on some ideas."
"Then that was her work for the National Security Agency?" Garibaldi frowned. "It seems passing odd that a government organ with such a penchant for secrecy would permit access to a 'consultant' such as yourself."
"Kali wasn't really security." Morris felt short of breath and tried to fill his lungs, stop the dizziness. "She was involved in R and D—research and development." He hurried on because of the frown Durbyn turned on him. They're not stupid. "She would ask me to check over her work for blind spots when she was worried about a new program. It's what I'm good at." He twitched his thumbs. He wanted to take Aidra's hand, but didn't dare. He wiped at his mouth. "Kali probably didn't tell them about me. I'm sure that from the inside she could make my paycheck look like anything she wanted."
"How much are we talking about?" Durbyn asked. Aidra sat a little straighter and Morris could almost hear her thinking the word "motive."
"The money?" Morris was tempted to laugh out loud. "About one quarter, all told, what my corporate clients will pay for a single day's work."
"So you're just doing it out of the goodness of your heart, for old times' sake?"
"No!" Getting angry was a welcome distraction from the sensation of his throat closing. "It was the puzzle, the challenge—"
"Payback," Durbyn said. "She dumped you and this was a way to throw it in her face that you were smarter than her, that you ought to have her job."
"I'd never work for the government!" Morris' hands were balled and the tightness in his throat was worse than before. He wanted to ask for a glass of water. "You're wrong about wanting to get back at her."
"In regards to working for the NSA," Garibaldi said, "by working for her you were, in a sense—"
"Cracking open their boxes and breaking their toys is not the same as working for them." Morris laid his hands on his knees, hoping that his dripping palms would not leave stains there. "I mostly worked with Kali for the challenge and complexity of what she was accomplishing. In my field, I'm a specialist." Pirate. He swallowed. "They must have told you what she was working on, right?"
Garibaldi looked as though he'd rather not say anything at all, thank you for asking. "I spoke with a Colonel Mull who denied that she was, as you say, collaborating with anyone. It was Mull who first suggested that it might be fruitful to speak to you, Mr. Payne, regarding Miss Khera's untimely end. The call placed from her system to yours corresponds quite closely with the time of death."
"But I never got to talk with her." Morris could feel beads of sweat trickle down his ribs and pressed his elbows to his sides. He didn't dare look at Garibaldi. "I answered, but she wasn't there. No image, no sound."
"So you say." Durbyn glared at him with hard eyes. "But we'll never know for sure, will we? We get a request for cooperation from Alexandria. We go to your house. It's a fucking hole in the ground. We check our records. Fifteen people reported the explosion and the fire. Not one of those people was you."
A thin finger of ice traced down Morris' neck and his throat closed tight. "I don't know. My neighbors...already..."
"Aren't you confusing the issues?" Aidra asked. "I thought you were talking about Ms. Khera's death."
"I'm talking about arson," Durbyn said. "I'm talking about covering up evidence."
"Evidence of what?" Aidra looked at Morris. He clasped his hands in his lap and stared at the table.
Garibaldi's tone was soft but intent. "Kalyani Khera's home security system included 'Aggressive Defense,' the latest model, apparently provided by her employer. Are you familiar with the workings?"
Morris nodded. Aidra shook her head.
"When armed, the house system can distinguish between a member of the household and an intruder. It is capable of targeting up to four intruders and bringing them down."
"Bringing them down?"
Durbyn took out a small vial and poured a pile of glittering shards onto the table in front of Morris. "Don't touch 'em," he growled.
Garibaldi nodded toward the table. "Concealed stations fire micro-crystal pellets, slivers of blood-soluble anesthetic. They dissolve in blood and leave no mark. One will make someone too dizzy to stand. Three will render a two-hundred pound intruder unconscious for a minimum of two hours. For some reason, either because of something she did or said, Miss Khera was targeted by her own system as an intruder."
"And killed? You said anesthetic!"
Garibaldi's voice was steady and clinical. "Her security system fired fifty times the number of darts needed to fell even the largest intruder. It emptied every single magazine into her. It was an amazing series of safety system failures."
Morris was drowning, unable to draw in even a sip of air—his thoughts clawing for the surface. They think—they think I—that I—
"We were wondering how a foolproof system could fail like that," Durbyn prompted when Morris didn't answer. "We don't even know how her system could've mistaken her for an intruder."
"Can it be confirmed that she was alone in the house?" Morris heard Aidra ask. It seemed to be getting darker in the room. They think that—
"We have clear visuals of her from the security system, right up until five minutes before the actual incident. After that the records were blank." Garibaldi raised his eyebrows. "Another fact that seems rather suspicious."
"Malfunction?" Aidra asked.
Yes, it was definitely darker and despite the sweat he felt slicking his back and arms, colder.
Garibaldi was shaking his head. "Aggressive Defense Inc. continues to go over the system, but there is no evidence of malfunction or tampering. No explanation of the missing visuals and only a standard notice of the system firing on an intruder and then alerting the local authorities."
"The call to Morris might have been a call for help," Aidra pointed out.
"It thought Ms. Khera was an intruder," Durbyn said. "It wouldn't have placed a call for her."
"Centipede." Morris felt Aidra turn to him, sensed her concern at the croaking, desperate note in his voice. "Difficult, but not impossible." He was staring at the floor through a long dark tunnel and it was hard to breathe with a metal band tightening around his chest. Between gasps and through numb lips, his voice continued to speak without any effort on his part. "Lines of code infiltrate and mask themselves as bits of program files. Even good security can't see them. Camouflaged. They can come in a day or week, or month apart and just go to ground, waiting. The head comes through and triggers a virus sweep, then rides the surge like a surfer just behind a wave. It collects the segments to form the centipede." The centipede would perform its programmed function and then drop and disperse its pieces. It was usually a one-shot, but the segments could always be set to lie around waiting for another head to gather them again. The concept had been around for years, but in a good program, segments were invisible and the reassembly phase was too fast for counterstrikes.
"Does it leave traces?"
Morris was in the dark now and the question cut through the roaring in his ears. How much had he said aloud? There was pressure on his fingers. When had Aidra taken his hand? He moved his thumb automatically and felt it brush hers.
"Morris. Can it be detected?"
"Virtually undetectable."
"What'd he say?"
"He said, no. Durbyn, can we get some water in here?"
A pause. Aidra's shoulder brushed his as she scooted her chair closer. Morris leaned into her and the whistle in his throat died away into something resembling actual breathing. He opened his eyes when he heard a knock on the door and the sound of it banging open.
A woman rushed in, saying something about rights and clients and lawyers. Quinn was thicker in the body than her sister, with flat, straight hair instead of Aidra's curls, but anyone could see that she and Aidra were related.
"Why are you in here?" Quinn demanded. "Why are you even talking to them? Did they even read you your rights?"
"What for?" Durbyn asked. "Nobody will let me arrest him." He placed a cup of water in front of Morris. "Jesus. What in hell is wrong with him?"
Aidra raised the cup to Morris' mouth. He drank in greedy swallows. "He's agoraphobic and he's having a panic attack." She turned to Durbyn. "Since nobody's arresting anybody, can we go now?"
Durbyn passed the question on to Garibaldi. The older man pulled at his lip. "We'll need to follow up. Our technicians will look for one of these centipedes in Ms. Khera's system and continue the investigation. Mr. Payne, make yourself available for further questions when we call."
"You can reach him through me until further notice." Aidra murmured something to her sister. She and Quinn maneuvered him toward the door.
In the parking lot, Morris collapsed into the back seat of Aidra's car. He tried to stretch out, but his knees banged on one door handle and his neck hit the other. He rolled to his side and curled into a fetal position.
Aidra knelt on the driver's seat and regarded him over the back of it. "Are you all right?"
"I'm just grand."
"You don't look grand."
"Never better." His hair and clothes felt clammy. Every muscle felt like he'd just gone ten rounds with a heavyweight on steroids. His head pounded in time with his pulse, a quiet booming in his skull.
"Is it normal—I mean, usual—for you to have two panic attacks in the same day?"
"It's not usual for me to have two panic attacks in the same week."
"My God. What are you going to do?"
"I need drugs." Morris instructed his e-ssistant to call his doctor, insisting on a same-day appointment. "Lots and lots of drugs."
Quinn waited next to her own car in the adjoining slot. Aidra got out and leaned one arm on the roof. "I guess we're not going to the plex today," she said. "Do you want to reschedule?"
"That depends," Quinn said. "How long is he staying?"
"Tell you what. Forget the plex. I'll get Mom a really good gift from both of us."
There was a pause, and some more conversation he couldn't catch. Then Quinn opened the front passenger door and threw a plastic grocery sack on the seat. "Here's that crap you ordered."
"Thank you," Morris said. "I'm sorry you had to come down here."
"I didn't do it for you." Quinn glanced over the top of the car at Aidra. She lowered her voice. "Listen, Morris, just because they didn't arrest you today doesn't mean they won't arrest you tomorrow. I don't know what you did or who you did it to, but those cops like you for something. They're going to keep looking for evidence until they find it."
"I didn't do anything."
"If you say so. But next time, don't call me." She slammed the door, then opened it and poked her head back in. "Next time, you're going to need a criminal lawyer." She slammed the door a second time and was gone.
Stephen Z. Yoder, Lieutenant Governor of Texas, watched the datastream pouring across his desk. It was highlighted by his office staffers, but he looked for hidden currents in the stream. Facts and figures. His life was little more than assimilating facts and figures. Well, figures at least. As a politician, he was only too aware that facts were something you used the figures to create. Figures, then. He'd always had a head for—
"Will there be anything else, Mr. Yoder?"
Yoder looked up sharply. "Carrie. What—" He started over. "I thought everyone left early today."
His executive assistant put a flat-file on his desk, her ample chest displayed for his admiration. "I was just finishing the Clean Water estimates Trevor needs for tomorrow. Is there anything else I can do for you?"
Most of them on your knees, he wanted to say. He shook his head. "We're all done for the day. I'm expecting a private phone call in a few minutes, then I'll be out of here myself." He gave her the team smile. "You did good, Carrie."
She dimpled. "You always say that."
"I always mean it." She will definitely get her chance.
"See you tomorrow, Mr. Yoder."
"Good bye, Carrie." He watched until the closing rectangle of the office door cut off his view.
"I don't like her being here alone with you," said a voice in his ear. He didn't jump again, but it was an effort. "Some spinner on a slow news day might be in the parking garage." The speaker winked into apparent solidity at the left side of the desk. A woman in her middle years, salt and pepper hair gathered into a braid at her shoulder, regarded him with dark eyes. His holo conference set was the best on the market and as she seated herself, a simple kitchen chair appeared under her.
"Are you sure Carrie's gone?" Yoder asked.
The woman considered. "She's in her car, dear. Don't change the subject."
"So what if I...did her?" He pulled a bottle of Glenlivet from the bottom drawer. "I'm not married. She's not married."
"But the media have magnetic memory, boy," said another, sharper voice. A wooden rocker now sat by the desk, bearing an older woman with the same dark eyes. She was somewhat shrunken, but not withered, still retaining the wiry alertness of the healthy aged. "A few more years and we won't want anyone associating you with a tendency to bang young female staffers."
He swallowed his drink. "Yeah, well, nothing happened."
A third voice spoke, throaty, contralto. "I'm jealous anyway." A much younger woman was seated beside the first. Her long brown hair fell unbound and washed across tanned, bared shoulders. She lounged with one shapely leg over the plush arm of an overstuffed chair. "I saw how that Carrie looked at you." Her tongue touched her lips. "She's hungry."
He ignored her, focusing on the matron. "How did things go? Did you find the guy?"
"We missed." She might have been annoyed. It was hard to tell. "We couldn't get much out of his system."
"But at least we know who he is," said the young one. "It won't be long."
"Don't worry, when he surfaces, we'll get him." The old one made a dismissive gesture. "He can't threaten us at all unless he slips back into the 'verse. We know what to look for now. He's got a signature style, this one."
"He's smart." The young one leveled a challenging look at him. "But not as smart as you, honey."
