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Аннотация
�I don't usually write reviews, but this book definitely deserves my praise. A great sci-fi thriller which I highly recommend!� Laurie � Amazon Reviewer
The last thing legendary solo detective Chris McGregor expected was to get a new partner, especially a Longevity Law Enforcement rookie. Now he has two. With Livvy Hutchins, an irrepressible transfer into D.C. LLE, and Louie, a neuro-enhanced dog, he faces the most challenging case of his 75-year career. Together they must work in secret to uncover the dark plans of a wealthy sociopath allied with a doctor of Frankensteinian talents. As always in LLE work, the secret must be kept � or they risk disrupting the knife-edge balance of civilization's opposing idealologies.
�Technological immortality is the prospect for much longer life spans made possible by scientific advances in a variety of fields: nanotechnology, emergency room procedures, genetics, biological engineering, regenerative medicine, microbiology, and others.� � �Immortality� in Wikipedia
Longevity Law Enfrocement is a science fiction series for our times, with realistic biotechnology, engaging heroes, and something we all need to ultimately hang onto� humor.
Working as a veterinarian and a librarian, S. J. Hunter has lived in Alaska, Hawaii, Maine, Florida, and many places in between. This is S. J.'s first work of science fiction.
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Prologue 2051

�Seriously? You�ll be incinerated,� the Fire Captain said.
Chris didn�t stop to reply, but he did squint at the flames licking at the Greater Potomac Reset Institute as he grabbed the firesuit from the supply van. It was a little after 10 PM and the fire was moments from turning the whole building into a gigantic red-orange lantern. Even he had some doubts that he could don the suit quickly enough to get into the clinic, do what he needed to do, and get out safely before it collapsed, but being who he was he kept an eye on the fire and called up half-forgotten dexterity. It had been over 5 years since the Allotment Riots when everyone in Enforcement was so practiced that they could get into a suit in 12 seconds flat or less, but he still found his fingers flying through the pattern of fasteners without conscious thought.
The Fire Captain, watching Chris work the suit fasteners, apparently decided on a more reasoned approach. �Look, ah� detective. It�s too late. Let it go, and the Arson Squad can figure it out later. What are you looking for, anyway? All the people were out before it started.�
�I�m from LLE,� Chris said.
�Ellie Who?�
�LLE. Longevity Law Enforcement,� Chris said, working expeditiously on the fireboots. Someday, LLE would be around long enough for the acronym to be widely recognized, and he could stop explaining. �Right now I�m not worrying about who started the fire. I�m responsible for anything that might be lying around intact enough to tell us if there is a �why,� even if it hasn�t happened yet,� Chris said. His last words, uttered after he�d closed his faceplate and turned on the oxygen, sounded loud and strangely hollow inside the sealed suit. He headed for the burning clinic.
�If it�s CCS work, which it usually is in these cases, I can tell you that now,� the Captain shouted after him, �without you having to run into a burning building! They�re whacky Christian fanatics. That�s why.�
The clinic was on a slab, so Chris could at least count on the floor to be solid, although he could feel the heat through his boots. No time to dwell on it. His suit was supposed to be able to protect him from temperatures in excess of 800 degrees C, but not much above that, which meant that he was in part counting on the fire retardants that were being sprayed liberally onto the structure to negate the effect of any remaining accelerant. Near the hallway that lead to the rooms and the entrance to the reception work space there was an area that was flaring suspiciously, creating beautiful low, smooth, blue and green waves of flames. Somebody had known what they were doing on this one. He made for the front desk, admiring the lovely display from a safe distance.
Chris vaulted onto the reception desk � very hot � and then immediately into the work area behind it. There were a lot of tablets strewn around, all intact and looking as though they had been left in typical disarray from the regular workflow of a busy molebiol facility. He stacked all of them into one manageable pile on the desk as efficiently as possible, added the Central Unit, then vaulted back up and over. It was hotter yet, which meant the suit was getting dangerously stressed. Vastly relieved to see that no large obstacles of flaming roof or wall had fallen into his path, he grabbed his rescued tablets and headed for the door. He didn�t look back when he heard a loud crash behind him, although he felt the wave of heat through the firesuit.
When he got out the door, he kept running. That had been easier than he expected, but he wanted to create a respectable gap.