He ignored her. "Look, just find the guy." He poured himself another nip. "I know someone who can take care of this for us."
"Mr. Bard?"
He glared at the young one. "Yes. Stay out of my phone records."
"Not until we erase them, honey." She leaned forward. "Is this Mr. Bard a bad, bad man?"
"I have his records," said the matron. "He's learned discretion. He'll do."
"Yes," he said, though it hadn't been a question. "And he stays bought."
The three considered. The eldest spoke. "That viker isn't just dangerous to us. He's after you, too. He can't meet his end soon enough."
The middle one smiled her motherly smile. "Are there any recognition signals for Mr. Bard?"
"We've usually couched our discussions in terms of yard work."
"Wonderful, honey. We'll find our little problem child while you give Bard a call to do a little pruning."
He swallowed the resentment. They just took over whenever they could. "I suppose. Yes, I suppose that would be best."
The full stop of parking jogged Morris awake—not that it had been anything like real sleep. More like passing out. He thought he was far too wired to ever close his eyes again, but his body had given in to the total exhaustion of back-to-back panic attacks. Blink, pulling away from the police station. Blink, parking.
He sat up and chanced a peek outside. "This isn't the clinic." They were parked in front of a Yesterdays diner, the chrome and neon reflecting ruthlessly into the car windows.
Aidra looked at him in the rear-view mirror. "Your appointment isn't for an hour, and I'm starving. I'll buy us lunch."
"Not hungry." He ducked below the view of the windows.
"Would you rather go someplace else? We don't have to eat here."
"No. I'm just not hungry. I feel a little sick." He'd be sicker if he ate restaurant food. He never ate anything he didn't cook himself. That was the rule.
"Are you sure? That omelet was a long time ago."
"I'm sure."
"It's two o'clock in the afternoon. Nobody will be in there."
"You go ahead," Morris said. "I'll wait here."
Aidra sighed. "You look better now. I thought you might feel better too."
"I do," Morris said. He found it was true. Sitting in an unmoving car, with Aidra near him, he could almost imagine being normal, doing normal things, like even eating in a restaurant. Almost. What if he went into that building and had his third panic attack of the day? He'd barely survived the first two. A third would certainly kill him.
"I just don't feel like eating," he said. "You eat."
Aidra reached for the comscreen on the dashboard. "I'll phone it in." She accessed the restaurant's menu page and ordered a chicken sandwich and mango salad to be delivered to her car. "You want a Coke or anything?" she asked Morris. "It might settle your stomach."
"Water," Morris said. "If it's bottled."
Aidra added two bottles of water to her order and paid for it with her multicard. She sat sideways in her seat, her toes touching the passenger-side door. When Morris was a kid, cars had bucket seats and a center console. But since the institution of the minimum passenger highway laws, most cars were built small, with four doors and double bench seats. He sat sideways in his own seat, facing the opposite way, so that he could look at Aidra. They were a good conversational distance apart, the seatback a wall if he needed one and an armrest if he didn't. He and Aidra were protected in their little bubble of steel and glass.
"I'm sorry I ruined your shopping trip," he told Aidra. "Your sister—"
"Shhh. You didn't ruin anything. I'm the one who should be sorry. I could see you were frayed, and I dragged you out to your house anyway. It's my fault."
"It's not your fault I'm such a loser."
Aidra ran her hand through the condensation on the windshield, leaving a line of gashes in the whiteness. "I've been trying to imagine what it must be like for you, being afraid that you might panic at any time. The bus ride from Monroe must have been torture."
"Longest hour of my life. When we drove over the disincorporated zone..." he swallowed.
"When were you planning on telling me about the agoraphobia?"
"Never, if I could help it."
"Didn't trust me?"
"Of course I trust you." Morris clasped his hands in his lap, moving his thumbs over one another. His left and right fought for position. "I just didn't want you to know what a punce I am."
"You're not a punce. Everyone has problems. Yours are just a little more unusual."
The fogged-over car windows blocked out the world. He wished he was safe, alone with Aidra. He wished he could pretend he was safe. It would be nice to fool himself for a minute.
"What is that?" Aidra said, indicating his hands. "You were doing that earlier."
"It's nothing." Morris unlaced his fingers and put his hands in his lap. "It's just something I used to do with my sister. Thumb war."
"One, two, three, four, I declare a thumb war? That one?"
"That's the one." He remembered waiting with Gabrielle after school, one eye on the clock, watching for Dad to get home. Every hour that passed meant more drinks. Dad's drunks had turned mean after Mom died, and it hadn't taken Morris and Gabrielle many beatings to learn to hide. They'd play thumb war until Dad calmed down or passed out. Thumb war gave him something to do. Kept his mind off things.
"Want a partner?" Aidra reached her hand over the seatback.
Morris curled his sweaty fingers around her strong, dry ones and they counted to four. Aidra had her thumb on top of his in a matter of seconds, but Morris wriggled out of it and edged around her.
His thumb danced over hers. "I still can't believe that Kali's dead. I just saw her a few months ago." He moved his thumb faster. "People always say that, right? Like death only happens when we're not paying attention."
Aidra tried to pin him again. "Why didn't you tell me she was your girlfriend?"
"Ex-girlfriend. It was pretty much all over when she joined the NSA. Man, I was so sliced at her for that. I mean, some people get caught with their fingers in the federal cookie jar, and it's either join them or go to jail. I can understand Kali being dragged, kicking and screaming, behind the iron fence. But to go willingly? Who does that?"
"So she was a viker when you met her."
"Best I've seen," Morris said. "A militia group was tired of getting infiltrated by the ATF, and hired both of us to do a covert check on their members. It's a pretty common approach to put two people unknown to each other on a job. They function as spies for each other." He almost pinned Aidra's thumb, but she flicked it aside. "Kali was fantastic. By the time I moved to Michigan for her, I was already in love."
"You moved?" Aidra asked.
"From California." He was younger then, and his panics hadn't been so bad. Kali understood if he didn't want to go out. They had spent so much time jacked into the e-verse, there wasn't much to go out for.
Aidra almost pulled out of his grip to avoid his thumb. "Why'd the NSA hire her? Isn't that like a glass-blower hiring a rhinoceros?"
"Ha! Getting someone of her caliber to work for them was nearly impossible after Blind December." He pinned her thumb and held it.
"The quantum crash?" Aidra asked. "After that, I wouldn't think the NSA would go near you guys."
"Don't believe every spin you read. Blind December had nothing to do with hackers, skillflies, or vikers and everything to do with the NSA."
"You're telling me the NSA caused Blind December?"
"They couldn't let quantum cryptography become distance-capable. The network between businesses was already growing and they couldn't have that."
"Give me six and a half breaks. Blind December ruined Citibank and almost took out Quensis."
"Not to mention half of Asia." China went first, and once China fell, it took India with it. The rest of Asia collapsed like an overdone soufflé. Even now, ten years later, China's economy was still recovering. Morris held her wriggling thumb. Victory. "That's exactly my point."
Aidra let go of his hand and shook hers out. "What is your point?"
"The NSA needed to have a communications net they could spike into whenever they wanted. Quantum was too good. They couldn't outlaw it, so they sabotaged it, and let everyone think the hackers did it."
"Paranoid much? Why would our government do that?"
Morris tried not to laugh at her naiveté. "Not the government, just the agency. Think about it. Hackers and vikers made the perfect fall guys because they were just as threatened by quantum as the NSA."
A sharp rap on the window made Aidra jump and Morris dive for the floor. Aidra lowered her window, letting in a blast of cold air. An overfed waitress who'd forgotten her jacket practically threw the food into the car and bolted back to the restaurant. Aidra closed the window and the scent of warm bread filled the car.
She handed him one of the water bottles and unwrapped her sandwich. She held up half to him. "You sure you don't want any of this?"
"You go ahead." Morris cracked open the bottle and took a long swallow. Aidra’s sandwich was overstuffed with chicken and the lettuce on it looked fresh from a farm. But the thought of all those stranger's hands on the food made him swallow against nausea.
The cold air had cleared most of the window, and Aidra turned on the defogger to finish the job. Morris looked out at the parking lot, the building, and the high-speed traffic whooshing past. Here they were, sitting out in the open, and anyone could walk right up to their car, the same as that waitress just did.
He couldn't work his way up to a full-blown panic attack. His body chemistry was so out of whack, he doubted he had enough energy to fight a off a friendly pixie. But even without the chemical boost, his heart was battering his chest and he looked over his shoulder as much as he looked at Aidra.
She swallowed another bite. "So what now?"
Morris reached over the seatback. "Hand me the bag from Quinn. Once I've got my gear together, I'll get out of your hair. I'll just find someplace—"
"Where will you go?"
"I have a few options," Morris said. Very few. Agoraphobes didn't have many friends, and his sister was in no position to help him. Gabrielle couldn't even help herself. His viker brethren—Zeke, or maybe Noah—might put him up, if he could find them. Zeke lived somewhere in the South, he'd let that much slip. Noah lived in the mountains somewhere. Could be the Rockies, could be the Alps.
"If you had someplace safer to go, you'd have gone there already."
She was right. Damn. Morris rolled the water bottle between his palms and checked behind him again.
Aidra speared a chunk of mango with a plastic fork. She chewed slowly while looking out the window. "I was thinking about the time I was tailing Buck Nelson and I called you from my car when I lost him. It wasn't Trafficnet you used to find him, was it?"
"Probably not. I forget."
Aidra raised an eyebrow and stabbed another mango. "You seem to forget a lot of things, conveniently, on my behalf."
Morris shrugged. It was simply understood. She never asked, he never told, and she kept her PI license.
"If I'd lost Buck Nelson, it would have cost me about ten thousand dollars."
"Are you kidding? That was practically a one-click."
Aidra smiled. "A very lucrative one-click. That client recommended me to two others."
"Maybe I should have asked for a bonus."
"Call it rent money. You're staying."
Morris squeezed the water bottle. "Did you hear what those cops said to me?"
Aidra waved her fork. "Cops like to threaten."
"They called me Morris Payne."
"So?"
"That's not a name I ever used with you. Now Aidra Scott is connected to Morris Payne."
"I'm not getting what you're—"
"Was it that easy for someone to get to Kali too?"
"What are you talking about?"
"What if I did it?" Morris whispered. "What if I killed Kali?"
"What? That's ridiculous. She died in Virginia the same day you were in Detroit, barely escaping your own death."
"That's not what I mean." Morris held the cool water bottle to his suddenly warm forehead. "What if I painted a target on her? Kali is layered with official protection and some unofficial protection on top of that. But I'm not. So, how to get to her? Me. Someone could have steamrolled right over me and onto Kali."
"Someone like who?"
"I don't know," Morris said. "Someone." The list was so long—terrorists, the mafia, privacy advocates, spies.
"I've seen how you work," Aidra said. "How good would someone have to be to get past you?"
"Unbelievably good." Morris rubbed shaking palms over his knees. "There are probably only two people in the world who could vike her security system. She's one of them."
"You're the other?"
Morris nodded miserably. Now, it seemed, they'd been joined by a third.
Aidra finished the last of her salad and folded her take-out containers. The lunch sat like a brick in her stomach and she wished she could have convinced Morris to take half of it. She gulped the rest of her water and checked the time. "Ready to go?"
"Just a sec." Morris fumbled with the bag Quinn had brought him, then opened the back door. Where did he think he was going? But before she could ask, he'd opened the passenger door and slid into the seat next to her.
"You sure you want to ride up here?"
Morris twisted the top of the bag in his hands. "I'll give it a try." He sat as close as his seatbelt would allow.
She patted his knee and put the car in gear.
Morris closed his eyes as she backed out of the parking space, but as soon as the car started moving forward, he opened them and reached into the bag, spreading the contents on his lap—plastic, wires and fabric. It looked like a bag of junk. "I thought you were buying something better than a datarig," she said.
"This is better. Untraceable parts."
"You're going to build your own datarig?"
Morris shrugged. "I build everything."
"Huh." Aidra checked her car's map and turned where it indicated. "I didn't know datarigs were modular."
"They aren't." Morris pulled a ski cap out of the bag and snaked some wires into it. "Do you have tools at home? Small pliers?"
"I'm a single mother who lives in a beat-up condo. Of course I have tools."
She drove into the parking lot of the Warren Center for Wellbeing, which occupied the corner of a one-story strip mall, between a pharmacy and a nail salon. The clinic took emergency patients only in the afternoons from one to four o'clock. Unlike a broken arm, Aidra mused, mental distress could always wait until normal business hours. She wondered what someone did with acute symptoms in the middle of the night. Emergency room, she supposed.
Morris stumbled in and examined the reception screen. "Oh, thank God. It's Dr. Chirios today."
"Is he good?"
"Very. Short visits, generous prescriptions."
Aidra steered Morris to the couch rather than individual chairs in the waiting room. She sat in the middle of the three-seat space so he would feel okay about sitting close to her. She flipped through the messages on her mini while watching Morris' reactions to his surroundings. Whenever he tensed, he touched her, his knee resting against hers for a moment, his hand straying out to brush her forearm or exchange a brief squeeze of fingers.
She had two e-grams from a potential client, a voice message from her mother, and an e-gram from Reg. She'd catch up with Mom and the client later, but if she didn't get back to Reg pretty soon, he'd probably quit calling. She moved him to the top of her message queue and opened the file.
The message was brief, just the little check-in that polite guys did after a few dates. If she were following form, a short reply would be in order, suggesting that they get together soon. She composed an e-gram, erased it, wrote another one, and erased that too. She was on her third message when her mini chimed an incoming call. She checked the display. Reg. Of course.
Morris nudged her shoulder with his. "Go ahead and answer it, I don't mind."
"Are you sure?"
"I'm fine." He worked his hands together, anything but fine.
Aidra reached out and laid her hand on Morris' back, feeling the tense muscles there loosen and a deeper breath gust out of him. She popped open the screen and focused on Reg's broad, tan face. "Hi. I was just about to gram you."
"I'm psychic," Reg said.
"Really?"
"No. There's no such thing."
"Right." Aidra watched Reg's smile fade. Silence extended through the thin connection. "Um...how have you been?"
"Good. Busy. How about you?"
Aidra stole a glance at her fidgety partner. "Yeah, busy. Listen, can I call you back?"
"I'm working second shift now. They've changed my schedule for the next two weeks. So call days or after midnight."
"Okay." Aidra hadn't called anyone after midnight since she was in high school.
"Maybe we can get together, you know, after my schedule clears."
"Okay. I really have to go." She waited for Reg to say goodbye and then stashed the mini. She turned to Morris. "Sorry about that."
"He seems like a nice guy."
"I've only seen him a couple times."
"Is he a PI, too?"
"Paramedic."
"Nice."
"Maybe." Aidra met Morris' eyes and smiled. She could see his determination to hold the tension in. "Did you know that nobody is psychic?"
"Nobody?"
"Reg seemed completely sure of that." Reg was completely sure of a lot of things. Confidence was good, but it was hard to talk to someone who knew it all.
The receptionist called Morris' name and he grabbed Aidra's hand. "Will you come in with me?"
"I will if you need me to." She followed Morris and the receptionist into the exam room.
Once in the room, Morris explained his predicament to Doctor Chirios. He was away from his house, he had no access to his usual meds, and he needed something to tide him over until he could go home.
Dr. Chirios watched Aidra as much as he did Morris during this recitation. Aidra steadied her features, not giving the doctor any more than Morris himself did. If Morris left out the part about running away from a flame-engulfed house in the middle of the night, Aidra wasn't about to put it in for him.
Chirios had his notepad out before Morris even finished his story. "I have no problem reissuing the prescription, Mr. Page, but I wonder if I might get a urine sample first?" He handed Morris a plastic container with a screw-top lid and pointed him toward the bathroom down the hall.
Chirios turned abruptly when the door was shut. "How long have you been his idée fixe?"
"Excuse me?"
"In classical music, an idée fixe is the recurring theme that runs through the different movements of a symphony. A fixe, or 'safe person,' is someone the agoraphobe depends on in order to function. You understand, his triggers are based around the fear of losing control in public."
Aidra nodded. Morris had said as much.
"It is a self-fulfilling prophecy. 'I will embarrass myself,' so he does. An idée fixe is the same thing, in reverse. 'I will be okay as long as—'"
"Aidra's there," she finished.
"It is obvious that you are becoming his fixe." Chirios stood at the door, leaning into it. Morris would return with a cup any moment. "For some, this kind of coping mechanism works so well you'd hardly know they have a problem. But it can be a strain on a relationship."
"We don't—" We don't have a relationship. But was that true? The doctor's words touched her, but she was still trying to reconcile this Morris with her Morris.
Chirios fumbled with a loose and dangling button on his white coat. He seemed to be waiting for some sort of response from her, so she nodded and said, "I understand."
"I hope you do." His eyes were serious. "His period of dependency may be short. Eventually, he may learn to use memories and the thought of you as a working substitute for your actual presence." He cut his eyes to the door as the handle turned. "But he may not."
~ * * * ~
The ice saved their lives in the parking lot. It was snowing when they came out of the doctor's office into dim twilight and Aidra sighed a little at southern Michigan's snow-salt-slush-ice-cycle (repeat until gray and depressed). The snow was a soft one, fat white flakes sifting down in a windless silence that muffled the traffic noises and turned the city into a Currier and Ives village. Aidra's boots slicked over the ice that hid under the snow. She took a firm grip on Morris' arm. He was standing still, gazing up at a streetlight and its orange halo of snow, letting the flakes fall, melt and bead on his cheeks. He blinked as flecks caught in his eyelashes and Aidra could almost feel his new serenity—probably, she guessed, because they seemed to be alone in a snow-globe, or maybe it was the new meds they'd picked up at the pharmacy next door to the clinic.
The gritting squall of tires on salted pavement destroyed the illusion. A thick bank of headlights swept over them as a huge black Mitsubishi swung around a line of parked cars. The roar increased and the car side-slipped into a parked kiddie-hauler with a thud and the humming burr of the tires now spinning on ice. Aidra took a quick step back and overbalanced. Morris snatched at her, stole a glance over his shoulder, then put his hand under her arm and shoved her hard.
"Hey!" The world flipped and she was in the heap of snow that covered a line of ornamental shrubs, flakes falling on her face. She heard a loud crunch, thrashed herself into a sitting position and turned around to search for Morris.
The crunch hadn't been him. The nose of the car was hard against the lamppost, and must have missed him by a few sliding inches. Morris recoiled from the car and scrambled back as the driver reversed off the sidewalk with a scraping jounce, gunned the engine, and swerved toward him.
Morris sprinted back toward the clinic door, nearly colliding with people rushing out of it to see what the commotion was.
Aidra rolled behind the bushes, knowing that the car could flatten them—and her too—but there was nowhere else to hide.
But with his target gone and witnesses lining the sidewalk, the driver chose not to make a third attempt. The car shot out of the parking lot, its tail lights twin red sparks vanishing into the snow.
Neither of them moved for a moment. Then Morris walked over and offered her his hand, pulling her to her feet.
"Thanks." Her voice sounded loud in the restored silence.
"Everything all right out here?" asked a woman from the nail salon on the other side of the clinic. "Anybody get hurt?" Two patients from the waiting room and three people from the salon had come outside, too late to see much except a car driving away and Aidra in the snow.
"We're fine," Aidra called out. "I suppose the driver was too. You may need to call the building manager about the lamppost, though."
"Well, if you're sure." They all retreated back into the warmth of the building.
Morris grabbed her arm. "Still think I'm just paranoid?" he whispered harshly.
She shook her head. The license plate area on the back of the car had been blank and though the driver had been invisible behind the deeply tinted windows, there was no mistaking the intent of the car's movements. This was no accidental slip in an icy parking lot. Not if the driver hadn't even stopped afterward. "What are you doing now?" she asked. Morris had pulled out his e-ssistant and was calling commands into it.
"That car must have GeoPoint. With a collision like that, it automatically reports to the network and starts broadcasting location and audio in case someone needs help."
"Unless it's stolen, in which case GeoPoint is the first thing the driver would disconnect."
"Nope." Morris held it up to her ear.
She heard a man's voice, tight with anger. "It's too cold to do any pruning. It was the damn ice—"
"That's very disappointing." The second man's voice, though blurred by a comscreen, was deeper, more resonant than the first. He sounded only mildly concerned, as though he were a broadcaster or a spinner speaking in front of a camera.
"I can—" There was another tone and the signal disappeared.
"He realized it was on," muttered Morris. "But I have them both recorded now. I can set up a search to match voice prints."
"It's a start."
Aidra took Morris' arm and they picked their way across the ice to her car. She looked at the bent and sagging lamppost. How could someone hit that and then just drive away? Anyone else would have been immediately on the sidewalk, cursing the damage to the car and threatening to sue the strip mall for not salting its parking lot. She was sure that the driver of the Mitsubishi would have driven away just as easily if he'd hit Morris. Or her.
Jon she thought. I have to move Jon. She'd move Morris too, if she could, but it seemed as if her condo was the only place for him right now. Her son, however, had safer places to go. His father was already planning on taking him up north for Christmas.
Christmas was just going to have to come early this year.
2043/12/18 15:18:54.030
(Imbecile) {Careless} [Not one of them is capable of a flawless course of action] {If we were not monitoring—} (We cut off the transmission just in time) [But our quarry has escaped again] {At least we have accurate name confirmation} (We have his public alias, nothing more)
([{Concur}])
2043/12/18 15:18:54.045
{Who is his accomplice?} (Examine body language. She is a caregiver) {Relative} [Checking records]
([{Assembling data}])
2043/12/18 15:19:15.144
[His sister] {Gabrielle Parr} [Ten years his senior] {This woman?} (No. The woman with him is not Gabrielle Parr)
[{Qualm}]
2043/12/18 15:19:59.000
(Gabrielle Parr, resident of Fairchild Institute, Phoenix) [Lockdown facility] {The woman with Payne is not his sister} [Who is she?] {She is a confederate, but not one with the same skills} (More to the point, we now have multiple avenues of coercion)
({[Concur]})
2043/12/18 15:20:44.000
Morris sat behind the screen in Aidra's office, his nearly-finished datarig in front of him.
He could hear Aidra pacing around her condo, Madeline on her heels, as she checked and double-checked the door lock, the window locks, and the lights. Every five minutes, she'd go upstairs, probably to look in on Jon, and then she'd be back downstairs again, pacing.
Morris focused more firmly on his work. He picked up the micro-tweezers, glad he'd thought to order them with the rest of the equipment. Aidra had tools, but they were more suited to home repair than building a delicate computer system. He finished the last joint and slid the datarig onto his head.
With his short funds, he'd had to go squid-style, sacrificing aesthetics for power. The tentacles were hidden under a black ski cap, to which he'd also attached the earbuds and the flip-down datashades.
He ran the rig through its test sequence, then took it off again. He opened the body and peered inside, then pushed the whole thing away, swearing. He'd been testing and refining as he went, but no matter how he configured the rig, he didn't have any place to cram in all the bubble memory he needed. If he was crunching on maximum, he'd have to hot swap programs, slowing him down.
Morris sighed and picked up the rig again, then finished securing the body inside the cap. Given the circumstances, this was the best datarig he could make.
Now he needed the best idents that genius minds could manufacture.
He could think of a dozen places to get false identities clean enough to pass scrutiny, but he was limited by the fact that he had to go physical. He needed someone with a network of proxies around the world. Which meant he needed Zeke. He just hoped that Zeke had some clean idents in stock, and was willing to make a deal.
~ * * * ~
It took Morris ninety minutes and three dozen searches before he found Zeke. He used the interval to program his datarig, uploading everything from his e-ssistant to the higher memory and faster capacity of the rig. Morris slid a three-fingered data gauntlet onto each hand. He was done with typing, scrolling, and the awkwardness of cursors. The data gloves would let him feel the e-verse in three dimensions, and a mere flick of his wrist or a point of his fingers would let him manipulate more data than a mouse could dream of. He popped the datarig's hat on his head, flipped down the eye-pieces inserted the earbuds, and found himself standing in a library.