The Captain was there to greet him 25 meters out. �Hold still, your back is on fire,� he said, patting out flaming debris with a gloved hand. �I hope it was worth it.�
�I won�t know until I get a chance to compile the contents and check them against open fraud cases. Mainly future cases. LLE is a new unit.�
The clinic was now totally engulfed and skeletal, on the verge of disintegration. As they paused to watch, there was another tremendous crash, sending out a wave of reverberating heat and brilliant sparks up in a final magnificent burst. They floated for a while in showy currents around the firefighters� heads and equipment until they gradually faded into dead cinders, renewing the peripheral darkness.
�Well, if what you did today is any indication, you�re going to have a high turnover in personnel. To job-related fatalities.�
�I hope not. My wife would not approve,� Chris said. Then he couldn�t resist adding, �She�s due to deliver our first in two weeks.�
�Congratulations,� the Captain said. �You know, children change things. In your case, the change can�t come a moment too soon.�
Chris smiled slightly. �I suppose so. Do you have any yourself?�
�Two. A daughter, thirty-two. And a son, three. Both happy and healthy. My wife and I have been blessed.�
Chris began peeling off the uncomfortable suit, keeping a satisfied eye on his pile of data sources and already planning what to mine for first. Recent appointments, probably. Any clients approaching their allotment. The staff registry, of course. Perhaps the fire was purely the random work of Children of Christ�s Sacrifice or another fanatical group or individual, but if so they had developed some unexpected expertise in arson. Also, he�d had an informant when he was still working in Major Crimes who had hinted, shortly before disappearing, that CCS was being manipulated by a major source of funding, so their domestic terrorism might actually be targeting specific sites in an effort to destroy records.
�A guy with way more money than is good for anyone,� the informant had said. �And he�s convinced them � the CCS nutcase brigade � that this new unit, you know, the Longevity Law unit, has been especially created to infiltrate them and put down protesters and protect the rich people who want to live forever. It�s kind of ironic, really. They�re rabid about hating you guys. You can�t talk to those CCS people once they get an idea in their heads. Fused wiring in there.�
Chris stepped out of the firesuit and picked up his rescued tablets. He was just turning back to the captain to ask for a copy of the Arson Squad�s final report when his comu tickled with an emergency call. He touched his ear to activate the messenger.
�Highest urgency. St. Claire�s. Incoming vehicular trauma id�d as Karen DeVoe. Recommend immediate��
Chris was already moving, dashing past the startled firefighters, gripping the tablets like they still really mattered, and calling instructions to his car while he was 20 meters away. A light rain started as he pulled away from the scene of the fire, and for the first half block he was driving almost blindly because of the ashes smeared across his windshield. He sped up as the scrubbers got them and visibility improved.
He used his strobe and siren as soon as possible, and every shortcut he knew, but in the end it didn�t matter much. Karen and their baby were both gone long before he reached them. Sometime later in the long hours that passed afterwards in pervasive numbness, he couldn�t really say when, he realized inconsequentially that they died while he was in the burning reset facility.

Chp. 1 Fifty-six Years Later (Sunday)

�You can hold that if it makes you feel better but don�t even think about using it unless I tell you to shoot,� Chris said very softly, nodding at the Stinger the rookie had drawn. He also crooked his finger and then pointed to a spot behind him, so that he would be positioned between the rookie and the door.
The young uniform moved slowly to the side with a puzzled expression, looking from Chris� face to the Attach�n�smash already sticking to the door lock. �But� a warrant�� he started to say, when Moore, his training officer, interrupted.
�Numbskull,� he whispered furiously, �don�t ask stupid questions. He�s LLE. They haven�t needed warrants for decades. In the hotlab raids, we follow his lead. And you�re more likely to give one of the docs a heart attack from showing that shooter than you are ever going to have to use it on one.�
Which was true. This should be an easy one. Chris had been shot at on a regular basis by all kinds of people who didn�t like the job he was doing, or, he preferred to think, the job they mistakenly thought he was doing, but he had never been greeted by armed resistance from a doctor during a raid on a hotlab. The case was very different when he was dealing with guards in a ghetto hotlab staffed by kidnapped personnel. The rookie, Benton, should have realized that he wouldn�t need to go in braced, since none of them had bothered to put on armor. On the other hand, the use of the Attach�n�smash was confusing, making it look like an aggressive raid when really it was just meant to be an especially swift entrance, to forestall destruction of key evidence.