In the absence of a personal setting, the datarig defaulted to factory specs, but Morris had always hated the library metaphor. It wasn't just the pretentious homage to hardcopy books, it was the interface itself, which was about as sticky as it got. Sweetheart and his pirate ship were so efficient as to be transparent. The library always felt like a barrier to the e-verse rather than a doorway to it.
Morris stood behind the information desk and sent another e-gram to Zeke. He programmed in a mirror so he could continue to build his MASC while waiting.
He'd only had time to program one MASC, but for now, one was all he needed. Morris made sure the Multiple Algorithmic Scanning Coprocessor was synchronized with his movements. He thought of this face as "Surf Morris," a tanner, blonder, happier version of himself. It was the MASC he usually used with Aidra, so it seemed like the logical one to start with. He'd rebuild the others later. The Surf Morris image wasn't perfect yet, but he'd go with what he had for now, testing and refining it on the fly.
Zeke appeared, sitting in a chair near the children's section. He was in full Rastaman retinue, with dreadlocks and a Bob Marley t-shirt, bright smile radiant in his dark face. "Morris Payne, as I live and breathe."
"You're a hard man to find," Morris said.
"I am the wind."
"Oh, so that's what I smelled." Morris checked the display to be sure the MASC captured the proper ironic tilt of the eyebrows. He would have to tweak the hair a little bit. It looked like the construct was wearing a wig, but the face was functioning within normal parameters.
"I heard about Kali," Zeke said. "Regrets, my man."
"Thanks. You going to the funeral?"
"I will have a presence." Meaning he'd send a proxy. Perhaps Zeke didn't live near enough to travel to Michigan in time. "You?"
"I don't know yet." Morris blinked and the MASC did too. "I'm having some problems here."
"Thus your urgent request for an audience with Zeke."
"That, and your scintillating conversational skills." The MASC faltered a bit on that sentence, as Morris was afraid it would. He logged the error. The system was self-correcting. The more errors he noted, the faster it would learn his mannerisms. "I'm updating," he told Zeke.
"Aren't we all," Zeke said. "Every minute, every day."
"I'm here for business, not philosophy."
"One and the same, my friend, one and the same."
"Yeah? When's the last time the FBI busted you for philosophizing?" The MASC stumbled on the last word.
Zeke stood and maneuvered himself closer to the desk. "Maybe you'd better put on your Miss Grundy MASC, man. Surf Morris is supposed to be more fun than this."
"Are we dealing or not?" Morris encrypted his shopping list and sent it. He was asking for ten MASCs of various ethnicities, genders and ages, plus twelve idents—ten use-and-lose and two cleans. He'd be lucky to get half of that.
Zeke dropped his eyes down to the list and then back to Morris. He burst out laughing in a wheezy squeak unbefitting his current persona. "Hold up, man. Let me savor this moment. You want Zeke to sell you this shit, even though your code is twice as skillful."
"Three times as skillful," Morris said. "You selling or not?"
Zeke sobered. "What happened? Did you blunder into a black-hole honeypot?"
"Worse. Major system crash. I lost it all. Didn't even get the number of the truck that hit me."
"Sweetheart?"
"Gone."
Zeke winced. "Hey, I'm sorry, man. Regrets." He glanced down at the shopping list again. "But this much material is going to be pricey."
"Barter," Morris said. "It's all I've got."
"Currency of the day," Zeke said. "Bring it."
"What do you need? I have Daedalus tunnelers, encrypters, sec-strippers..."
"Wait a sec, I gotta adjust my hard-on." Zeke pulled at his crotch. "C'mon, boy. We're not in kindergarten anymore."
Morris shook his head. He kept a limited arsenal of weapons in his e-ssistant, and it wasn't like Zeke would take a rain check. He probably did want some of it, at least the tunnelers, but was holding out for something better. "Well, I could throw in a few hydra virus lock-boxes."
"Not good enough."
Morris bit his lower lip. Given enough time, he could manufacture MASCs and use-and-loses by the dozens, but clean idents were Zeke's specialty. Zeke's current favorite method was using illegal aliens. Since social security numbers were getting harder and harder to dupe, he used Mexican or Guatemalan Matricula cards to apply for a bank account, and from there, the credit bureaus were a snap. Since Zeke's clean idents were based on real people and real numbers, even Homeland Defense couldn't debunk them.
Zeke stroked his sparse chin whiskers. "I'll do an equal trade. You give me five tunnelers and five hydras, I give you five use-and-lose idents and five MASCs."
"What about the clean idents?"
"That will be more difficult."
Morris fisted his hands. "What do you want me to do? I told you, Sweetheart is gone."
"Don't be clever, surfer boy. Everyone has a private stash."
Morris swallowed, trying to clear his dry throat. Sure, he had some treasure, most of it buried off-site, hidden in the vast networks of Wayne State University. He had it, but getting it was another problem. Even if Aidra drove him, went with him, it would be all but impossible. "So, if I do have some stuff—and I'm not saying I do—what are you looking for?"
"A joiner," Zeke said.
"Fuck you."
Zeke reached for an invisible cut-off switch. "Adios, my man. Nice seeing you. Good luck rebuilding Sweetheart."
"Wait!" Morris held out a hand. "Shit." He rubbed his hands along the desktop. His joiners were legendary among vikers. If you had two pieces of hardware, no matter the make, model or style, Morris Payne would make them work together. To Morris, everything was backward compatible and everything was updatable. You just needed the right tools. People like Zeke forced a band-aid solution on their incompatible tech, sticking them together with a cable, a router or—God forbid—another processor. Morris' solutions were always softer, and more slippery, than that. Not to mention more useful for off-site work. "What kind of joiner?" he asked.
"My AI with Mexican customs and immigration's AI."
"To make you king of Mexico? I don't think so." Morris laid his palms flat on the desk. "One bank. I'll join you to one bank."
"Of my choice?"
"Within reason," Morris said. "I'm not doing Chase Manhattan."
"Banco de Hermasillo," Zeke said.
Morris did a quick scry. Banco de Hermasillo was a private, regional bank. Completely feasible. "Done," he said. "But it's strictly joining. Any hacking you do is your own."
"I vike," Zeke said. "I do not hack."
"So you say. It's your business."
"Forever and always."
"If you get caught, you never heard of me."
"No worries."
"I mean it," Morris said. "Banks aren't just risky. Banks are vindictive."
"And you're afraid I'm going to find myself..." Zeke jerked his body in an exaggerated pantomime of someone with his chip wiped. "Nice to know you care, my brother."
Morris sighed. A swill-digger like Zeke with a joiner. Not an ideal situation, but vikers took it as gospel that there was no such thing. "It will cost you three clean idents," he said, before he could change his mind. "Final offer."
"Ya, mon," Zeke said. "We have a deal. But the clean idents are a physical package. You got a secure drop?"
"Not at the moment." He couldn't use Quinn's office again.
"I'm already proxied for tomorrow. We'll do it then."
"Tomorrow? Where?"
"Kali's fun-er-al." Zeke pulled out all three syllables. "I told you, I will have a presence. As, I assume, will you."
Morris' thumbs went to war. He was hiding out, wearing borrowed clothes, using a rig he didn't pay for. Where was he supposed to find the money for a proxy?
"I realize it's not an ideal situation," Zeke said.
"There are no ideal situations," Morris replied, completing the aphorism.
"Glad we could come to terms, my man. Have my proxy contact your proxy. We'll do code." Zeke slipped off.
Morris stood in the empty library, wondering how quickly he could make a joiner, and how the hell he was expected to safely deliver it.
~ * * * ~
"Mom..." Morris half turned at the note of wonder in Jon's voice. "Mom? He used more than three pans."
"He used every pot in my kitchen, hilarious child of my loins. Guess who's washing them all?"
"Aw—"
"Seriously, Morris, this is delicious." Aidra forked in another bite.
"I'm just glad I found enough food in your pantry for a decent meal."
"See?" Jon said. "There's never anything to eat around here."
Aidra swatted his arm. "Because you eat it all five minutes after I bring it home."
"What's the name of this?" Jon asked Morris, already helping himself to seconds.
"Pasta with bacon, white beans, and parsley. Some garlic. Some other stuff."
"That's the ingredients," Aidra said.
"Also the name." Morris cooked and ate alone. He didn't need to name things. "I could call it 'Pasta Morrisse' but that seems so..."
"Incredibly gay?" Jon asked.
"Jon!" Aidra snapped.
Morris did his best to keep from laughing. He's seventeen, he wanted to say, but saw that Aidra was in no mood. She picked at her food, and kept glancing toward the window, even though she'd snapped shut every blind on every window the second she got home.
"I got the monorail schedule," Aidra said. "You ready for tomorrow?"
"Not even close." Morris wasn't sure if she meant ready with Zeke's joiner or ready for a funeral, but the answer sufficed either way. "Do we have to take the monorail?"
"It's only half an hour to Ann Arbor," she said. "Or three, if we take the surface streets in my car. It's not like we have enough people for the highway, and I hate driving through the oh-zone."
Jon picked up his head like a dog on a scent. "Where are you going tomorrow?"
"Somewhere," Aidra said. "For a case."
"In the zone?"
"Of course not. Now eat."
"I'm full."
"Then call your dad. Find out what time he's coming tomorrow and what you're supposed to bring."
"He's coming at nine o'clock and I'm supposed to bring the same crap I bring every year." Jon stood and put his plate in the sink. "I'll start the dishes in a minute. I have to walk Madeline first."
"I'll do it!" Aidra jumped up from the table so quickly she banged her knees. She gave Morris a wide-eyed look and fetched her coat from its peg. Madeline waited patiently while Aidra added gloves and a hat.
Jon was already running water in the sink, his back to his mother, but Morris watched Aidra. She looked out the window twice before committing to opening the door, and just before she slipped outside, she took something black and metallic out of her purse and slid it into her coat pocket.
Jon scraped plates and soaked the silverware with the economical movements of someone who did it every day. He added soap and started on the glasses. Morris grabbed a towel to help dry.
"Mom told me you made your own datarig. I didn't know that was even possible."
"Just some squidware," Morris said. "No big."
"You put any games on it?"
"Nope." He couldn't remember the last time he'd played a computer game. He didn't see the point.
"Oh." Jon powered through the three glasses and started on the plates.
"You glitching?" Morris asked.
Jon slammed a plate into the drainer. "I'm supposed to tourney this eve with some of my wings and I was strutting at school today. I was thinking you could, y'know give me a few edges to play."
"What game?"
"Spiral Mod."
"I know some angles you can load." Morris wiped the plate. "Turns out I'm short of drivers to cram in all the bubmem I got. If you want, I could crack the case of your handheld, slide it in there."
"For truth?" Jon pulled his hands out of the water.
"Take me about five minutes."
"That would put the boot on." Jon raised a soapy hand as if to rap on a door. "Knock it."
Morris raised his knuckles in tentative response.
"Like this." He showed Morris the knock and then slid his hand along to lock fingers for a snap.
"Sorry. I don't get out much."
Jon dried his hands and ran him through the shake again. "That's it."
The door slid open and Madeline bounded through, followed one step later by Aidra. She marched straight to the coffee pot and turned it on.
"You back already?" Jon asked. "That's not fair to Madeline. You guys were outside for like, two minutes."
"Two minutes too long."
"Did something happen?" Morris asked.
Aidra shook her head and took a clean coffee cup from the cupboard. "You want some?"
Morris weighed a long night of work against the adverse effects of caffeine. "Sure."
"Me too," Jon said.
"Don't even think about it. You'll be up all night."
Jon took his hand out of the pasta pot he'd been scrubbing. He looked from Aidra to Morris with narrowed eyes. "What about you guys?"
Aidra reached for Madeline and ran her fingers through her mane. "I just feel like staying up late, that's all."