Thirty years ago with the looming threat of a relapse into the chaos of the Allotment Riots, the politicians realized that LLE was overwhelmed by the scale of their mission and had voted in a lot of official prerogatives to make his job easier. A slew of unofficial ones had been added by tradition over the intervening years. Entering suspect hotlabs by smashing in the doors had been an LLE standard procedure ever since the Laws� power expanded.
This raid was almost no exception. The door crashed back on its hinges resoundingly as it reacted to the focused explosion, catching the man inside off guard. Instead of running, however, the man�s first reaction after a split second recovery was to grab the collar on the growling dog standing at his side. As Chris and the two uniforms rapidly filed into the tiny apartment and spread out, the man not only stayed calm but knelt next to the dog in the center of the room and reassured him until he quieted down
�Dr. Clayton Andrews?� Chris asked. The man nodded unhappily.
�You know what this is about?� The man nodded again, and Chris went to work. The efficiency, like so many in the city a late 20th century remnant, contained scant furniture, a bank of incubators and one of refrigeration units, filtration apparatus, and no luxuries. There was only the one man present. Chris made a rapid assessment: a minimally equipped hotlab, suitable for research but not functional as a clinic.
The next step was more tedious, but still necessary. He spent some minutes on a preliminary survey of the memopads and CU address files, trying to find clues as to who was paying Andrews and who worked with him. Experience had taught him to do this prelim in the hotlab before walking out with the suspect and his files. Once word of the arrest hit the street, co-conspirators and linked enterprises tended to melt away.
�What about my dog?� Andrews asked abruptly after Chris had been at it for a while. �What�s going to happen to my dog?�
Chris stopped examining files and looked up to see four pairs of eyes focused on him. They were all staring at him as though he had all the answers, which he supposed in this situation he usually did. LLE was his playing field and he�d been at it a long time.
He stared back at Andrews, who was still crouching by the dog although he was no longer gripping the collar. Chris hated these neuro-enhancement cases, the ones brought to LLE�s attention by anonymous tipsters. The tipsters were almost always jealous colleagues or bitter ex-subordinates, and no doubt some of them were equally guilty but even less scrupulous. Molebiol researchers with no current record of employment in a licensed facility would already have red flags by their names in LLE�s files. Andrews had been flagged. Unfortunately, LLE lacked the personnel to follow up on that basis alone, or even on records showing purchases of standard molebiol equipment and supplies. LLE needed tipsters to show where to concentrate effort, but Chris despised them. The caller who gave up Andrews had said only that he was neuro-enhanced and running a hotlab, he hadn�t said anything about how Andrews was profiting from the enhancement.
They were all still staring: Andrews, a tall, thin, nondescript man whose forlorn expression was devoid of the belligerence and bravado that most researchers adopted; the two uniforms; and uncannily � or perhaps more accurately, cannily � the dog. He was a beautiful shorthaired mutt, about 30 kilos of pure muscle, with copper-colored coat and eyes and a broad muzzle. The eyes were rimmed with black and were focused intently on Chris, although the dog was sitting in front of Andrews, its ears pricked and angled forward. As with his owner, there was no evident hostility. Chris had a revelation.
�He�s neuro-enhanced too, isn�t he?�
Andrews blanched and moved back to sit on a chair against the wall. The dog padded after him. �I understand, I do. You�re just doing your job and I understand that. But please, it�s not his fault. You know it just gives a little boost to cognition and memory even in people. He doesn�t understand any of this. He�s not a freak or a mutant. He�s just a good, smart dog.�
Feeling the dog�s eyes following his every move, Chris went back to shuffling through the memotabs strewn about the room. Andrews hadn�t even bothered to encrypt or secure anything, as far as Chris could see, but his brief preliminary survey showed nothing that could link the illegal enhancement to any confederates or another location. In that Andrews appeared to have been meticulous. In fact, as far as Chris could tell, the guy was a hermit. Chris� initial scant enthusiasm for the raid dwindled.
He raided similar hotlabs all over the city almost every week. All standard procedure. A routine case. Other than the dog.