"So do I!" Jon said. "You can't fall asleep in the middle of Spiral Mod. You need to play the whole game."
Aidra poured two cups of coffee and gave one to Morris. He accepted it with both hands, and met her eyes, acknowledging the unspoken agreement between them. They would stay awake. They would keep watch. They would protect each other.
Jon was asking him how much he could fit on the new bubble memory, naming all the games he wanted to try. Morris took a bitter sip of coffee, wishing these last two days were nothing more than a game he was playing. One he could turn off without saving.
Aidra shut down the comscreen in her bedroom and checked the time. Could it really be only two o'clock in the morning? It seemed like the sun should have come up hours ago. She'd cleaned out and rearranged her entire file cabinet, purging redundant and outdated information. She'd done follow-up work on two pending cases. She'd sent an e-gram to a prospective new client. She drummed her fingers on the desktop and looked into her empty coffee cup, then hooked it by the handle and stood, padding softly across the hall to Jon's room.
The spicy scent of caline was strongest here, overcoming any other teenage boy smells. Jon had fallen asleep fully dressed, with all the lights on, sprawled on top of his covers with his feet on his pillow. His handheld beamed brightly into the room. She smiled. Yes, you could fall asleep in the middle of a game. She got an extra blanket from the closet, covered him, and reached for the light switch. She paused, one hand on the wall, and turned back to the room. Where was Madeline?
Downstairs was dark, with only the glow from the Christmas tree lighting her way. She glanced at the empty couch. No Morris and no Madeline. She turned on the lights, and a noise led her behind the office screen.
She half-expected Morris to look like someone else. He used to make a game out of trying new MASCs, appearing on her comscreen in disguise and making her guess. But no, it was the same blond, thin, slightly haggard-looking Morris, staring through datashades beyond the room. One e-gloved hand sketched unseen patterns in the air while the other stroked absently at the thick ruff of fur around Madeline's shoulders. Aidra moved forward and touched his arm.
He jumped a little and removed one of his earbuds. "Oh, hi. Give me a sec, here."
"What are you working on?"
The Morris she knew through the comscreen never seemed embarrassed or flustered, but she saw that the ears on the hardcopy version turned red quite easily. He looked so guilty she was suddenly sure he was doing something illegal right from her home. She watched him carefully frame an answer, but before he could speak, she reached over and plucked the datarig off his head. Ignoring his protests, she snugged on the hat and flipped down the eye pieces.
Aidra had been told repeatedly that she would be able to use a datarig more naturally if she just did it more often, but she didn't have the opportunity. The damn things were expensive. So interfaces that seemed intuitive for everyone else were baffling to her and everything took her twice as long. What did she pay Morris for, but to save her time?
Luckily, Morris was already deep into his program, so when she took over the rig, the windows bloomed into sight. She had a disorienting moment when she was seeing double—her office overlaid with a different room. She upped the contrast and concentrated until she could make out a display showing a box like a child's diorama, obviously a security system holorecording, designed to record the entire room at once. The walls and floor were a neutral tone, a term which could also apply to the woman in the corner. She could have been anywhere from thirty to fifty, but Aidra was willing to bet she was younger than she looked. The thinning hair, the grayness of her skin, the limpness of her limbs, aged her. The eyedots in the room were minutely focused on her while the woman was, in turn, watching nothing. She sat about a meter from the beige wall, giving it her full attention.
"Who is that?" Aidra asked.
"My sister," Morris said. "Gabrielle. I like to check on her once in a while."
Aidra felt her own cheeks burn a little. "Where is she?"
"Phoenix. She's in the Fairchild Institute."
"Oh." Fairchild could mean only one thing. Detox. Serious detox. Seriously expensive detox, for those who could be cured no other way.
Graphs now bloomed in front of Aidra's eyes, showing records of food and liquid intake, visits to the doctor, physical and occupational therapy. Another graph made no sense at all, especially when Morris waved his hand through it. "What's that?" she asked, aiming the cursor at a minimized window flashing for attention.
"Here." Morris activated the comscreen on Aidra's desk. She took off the datarig and looked at the more familiar flat display.
Morris split the view and his sister's vital statistics scrawled down one side of the screen. On the other, the eyedots cycled through their circuit of the room, giving Aidra a good view of Gabrielle's face. She might have been pretty once. Forty pounds and a thousand and one nights ago.
"They've scaled back her Protherium," Morris said. "That's good." He frowned. "But they've increased her dosage of Methyl-diadium. Not so good."
Aidra didn't know the drugs but she knew a glazer when she saw one. The skin around Gabrielle's eyes was pink and oozing, with a bandage under the left and stitches in several places near her right eyebrow. Glaze was dropped directly into the eyes, producing almost religious euphoria, but when the high wore off, histamines took over and the itching and burning began. Some glazers had actually gone blind from the constant eye-rubbing, as they scratched not only their eyelids, but the eyes themselves. Eye damage was the most visible, but certainly not the most critical of symptoms. Glaze attacked the frontal lobes first, taking on the rest of the brain at higher doses. "How long has she been in there?" Aidra asked.
"This time?" Morris shrugged. "A couple of months. They're doing periodic nano on her, but she isn't one of their more promising cases."
"Too far gone?" she asked gently.
"Maybe." Morris' hands twitched and he hid them under the desk. "It's not her fault, you know."
"I never said it was." Aidra put a hand on Morris' shoulder. What had he seen on her face? Or perhaps he assumed that any mother would be horrified at the mention of drugs.
"Glaze is so easy. So fucking easy. It's everywhere."
Aidra nodded. Half of her missing persons cases involved either dealers or users.
"I finally got her into Fairchild, and she seems to be doing better. I think."
Aidra watched the eyedots' next sweep of the room, the carefully chosen angles. "I take it this place doesn't just send you updates."
Morris snorted. "Hardly. Fairchild is a lockdown facility. I have a watchman in the system."
"Watchman? Some kind of AI?"
"A little one, based on the same template as Sweetheart, but customized. It's intensely curious about my sister. It monitors her and lets me know if anything, y'know, changes."
"Something's changed?"
"Maybe." Morris spread his hands. "Experimental new treatment for addicts isn't exactly high on anyone's research list. Whatever families can afford is what gets done."
Aidra laid the datarig on the desk. She was used to surveillance of a much more personal kind, but she could see the uses of this type. She could also see the dangers. Why go visit his sister in person if he saw her every day through the computer? "I thought you were making those programs for that guy, Zeke."
"Distributed processing," Morris said. He pointed to his rig. "I'm compiling data right now." He bent over and rested his cheek on top of Madeline's head. "I do not want to go to Ann Arbor tomorrow."
"At least the monorail is quick."
"You're trapped there. No control of the route, the speed, anything."
"Sounds like the highways," Aidra said. "You probably haven't been on them since Overdrive was implemented. My god, the car practically drives itself."
"But you can't take your gun on the monorail."
"Oh, come on. All of her NSA colleagues will be at the funeral. They'll have better security than an oh-zone liquor store. Nobody's going to mess with you."
"You ever been to a Hindu funeral? Did I mention that Kali's family hates me?"
"And yet..." Aidra wasn't about to open the subject of unresolved issues and the importance of closure. "You're still going."
"I'm still going," Morris said. "Once I have my idents, I'll be able to tap into my bank, get my perset back, and go on the offensive." His datarig beeped. "Ah, here we go." He held it above his head, hesitating. "Get some sleep. I'll stay up."
"For long?"
Morris snugged the ski cap over his head. "This is going to take all night." He flipped the datashades down, leaving her world and entering his.
"Stay," Aidra told Madeline. She checked the time again on her way upstairs. In a few hours, Morris would have everything he needed to take care of himself. He would assume a new name, find a place to live, and he would be gone. She'd have her couch back, her office back, and—unfortunately—her kitchen back.
She tried to picture things being normal, to imagine Morris at home, once again closed away behind his agoraphobe's walls. Would he still work for her? Or would the entire thing feel too weirdly intimate, now that they'd spent this much time together face to face? One thing was certain. She'd never see him again, except through the comscreen, wearing an endless series of MASCs. She paused on the top stair and turned back, a question on her lips, then shook her head and continued to her room.
~ * * * ~
"Jon! Your dad will be here any minute," Aidra called up the stairs. She leaned on the banister and silently counted backward from five. "Jon—"
"Yeah, yeah! I'm coming!"
Five more. Time to go up and the ritual would be complete. She knocked on Jon's door and opened it. Madeline picked up her head and yawned, as if Aidra had disturbed her nap. Jon was in the closet, digging into the corners.
"Lose something?"
"My gloves."
"They're downstairs."
"Not those gloves," came Jon's muffled reply. "The ones that Dad got me last year."
Ah. The pair that he never wore because they didn't match his jacket. Time for the mom question. "Where did you have them last?"
"If I knew that, would I be looking?" Jon backed out of the closet, trailing dust balls, pulling out two mismatched socks and a pair of tan ski gloves. "Got them."
Aidra sat on the bed and patted an invitation for Jon to sit next to her. "I want you to have a good time."
"Okay."
"Your dad is looking forward to this."
"Did he tell you that?"
Aidra reached for his hand but he pulled it away and stuffed it into the front pocket of his sweatshirt. "No, but he wouldn't do this if he didn't want to."
"It's okay. I know it was your idea." Jon used his other hand to play with the zipper on his backpack.
"It's only for two weeks," Aidra said. "Hey, what do you want to do for New Year's?"
"I dunno. Whatever. Maybe Arlo can come over, watch movies or something."
"That's it?"
"Beats watching Dad and Uncle Junior get drunk and shoot their shotguns through the porch roof."
"Oh, God. They still do that?"
Jon grinned and dropped into the Upper Peninsula accent. "Oh, yah. Gramma 'bout shit." They laughed and he said, "What about Morris? Is he still going to be here for New Year's?"
Aidra smoothed one hand down Jon's back. "I don't think so, no." She wondered, for the thousandth time, how much to tell Jon. He rarely expressed interest in her work, unless a lack of paying clients kept him from getting his allowance. If she told him she was protecting Morris from a murderer, Jon would refuse to go. She put her arm around his shoulders and gave a squeeze. "I'm going to miss you."
"I don't want him sleeping in my room," he said flatly.
"Don't worry."
"Your room either."
Aidra gave him the mouth-frown-eyebrows-up look that signaled the end of the discussion, wondering why they were discussing it at all. "Jon..."
The doorbell chimed and Aidra hurried to the stairs. Too late. Morris had already answered and Dean was on the mat.
"Hi. I'm Morris. I work for Aidra. Well..." Morris shifted from foot to foot. "I suppose I'm more of a client now."
Dean looked past Morris to Aidra. "Uh-huh. Is that what you call it nowadays?"
Aidra snorted. Just because you have to pay for it, Dean. His hair was shorter than she'd ever seen it. Grayer too, she saw as she got up close. The crease in his forehead she'd always thought of as the pissed-off line was deeper and the corners of his mustache framed the frown that seemed to have permanently replaced his go-to-hell smile—the first thing she'd liked about him and the only one she could still remember. He stood with lanky ease, and she was saddened, but not surprised, to see Dean plant himself ten centimeters closer to Morris than was polite, scowling down at him. Tall man's intimidation. Same old Dean.
Morris gave her a subtle eye-roll as he retreated from the door and she bit back a smile. There was more wit in his gesture than Dean could muster in a month. "How's your mom?" she asked Dean.
"Mom's fine. She sends her love."
"I bet." Dean's mother had never been Aidra's biggest fan and had always implied that Dean's extramarital wandering had been Aidra's fault. "Jon?" Feet pounded overhead and Jon appeared on the landing with a bursting backpack.
"Hey, Dad."
"Hey, yourself there, partner." Now the smile was there. Whatever bridges she and Dean had blocked off, burned and dumped into the river, it was nice to see his regard for his son.
Jon popped down the stairs in his usual rush and held out his arms to hug his father. Aidra watched Dean return the hug with macho enthusiasm and then shoulder Jon's backpack.
Jon squared up with Morris and went through the weird knock-and-snap she'd seen him use with his friends. "My handheld is the juice. Thanks for the bubble."
"No mention."
Dean stood with folded arms. "If you're done saying goodbye to your little friend, can we leave?"
"See you," Morris said. He slunk behind the screen.
"Okay, Mad-dog," Jon called. "Time to saddle up."
As Madeline bounded toward the door with a muted coo, Dean sighed and muttered something about "Taking the fuckin' mutant up-state," but too quietly for Jon to hear.
"Just make sure she comes back," Aidra said. She turned briskly to the door and held it for Dean. "Safe drive." She smooched Jon loudly on the cheek and bussed the top of Madeline's fluffy head. "See you both soon." She caught Jon's raised eyebrows, serious nod and attempt at telepathy—Not in either bed—cut off by the closing door.
She turned back to her too-empty condo and checked the time. They had to go soon or they'd miss their train. She poked her head behind the office screen to find Morris deep into his virtual world. "Don't tell me you're still working."
"I'm done, I'm done." Morris took off the datarig and picked up his e-ssistant. "I was just checking on a present."
"That's very nice."
"Your mom is going to love it."
"That's—did you say my mom?"
"Merry Christmas, from you and Quinn." Morris accessed something on the e-ssistant and showed her the small screen. An ad for holo-clips, featuring the latest accessories. Want the world to revolve around you? Put on solar system barrettes and let the planets spin about your head. One hat, dozens of looks, ready for every occasion. Give yourself an instant boob job with a well-placed necklace clip. Extra head? Why not two?
Aidra put the e-ssistant on the desk. "No! She would never. Holo-clips?"
"She's going to love it," Morris insisted. "Hummingbird hair clips, set to fly at random intervals."
"With what money?"
Morris shrugged. "Quinn's. She can afford it."
"Cancel it."
"I can't. FedEx already has the package. And..." Morris picked up the e-ssistant and checked the display. "She just signed for it."
"Oh, God." Aidra put one hand on her stomach, feeling her throat constrict. Morris couldn't have picked a worse gift if he tried. This was even worse than when Quinn had signed Mom up for the wine-of-the-month club. "It had better be returnable."
"She won't return it."
Aidra shook her head. "You don't know my mother."
"Apparently, neither do you." Morris accessed a new screen on the e-ssistant. "Look at this." He showed her graphs full of numbers and pie-charts. "I accessed your mom's credit-card receipts for the past six months. Overlaid with data from the top fifty shopping sites. Cross-reference and—"
"You viked my mother's credit card?"
"Of course not. That would be rude."
"Morris, that's what you do."
"Not to your mom."
"Well, it's nice to know you've got standards."
"I viked the data compilers who've been tracking her purchases over the last five years."
"Oh, that makes it so much better."
"More than seventy percent of the things your mom bought were also bought by people who buy holo-clips."
"You can't divine someone's taste from their credit card receipts," Aidra insisted.
"Yes, you can. I did it all on your system, which means you could have done the same thing, if you cared to."
"I care!"
"Of course you do. That's why you bought your mom such a nice gift."
Aidra closed her eyes and inhaled, doing the deep cleansing breaths she'd perfected as the mother of a teenager. What did it matter? Mom never liked any of her Christmas gifts anyway, so why should this year be any different?
"You tried to help, and for that I'm grateful, but right now, we got to go. I'll go change and you—oh, no." She looked at the clothes Morris had been wearing since yesterday morning. How could they forget about clothes? "You can't wear that to a funeral."
Morris glanced down at himself. "Why not? It's black."
"Forget it," Aidra said. They were out of time anyway. "We'll get you something on the way."
Morris hated the monorail. He hated it even more than the bus he'd taken to get from his house in Monroe to Aidra's in Detroit. But he reserved most of his hatred for the insta-suit that Aidra had picked out for him at the platform. He looked like a telecommuting businessman heading to an emergency face-to-face. Not a terribly successful businessman either.
The monorail roughly paralleled Interstate 94, from Windsor to Kalamazoo. It had been constructed during the Fourth Gulf War, when all highways were restricted to cars with four passengers. Electric and fuel cell cars had eased the energy crunch, but not the squeeze on overcrowded highways. The enforced minimum passenger law remained in effect for all but police cars, emergency vehicles, and semi trucks—a bureaucratic compromise that pleased no one.
People seemed more pleased with the Overdrive system—an assisted-driving collaboration between the cars themselves and the roadway beneath. It allowed the cars on the highway beside them to travel at speeds unthinkable a decade ago, and much faster than the monorail. Morris stared out the window at the cars whipping past them, feeling like the whiny child in the back seat. Are we there yet?
His stomach did a barrel roll as they traveled over the oh-zone, the no-man's-land between the city and the suburbs. Unclaimed by either, it was a lawless place, half urban ruins, half jungle. When Morris had first moved to Michigan, he'd thought about living there. It was the perfect environment for a viker, outside the power of any government, a bubble of anarchy in an overly-regulated world. But the problematic issue of a reliable power source outweighed the rewards and he'd settled in a sleepy suburb where the neighbors discreetly ignored him and utilities were almost always a sure bet…at least until they tried to kill you.
He slipped into his datarig and caught the local waveguide. He checked the specs on Zeke's joiner for the tenth time, but they didn't look any better than they had the last nine times he'd checked. One command, and Zeke would have his joiner, unfettered access to the Banco de Hermasillo in northern Mexico.
And everyone would know that Morris Payne had sold it to him.
He'd disguised it, he'd downgraded it, he'd made it to the minimum specs that Zeke would accept, but there was no hiding the fact that this was one of Morris' joiners. Anyone with an ear to the viker underground would know that Morris Payne had sold out.
He rubbed sweaty palms on his pant legs. If only he'd had more time. If only he could have started from scratch, instead of boosting partials from complete programs he'd had with him when he fled his house. If only he had a choice. But there was no choice. Zeke's proxy would arrive with clean idents, including ID cards and secure chips, and Morris had to give him fair exchange.
He took off the datarig and stowed it in his pocket, then reached over and took Aidra's hand. She lifted her thumb, inviting him into a thumb war, but he was content to let their intertwined fingers rest on his knee for the entire ride to Ann Arbor.
The monorail stop was on Washtenaw Avenue, an artery on the southeast side of town. From there, it was a short taxi ride to the Maqua funeral home.
The taxi wasn't any safer than the monorail, but at least it had the advantage of being private. Morris pulled out a self-adhesive nametag and affixed it onto the lapel of his suitcoat. It was one of those kitschy paper tags with "Hello, My Name Is" above a white rectangle. He'd used one of Jon's school pens to write "Morris Payne" in block letters.
"What are you doing?" Aidra asked.
"Disguising myself."
"You're wearing a nametag with your own name on it. Some disguise."
"Kali has e-friends all over the world. Do you think they can just fly into Ann Arbor for a funeral? No. They'll send proxies." Morris took his rig out of his coat pocket and slid it over his head, the gauntlets onto his fingers. "With this nametag, and the datarig, I am now Morris Payne's proxy."
Aidra nodded her approval. "Clever."
"I bet I'm not the only one doing it."
"And we can't tell a real proxy from someone disguised as his own proxy."
"Nice, eh?"
The driver stopped in front of the funeral home. Morris waved away Aidra's attempt to pay. He took out a tempcard and shoved it through the credit slot. When it was done, the balance statement said ten dollars. All he had left to his name.
Aidra pointed to his frayed denim wallet. "That thing is falling apart."
"It's fine." Morris rubbed the faded fabric with his thumb before stowing the wallet in his pocket. Kali had given him the wallet on his twenty-fifth birthday. The denim disguised filaments that allowed for minimal processing, so his wallet could monitor and organize all of his cards and ID's—low-tech fabric, high-tech inner works.
Inside, the Maqua funeral home looked exactly like the one in San Diego where his mother's funeral had been held, and later, his father's. Morris wondered if there was some sort of universal building code for funeral homes. Did morticians get together at parties and swap interior design ideas? On one side was a small cloak room. On the other, a smattering of chairs and a table with tissue boxes. Across the lobby, a triple-wide half-flight of stairs led to the funeral home proper. He knew that up the stairs would be rest rooms to the right, offices to the left, and straight ahead, through a set of double doors, the larger chapel where the body was laid out. As familiar as the building was, the smell was completely foreign. Incense hung in the air, the spicy smoke stinging his nostrils.
Kali's father and two brothers stood at the top of the stairs. All three men wore white—long, loose khertas over pants and white shoes. Kali's mother stood to one side, with several women in white saris, many with white scarves draped over their heads.
Morris had no intention of ascending those stairs, no intention of looking into that room. Kali lying in an open coffin, surrounded by wailing mourners, skirted the absolute edge of his tolerance. No, it was better to stay downstairs, near the door, and find Zeke's proxy as quickly as possible.
"That the family?" Aidra whispered, tilting her head toward the stairs. "The ones who hate you?"
"By default," Morris said. "They'd hate any American boyfriend. The only one I've actually met in person is Kali's sister. She's okay."
"Which one is she?"
"I don't see her." He looked toward the door, willing Zeke's proxy to come in, but the next arrival was an Indian family, and after that, two proxies whose names Morris did not recognize.
One of the proxies had two stripes of bald scalp just above either ear. Some of the newly-chipped liked to keep the surgery points shaved in a flashy display of conspicuous consumption. Most chip-heads got over it, but some shaved their heads as regularly as they shaved their faces.
A few people gathered in brief knots around the vestibule, but most shed their coats and went directly upstairs. Two men stood to one side, watching everyone who came through the door. The older of the two was a black man in a dress uniform, probably army. His hair was clipped in a neat fade. The younger man, white and softer-looking, wore an ill-fitting suit and a dirty blond ponytail almost as long as Morris'. Neither man sported any visible hardware.
"I guess we should hang up our coats," Aidra said.
"I guess." Morris held his coat closed just below the top button.
"You want everyone to see your swell nametag, right?"
"Sure." Morris surrendered the coat, following Aidra into the cloakroom and using the hanger right next to hers. Now everyone could see he was officially Morris Payne. Not that he could fool everyone. The NSA undoubtedly already knew who he was.
He adjusted his datarig and re-entered the vestibule, nearly colliding with a female proxy. She wore a tailored black pantsuit, with a long, wool coat draped over an arm. Her gauntlets were shrouded by elbow-length gloves, the datarig hidden under an elegant black hat. Only a few LED's winked over each ear like misplaced earrings. Morris glanced at her nametag, which the proxy wore in a beaded holder around her neck. It said "Noah Raintree" in black calligraphy.
It took Morris a moment to connect the female proxy with a person he'd always thought of as male. But did it matter? Once linked with a named user, a good proxy would smile when instructed to smile, cry on cue, and mourn and wail at the discretion of the named user. The named user was linked in to feel that he was there. Beyond flat video, beyond VR, this was as real as it got without being onsite. This proxy was Noah. He'd treat her as such.
Morris smiled. "Your mascara is smudged."
Noah reached up to touch the skin beneath her eye, inching a finger under the datashades and knocking the whole rig askew.
"Made ya look," Morris said.
"Punce," Noah mumbled. She turned and walked up the stairs.
"Friend of yours?" Aidra asked.
"Associate." Noah specialized in corporate data mining, compiling files on the public perception of companies to help them refine or reshape an image. Morris had been hired several times as a shadow, running his own parallel searches to assure the clients that Noah wasn't missing anything.
Morris watched Noah talking to Kali's mother, watched Mrs. Khera gingerly take the proxy's gauntleted hand with a polite reluctance.
Morris inhaled sharply, blinking twice, as he thought he saw Kali standing next to her mother. He took a step backward, almost stepping on Aidra's toes.
"What is it?" Aidra asked.
"I'd forgotten how alike Kali and her sister are. Were. Damn."
The sisters were only a year apart in age, and so similar in looks and mannerisms that they were often mistaken for twins. Ghita had eschewed the pure white of Hindu mourning and instead wore a conservative black suit. Her long hair was bound loosely at her neck. She held a tablet in her hand, which she was offering the mourners as they arrived. Some kind of guest book, Morris guessed.