What was unusual so far was the doctor�s reaction. When undergoing an LLE raid, some became righteous, some furious, some pleaded. Also, all the evidence Chris had deciphered so far continued to suggest that Andrews hadn�t used his increased brainpower on anything other than further molebiol research. The law was usually lenient in these cases. Andrews could be working towards anything from a brilliant discovery that would benefit the deprived masses, or one that would net him billions in the lucrative black markets. Chris left that to Molebiol Forensics to illuminate. When Forensics received the doctor�s notes and Chris� report they�d send a team through to confiscate and sort through the lab supplies.
The penalties were minor compared to most criminal sentences, but catastrophic for a professional. According to the American Association of Medical Practitioners, as always responsive to a populist hot-button, neuro-enhancements and hotlabs with illegal clinical or research activities were ethics violations. According to the federal government, they were crimes of various magnitudes, with penalties somewhat dependent upon how profitable they�d been.
Chris took the other chair from the worn dinette and placed it a few feet in front of Andrews. As he sat down, he glanced at the uniforms, who backed off obligingly. �Dr. Andrews,� he said. �You know what happens now, don�t you?�
�Of course. I lose my license, and the enhancement gets reversed. And I spend a year in jail. I knew what I risked before I began.�
�And if anyone can show that you profited financially from the neuro-enhancement you get fined proportionally and punitively. That�s for the neuro-enhancement alone,� Chris added. �Now, as far as the hotlab goes, we have other issues. If we find evidence that you did unlicensed resets or enhancements on people, or used controlled cultures and reagents, that would be much more serious.�
Any researcher with the skills, supplies, and minimal equipment, and a scary minimum of understanding could perform illegal resets and enhancements for a pittance to try to support their research, hoping for some major discovery. The more enterprising researchers even found support from wealthy patrons. Investors, of a sort. Chris understood the unlicensed resets. People got desperate. But he�d never understand those who submitted and even paid for the unlicensed enhancements or volunteered for the research trials. None of them, he supposed, had ever seen or spoken to one of the pitiful victims of a badly fumbled black market molebiol procedure.
Andrews was shaking his head vigorously. �No, I would never� it was all just my own research. These cultures� There�s nothing dangerous. I swear.�
�Do you have someone specific you want to go to for the reversal?� Chris asked.
�No. It doesn�t matter,� Andrews said. �What�s going to happen to my dog? What�ll you do with Louie?�
Back to the dog. Louie. For a criminal mastermind the doctor was a bit too sanguine about both the jail time and the enhancement reversal, but then perhaps Andrews had more confidence than Chris did in the ability of his fellow molebiologist practitioners to poke and prod his neural circuits safely back to their innate level � hopefully by cautiously reversing the process described in Andrew�s notes. Good reason not to get too clever with encryption. In the reversed cases Chris had been able to follow-up on there was seldom any noticeable diminished capacity, but significant memory loss was common. Which brought them back to the dog.
�You don�t have a family member or a friend or co-worker he can stay with?
A year is a long time in a dog�s life; perhaps more so if the dog is especially intelligent,� he added, not unkindly.
Andrews was shaking his head again and his jaw had taken on a stubborn cast, although his eyes portrayed nothing but anxiety.
�Look, I know LLE has a reputation for being heartless,� Chris said, �but I�m not trying to get you to implicate someone else. We need to find a place to take the dog.�
�My wife and son died two years ago in a car accident. There�s no one else. You won�t let him be destroyed? You can�t. That�s just not right. We can�t have come to that yet. Louie�s just a good, smart dog,� Andrews said again.
The dog was standing there, looking Chris straight in the eye with that non-sentimental trust that seemed to be their unique gift. His tail was waving slowly as though caught in a breeze.
�Take him, please. He�s smart about people and he obviously trusts you. Please. I don�t care about the rest of what happens to me. I knew the consequences. Just take care of Louie. He�s a good dog.�
At the final mention of his name, Louie leaned forward and placed his head on his owner�s knee, pushing Andrews one step closer to the precipice of a complete break-down. Suddenly, Chris had had enough of this case. A hermit, yes, but a benign, idealistic hermit who had probably been doing research on something geared to save mankind from itself and whose only concern now was for his dog. On an uncharacteristic impulse, and with a premonition that he was unsealing a whole can of heartache, Chris opened his mouth and let the words out.