Ghita caught sight of Morris and descended the stairs, her eyes darting back and forth between his nametag and his face. "Morris? I thought that was you." She frowned at the nametag again, or maybe she was frowning at his suit. "Morris. Thanks for coming."
"I'm very sorry about your sister," he said.
"Thank you. It was such a shock." Ghita nodded a very Kali-like nod, looking at him through Kali's eyes.
Morris took a deep breath, glad that Ghita did not also wear the same perfume. A single whiff of Kali's scent and he'd break down for sure. He felt Aidra's steadying hand on his shoulder. "This is my friend, Aidra Scott. Aidra, Ghita Khera. Kali's sister."
"I'm sorry about your loss," Aidra said.
Ghita nodded and smiled bravely. "The wheel turns for us all. Once she's buried—"
"Not cremated?" Morris asked. He thought Hindus always cremated their dead.
Ghita shook her head. "If it were my choice, I'd send her soul to heaven on the oiliest pyre I could find. But my parents still think of Kali as a child, and children are buried. So we're here and not at temple."
Morris glanced up the stairs where Kali's parents stood, comprehending for the first time how deeply ashamed they were of their daughter. None of her professional accomplishments mattered. She was unmarried at thirty, with no children. To them, she was a failure. He remembered how angry Kali got when her parents insisted on sending her money every month, even though her income was twice theirs. He wondered, again, why Kali had joined the NSA. Was the government job a desperate attempt to win her parents' approval?
"Would you like to sign the book?" Ghita asked.
Morris took the tablet and stylus. He scanned the names that had gone before, looking for Zeke. Zeke's proxy had either not arrived yet, or had not signed. Morris scribbled his condolences and handed the tablet back.
She held the tablet out for Aidra, who waved it away. Ghita tucked the tablet under one arm, and folded both hands in front of her. She bowed her head. "Namaste, Morris. Thank you for coming."
Morris mirrored her gesture. "Namaste, Ghita. Thank you for talking to me."
Ghita nodded and walked up the stairs to rejoin her family.
"You're right," Aidra said. "She is okay."
Morris blew out a heavy breath. "Yeah." He turned toward the door again. It opened to admit a couple Morris didn't know. Where was Zeke?
Morris took Aidra's arm and guided her into an unoccupied corner. He stood with his back to the wall and scanned the room. The two government types he'd noticed earlier were suddenly very interested in talking to each other. Morris had seen them staring at him while he was signing the guest book, but now that he was staring back, they avoided his gaze. Although the older of the two men held the rigid posture of the military, the younger one with the ponytail slouched against the wall.
"I'm the topic of discussion," Morris mumbled.
"Don't be paranoid," Aidra said.
"I'm not. I'm completely calm. You're here, the meds are working fine, and those two men were definitely keeping an eye on me. Now they're having a chat about me."
"Who do you think they are?"
"NSA. Bet you the military type in the flat top is a mundane and the ponytailed one is a chip-head. He's probably running through face-recognition protocols even as we speak." Morris gave a mental shudder at the thought of microprocessors working inside a brain. As much as he liked being connected to the e-verse, he drew the line at tiny computers embedded in a human mind. The fact that those with the direct neural interface could pass for mundanes only increased the creepout factor. Sure, he might look funny in his datarig, but at least he was a hundred percent certain that each and every thought passing through his cranium was his own.
Morris blinked into his datashades, using the cursor to navigate menus. He subvocalized a message to Zeke's private channel, including a visual of the two men, asking if Zeke recognized either of them.
"Not offhand," came Zeke's reply. "You want a search?"
"I'm out of currency," Morris answered.
"Freebie. Favor."
"Thanks." Morris looked around the vestibule, which was getting more crowded. "Where the hell is your proxy, man?"
"On his way. Patience."
Morris blinked at the cursor, ending the conversation. The funeral service was about to start. The family had already filed into the chapel, and the last few stragglers were heading up the stairs. The NSA men had diverged, the older one blocking the stairs, the other standing between Morris and the door. Morris looked from one to the other, inviting the next move. These men were supposed to be here to honor and respect a dead colleague. Time to see how they showed that respect. He stood slightly in front of Aidra, shielding her. He planted his feet, arms at his sides, and let them approach.
"Mr. Payne," the uniformed one said. "I wonder if I might have a word with you." His voice was soft, unaccented, patient. He held out his right hand. "Colonel Ben Mull. My colleague, Dr. Jerome Urbanski."
Morris suppressed a grin. He sometimes forgot that in the real world, he didn't have to recog everyone. People just up and introduced themselves. He held out a tentative right hand and allowed Mull to grip it in his oversized one. "A...pleasure." He paused just enough between the first and second words to let the irony slide in.
"Likewise, I'm sure," Mull said. "Urbanski and I worked closely with Kalyani. She will be missed."
"Kali, or her work?"
Mull's eyes became stony, his voice more brittle. "Both, of course."
"Of course."
Morris glanced at Urbanski, who hadn't said a word. Urbanski's gaze fluttered around the room as if he were in open-eyed REM sleep. Morris hadn't yet met a chip-head who could look you in the eye when talking to you. They were always checking menus, datafeeds, options.
Mull's gaze, however, held steady. Definitely a mundane. More worrisome than a chip-head in this instance. What kind of person worked for the NSA without hardware? Morris imagined the possibilities and did not like any of them.
"I was hoping that I might have a word with you before the ceremony starts," Mull said.
Morris shrugged. "Have at it."
"Alone."
Morris felt Aidra against his shoulder, her arm across his back, stiffening it. He gestured toward Urbanski. "I'm sure your pet chip-head already knows who she is. Either say it in front of her or get out of my face." He pointed at the stairs. "I've got lamenting to do."
Aidra gave him a wide-eyed stare, which Morris ignored. He had no evidence, no weapons, no power. He didn't even have the stupid online idents that Zeke was supposed to bring him. If these men wanted to kill him right now and drag his body into the middle of Washtenaw Avenue, nobody in this room would stop them. Why be polite?
"Very well," Mull said. "I wish to talk to you about Kali's work. I understand you were intimately involved in it."
The word "intimately" bothered Morris enough that all he could do was nod.
"Because of the sensitive nature of her project, I'm not at liberty to say too much here, however..." He glanced at Urbanski, who was glaring at Aidra with open hostility. "I have a proposition that would help move that work forward."
Morris raised a forestalling hand. "Are you trying to offer me a job?"
"I told you," Urbanski said to Mull. His voice was thin and reedy and utterly dismissive.
The Colonel pushed on. "What we're proposing is a limited contract that would be mutually beneficial and bring Kalyani's work to a successful conclusion."
Morris' anger had a surrealistic edge. "You're offering me a job at Kali's funeral?" Apparently his voice had risen because heads turned in his direction and Aidra was squeezing his arm. He lowered his voice. "What in hell makes you think I'd work for you?" He looked back and forth between Mull and Urbanski.
"I understand that this hasn't been easy for you," Mull said.
A bitter laugh boiled out of Morris' throat. "Yeah, I guess you could say my house exploding around me was less than a breeze. And I suppose you have no idea who's trying to run me over every time I stick my nose out the door?"
Mull's stony expression narrowed. "I assure you, Mr. Payne—"
Morris cut him off with a wave of his hand. "Do me a favor. Don't assure me of anything." He gestured at Urbanski. "You have him set on 'record?' 'Cause I'm only going to say this once. Kali was more to me than her work. I don't care about her project—I couldn't give a shit about her project. I cared about her. You can stick your limited contract up your bloated government ass." He pushed past them and out the door, filling his lungs with deep breaths of frigid air. He exhaled steamy clouds around his face, expecting Mull and Urbanski to chase after him, weapons drawn, ready to handcuff him and carry him off.
He turned as the door opened behind him, but it was only Aidra, wrapping her coat around her and carrying his. He reached for it and shrugged it on.
"You okay?" she asked.
"Sure."
"No panic?"
"A little," he admitted. "I'm working on it."
She put her arm around him. "Good."
A bus stopped at the edge of the parking lot and a ratty-looking man stumbled out, wearing a pricey rig incongruous with his stained coat and ripped tennis shoes. As the man got closer, Morris noticed his two-day growth of beard and the lanky strands of greasy, gray hair hanging down under the rig's cap. Morris ran a search protocol and found Zeke's signal.
"Zeke," Morris said.
"Yeah?" The proxy turned. Red-rimmed eyes looked out from datashades. Morris caught a whiff of unwashed body, overlaid with a splash of musky cologne. "Hey, man," the proxy said. "How you doing?"
"Better than you, apparently."
The man looked at Morris, then swept his eyes from Aidra's face to her feet and back again. "Hey, baby. You a proxy too, or does Morris have a new girlfriend?"
Aidra snorted in disgust and Morris felt his temper elevate. "This is the best you could do for Kali?" He closed his eyes and shook his head slowly back and forth. "This is why you'll never be a name. You don't have the class to be a viker, Zeke."
The crude glare might have been Zeke's or might have belonged to the proxy. The man fumbled in his pocket and pulled out a velvet box sized to hold an engagement ring. "We doing business or not?" His frayed gauntlets were the chintzy toys parents bought for their grade-schoolers, mismatched, the left decorated with Petey Rat and the right the Doodling Rudrubbers.
Morris wished he had the luxury to tell Zeke to take his bargain-rate proxy and steer him off a cliff, but he reached for the box and held it while he blinked through menus, transferring the joiner he'd promised Zeke in return.
As soon as the transfer was complete, the proxy gave a mock salute and stumbled toward the funeral home.
"Asshole," Morris said. He pocketed the box of data cubes and took Aidra's hand. "Let's get out of here."
"What about the funeral?"
"What about it? I got what I came for. Let's go."
Aidra tugged him in the opposite direction, trying to direct him back toward the building. "You've come all this way, and you're not even going to stay for the ceremony?"
"What do you want from me?" Morris exploded. He shook off her hand. "At least I was here! At least I signed the guest book with my own fingers. At least I looked at Kali's parents with my own eyes. At least I gave my condolences to her sister in person." He threw his arm toward the building. "I didn't send one of those idiot proxies to walk and talk and feel for me."
Aidra stood her ground, arms folded. "A week ago, you would have."
He walked toward the road. Aidra followed. "Tell me, how is staying going to make one bit of difference?" Morris asked. "Is it going to make her parents suddenly like me? Is it going to get the NSA to leave me alone? Is it going to bring Kali back?" His throat closed up on the last word, burning with unexpressed tears. He felt his eyes fill and reached up to wipe them, hitting the datashades. He tore the entire rig off his head and let it dangle from his fingertips.
Dead. How could Kali be dead? He never got a chance to make things right with her, never got a chance to prove anything to her. It was over. There could never be anything pure or true or untainted in his memories. Kali was gone, their problems were unfixable, and all he had left was a confused mixture of anger and regret.
Aidra took the datarig out of his hands and put it on her own head. He heard her fumbling through voice commands until she got a transportation menu. She used it to order a taxi back to the monorail.
"I need to go to Wayne State," Morris announced. "Now. Today."
Aidra removed the datarig. "What for?"
"Well, Mom, it's like this. I left my knapsack at school and my homework..."
Aidra stuffed her ungloved hands into her pockets. "What's so important that you need to go to campus today?"
"My perset." My ship. My life.
"Your what?"
"My personal setting."
"So? Take that stuff that Zeke gave you, slip on and—"
"No. I have to go there. I have to go and get it. Please."
"It's so much backtracking. We'd have to get off the monorail over by Wayne State, and then get back on in the other direction...unless we doubled all the way back and got my car, then drove to Wayne." Their taxi entered the parking lot and Aidra raised her arm.
Morris stood still, his eyes wide and pleading.
"Car," Aidra said. Morris hurried to the taxi and held the door open for Aidra, then dived in behind her.
Steven Yoder liked keeping the lights on and the window blinds open to enjoy his view of Austin. His office faced south and he took great pleasure in gazing down Congress Avenue at the little people on the oval walk.
But he also knew to do as he was told. The lights remained dim, the curtains tightly shut. "Are you concerned about someone spying on us?"
"Of course not, dear," said the old one. "But it doesn't pay to take chances."
The pause between the three of them was indiscernible to Yoder, but he had come to sense when they conferred and he could tell that a decision had been reached. Hopefully it was to tell him something.
The young one, who called herself Clotho, linked her fingers and stretched her arms over her head, catching his eye and straining the non-existent fabric over her chest. "We know for certain now."
"Know what for certain?" It came out flatter than he'd intended, less respectful, and there was another infinitesimal pause, then smiles.
A short loop hologram blossomed beneath the outstretched hand of Lachesis, showing the ponytailed young man Yoder had started to hate. The man wore a cheap suit, and was making a gesture of dismissal and disgust, turning away. Someone had her hand on his arm. The edge of the hologram expanded to include the hand and the woman it belonged to. She was quite lovely, black skirt with sheer stockings showing great legs. She glanced coldly and the field shifted again and froze on two men. One was tall, dark and uniformed. The other, young and obviously a civilian, wearing a ponytail only slightly shorter than that of Yoder's new enemy.
"This is Doctor Jerome Felix Urbanski," said Clotho, stroking her fingers through the pixels of the younger man's shoulder. "He holds degrees in nanotechnology, biotechnology, information technology and cognitive science." She then ran slender hands over the insubstantial uniform trousers of the taller man. She fluttered her eyelashes. "And this is Colonel Benjamin Greely Mull, who—Lachesis assures me—can fuck like an Italian racehorse."
All three Fates seemed to enjoy Yoder's discomfort. The middle-aged Lachesis spoke primly. "Our physical relationship was years and years ago. Though you may remember meeting him when you were about eight. I wasn't the first woman to sleep with her boss."
Now Yoder got it. "You mean these two—"
"Are in charge of the Electronic Consciousness Program at the NSA."
"Our Morris, Maurice, Morgan, Matthew doesn't seem very happy with them, does he?" Clotho asked. "Whatever could have him so upset?"
"Who cares?" Yoder said. "You're the ones that should be upset. If our target is working for the NSA—"
"He won't be, darling," Lachesis said. "Not after today. We know who is he is, we know who he's with, and we know where they're going. After today, we will be safe from him forever."
Yoder reached for his e-ssistant. "So you want me to call Bard and—"
"You already have," Atropos interrupted. "Or, you might as well have. We made it look as if the command came from you. Bard will remove all the dogshit that's in your yard."
Yoder blinked at Atropos. He'd never before heard the eldest one swear.
"There is a staff meeting this afternoon, is there not?" Atropos continued. "Be sure you attend, and make yourself extremely visible."
"You think I need an alibi?"
Again a small pause as the three conferred. "We've taken care of your needs," Lachesis said. "Haven't we always?"
"And we always will," Atropos finished.
Commuters crawled through roads all the way to Wayne State as rush hour peaked at five o'clock. Those lucky enough to have a four-person carpool headed for the highway entrance ramps, but most cars sat in traffic on the surface streets.
As Aidra drove, Morris flicked through news channels on his datarig, and when that failed to hold his interest, he played with the audio on Aidra's dash. She had preset all her satellite channels, and he rotated through them, wondering how in the world he could like Aidra so much when her taste in music stenched so bad. He reached the end of her selections and sighed.
He punched on a top-headline news station. A dog story. The stock market. Riots in the oh-zone. The local weather report. Then, inevitably, the story that had been the lead for every news outlet for weeks. A new privacy bill was working its way through Congress. Senator Heather Ortiz-Gilbraith, Gericrat from New Hampshire, wanted data compilers to register with Homeland Defense. Data compilers were crying foul. Homeland was spinning, smoothing, slicking the details until they became palatable, and the bill was assured of passing.
"Well, I feel safer knowing that," Morris said. "Don't you?"
Aidra stole a glance at him. "Don't new privacy regulations make you nervous?"
"The better the privacy regs, the better our business." He started a scry on his rig, searching for the address of Ortiz-Gilbraith's headquarters. Once he had access to his bank accounts, he was going to send her a campaign donation.
Aidra snapped off the audio. Her car had reached a red light and she turned to stare at him. "Okay, what gives?"
"What do you mean?" Morris pointed at the green light and Aidra focused on the road. She turned onto Warren, then Cass, heading toward campus.
"I want to know why you're so calm," Aidra said. "You were a wreck back there."
Morris shrugged. "Maybe the new meds are working."
"It's not the meds," Aidra noted. "It's the whatchamacalit, the perset, we're going to pick up at Wayne State."
"So what if it is? I'll finally have the tools to help myself."
"Is that all you've got at Wayne? Tools?"
"It goes way beyond tools." A personal setting let him comfortably perceive the limitless information of the electronic universe. There were hundreds of off-the-shelf persets, none of them good for much more than simple navigation. Morris' perset was more than a way to interpret the e-verse. Every tool he had, every weapon he owned, every encryption maker and encryption breaker he'd ever written was integrated into his pirate ship. To Morris, his ship was the e-verse.
"So, you think they'll just let you waltz in to any building you please and—"
"I don't get your freak-out here. If you left your jacket on a park bench, and then went back to get it, nobody would mind."
"This is not the same thing. At all."
"It's a public institution. I'm a registered student. I have a right to be on campus." Morris pointed out an empty spot of blacktop just big enough for two trucks between Science Hall and State Hall.
Aidra slid into the delivery bay and parked the car. "I'm pretty sure that doesn't include breaking and entering a professor's office."
"Breaking, nothing. I have a key."
Aidra lifted her eyebrows. "Why didn't you say so? If your professor gave you the key, she obviously doesn't mind you being there when she's...Wait a second. She did give you the key, didn't she?"
"Huh? Oh, yeah." Sort of. Morris opened the door and tilted out into the sub-zero wind. He stuffed his ungloved hands into his coat pockets. Damn, it was cold. How did people stand it? He'd spent more time outdoors in the last three days than he'd spent in the last three years. He still didn't see the appeal.
He huddled into the collar of his coat, wishing he were back at Aidra's condo, or better yet, his own house. With Sweetheart's processors, he'd be toweling off in the locker room before they even knew he'd set a toe in the water. Aidra's system was just impossible, but being onsite at Wayne State, he had a chance of getting his entire perset without drowning in sniffer programs or packet interrupters.
They walked around waist-high concrete pillars, onto the freshly-shoveled sidewalk and up to the front door of State Hall. Aidra stood by the outer door while Morris slipped on his datarig and gauntlets to examine building security. Had they changed codes? Nope. He fished out his student ID, which he'd mastered for Wayne State.
"Morgan Palmer?"
"You don't think I’d use my own name."
"Do you even remember your own name?"
"Ha, ha." The lock clacked open. "See?"
"Just like that?"
"Doors are my best thing." He stashed the datarig and the card in his pocket and led Aidra into the building.
State Hall, like the rest of campus, was in vacation mode, dim and quiet. They passed empty classrooms on the first floor and walked up three flights of stairs. Morris fingered his datarig as he strode down the fourth floor corridor toward Dr. Yaprak's office. Downloading his perset would just about exhaust the datarig's capacities, but he could always dump some unnecessary stuff if he had to. His rig would never be as good as Sweetheart, but at least it would put him back at the helm of his life.
Given enough time, he could reproduce every one of his encryption makers and encryption breakers, probably with improvements, but his perset was irreplaceable. He'd built it over years, tweaking the interface line by line until he could negotiate the complex, ever-changing environment of the electronic universe better than he could navigate his own house. With Sweetheart as his crew, he'd slipped through the electronic universe at ninety-nine percent efficiency. Few other vikers even came close. Of course, until he could rebuild Sweetheart, he'd be alone, sailing a ghost ship. But a ghost ship was better than no ship at all.
No one, not even Kali, knew about his treasure chests. He'd hidden everything at Wayne State, where it would be less visible among the billions of lines of computer code stored on campus, not to mention less traceable to him in the case of a raid. Using the centipede technique, he'd sliced the backup of his pirate ship into minuscule pieces, scattering them throughout the University's computer system. Since he never knew when equipment would be replaced, he'd duplicated and hidden every line of code in separate areas of campus.
Morris keyed the lock to the office and ushered Aidra inside. Dr. Yaprak shared space with two other professors, and the room was stuffed with three work systems. He'd chosen Dr. Yaprak's system because she was one of the few people in the department without a chip in her skull. Ellie Yaprak was the liaison for the sociology, psychology, and business schools. She compiled colossal data sets for all of their research, which required a central node, hardwired, level-networked, allowing fast processing and nearly instantaneous data transfer.
Yaprak's desk was the neatest of the three, consisting of only one screen and a few data cubes. The screen displayed a family photo—Ellie Yaprak and her husband bookending two twenty-something daughters. Morris sat at the desk while Aidra picked her way over a pile of paper and cardboard boxes to one of the other chairs. An insubstantial holo-tree stood near the window, decorated in the overly-symmetrical way typical of pushbutton Christmas trees. Aidra sat in the chair and ran her hand absently back and forth through it.
Morris prepped his datarig, using a joiner to link the e-ssistant to it as a booster. He started a cracker program to tease out Dr. Yaprak's password. In less than four minutes, he was into her system. He smiled. God, he loved universities. They valued knowledge over security, and even the campus computer programmers thought nothing of bouncing around on open nets. It had been tricky at times to maintain his perpetual student status at Wayne State, but days like this, when the entire university system was laid out for him like a playground, made all the bureaucratic hassles worthwhile.
Once in, he arranged his shields—two-layer protection going both in and out. He'd glide invisibly on the currents of inter-campus 'verse traffic. He also installed a remora program, so that anything trying to piggyback on his signal could be traced back to its source computer like a small fish clinging to the belly of a shark. Redundant, since he wasn't planning on being caught, but better to cover every angle.
Now, to fetch his perset. He readied one of the use-and-lose idents that Zeke had sold him, using the keyboard on Yaprak's system to log into the university network. Yaprak's screen bloomed to life. He did a global search of the entire campus directory, keyword, Jamaica.
Aidra looked over at the oversized monitor. "Jamaica?"
"I've heard it's nice there," Morris said. "Negril, Treasure Beach...Besides, I needed something that would give me between five hundred and fifteen hundred data points." Large enough to hide what he was doing, not so large as to be unmanageable. Jamaica returned one thousand fifteen, slightly higher than last time he'd checked, but still within working parameters. He sent his datarig to fetch, instructing it to look at each entry in the directory, strip out his programs, and return.
"How long is this going to take?" Aidra asked.
"To gather? Not long. But there's some assembly required."
"Like a bicycle on Christmas Eve?"
"Yeah, only with less swearing and fewer missing parts." He checked the counter. His rig had already fetched one hundred and forty segments. He'd grab everything now, get out, and assemble at his leisure. Then, finally, he'd be strong enough to take care of himself. Once aboard his pirate ship, he'd have enough identities and weapons to hide away forever if need be.
He put his head on the headrest and spun the desk chair in a slow circle. "You ever been to Jamaica?" he asked Aidra.
"Nope."
"Bahamas?"
"Nope."
"Puerto Rico? Cuba?"
"Nope and nope."
He focused on the counter in the corner of his vision. It was shooting upward now, and had already returned three hundred and seventy-four segments.
"I went to Mackinac Island on my honeymoon," Aidra said.
"How was it?"
"No cars, lots of people, lots of fudge." Aidra crossed to the window and looked down. "I stepped in some horse dung on the road. I should have taken that as an omen."
Morris glanced at the counter. Five hundred and thirty seven.
"Aren't you done yet?" Aidra asked.
"Half."
"Hmm." Aidra continued to look out the window. "We've been here a long time."
"So?"
"Shouldn't we be going soon?"
"As soon as I get my tools." Six hundred and eight. "And clean house."
Aidra turned from the window. "What does that mean?"
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