�All right. I�ll see to Louie. Don�t worry about him.�
After that, Andrews pulled himself together and stumbled around his tiny efficiency, eagerly bestowing Louie�s bed and bowls and leash, and pulling a huge half-empty bag of kibble out of a closet.
�He gets two scoops twice a day. And one of the dental treats after each meal.�
Which is how, when they finally all got down to the curb, while Chris stood there with his arms full of dog accessories and Louie on a leash bedside him, as the uniforms assisted Andrews and dumped an evidence pack full of memotabs with molebiol notes into their car, for the first time in Chris� almost 80 years as a cop the last words from the prisoner just before the door slid closed were a sincere �Thank you.� Andrew�s eyes met Chris� and then, lingeringly, Louie�s. The car locked onto the glassene strip and silently merged into traffic.

Chp. 2 New Partners (Monday)

Last night, arriving at his own small efficiency with Louie and all of the dog supplies in hand, Chris looked at the place with fresh, slightly bemused eyes. It was a disturbing experience. His efficiency was not much bigger than Andrews� and was similarly piled with notes, although most of them were concentrated on the large table that dominated the room and served Chris as a desk. Only the corner of the table closest to the kitchenette was clear so he could use it for dining when he occasionally sat down to eat. Otherwise, anything beyond the minimal necessities were remnants of Karen�s occupancy: her antique books and a few little things that had meant something to her. It had been a long time since he�d had any visitors. He took a moment to calculate. It had been several decades since he�d had any visitors.
Louie had spent the first few minutes scouting the place and then gone over to an open space near the door, yawned loudly with kind of a tenor sigh, and sprawled on the rug with his head on his forepaws. He stared at Chris for another two minutes before falling asleep.
Now, are you going on instinct alone or have you figured out something that�s still eluding me? Look around you. Do I look like someone who should have a dog? Chris remembered thinking, and he�d gone back to his notes at the working end of the table. As he acquired new information he frequently reviewed the contents in his files with the hope that some juxtaposition of the data would yield an insight or a pattern.
The particular case file he had been shuffling last night had been an intermittent preoccupation for over 3 years, not from any special concern for the victim, whose death had been ruled accidental, but because Chris was convinced there was something more going on, something that was a matter for LLE. So far he couldn�t even find evidence that the death wasn�t accidental, other than his unshakable conviction that the victim�s father, one John Bedford, was a total slopswad. As sometimes happened, he had finally fallen asleep with his head on the table resting on a memotab.
This morning Louie was back at the door.
�There�s housebroken and there�s housebroken. Which one are you?�
At Chris� question Louie pawed at the two deadbolts, only one of which yielded to the pressure, and then put his paw flat on the palm plate.
�Ah. That kind,� Chris said slowly, impressed in spite of himself. �Just a little problem with sensor incompatibility. And tough luck, missing that opposable thumb.�
A brisk, productive walk, a quick breakfast, and Louie was back at the door, sitting and waiting. Chris, whose morning rituals were a little more numerous and time-consuming, found himself the focus of a lot of patient observation as he caught up. He studied Louie�s expression. There was expectancy there; he wasn�t imagining it.
So much of his work dealt with bringing the hammer down on relatively harmless people like Andrews. Now he�d complicated his uncomplicated life by bringing this very bright dog into his home and he couldn�t fool himself by thinking that throwing Louie a few chew toys before he went off to work for twelve hours or more was going to cut it. Andrews had probably taken Louie everywhere and discussed molebiol research with him.
�Louie, I�ve got to go to work.�
The expectancy didn�t falter, and Louie�s ears swiveled forward with the word �work.�
Chris sighed. He was already talking to the dog. �Look, all I can do is kick it out there and see how far it goes.�

*****

This is the man, Livvy thought. Has to be. Having been introduced to the rest of the D.C. LLE squad by the Chief, she�d been waiting nearly fifteen minutes when a tall, trim man with gray eyes, tousled brown hair, and the sculpted face of a 35-year-old walked in. Had to be Chris McGregor.
In San Francisco, where attractiveness-boosting enhancements were almost de rigueur for those who could afford them, he would be considered good-looking enough but relatively non-descript. The standards there were pretty high. What was interesting this morning was that his demeanor, which she would otherwise describe as flinty � although perhaps what Mike had told her was seriously coloring her first impression � was seriously mellowed by the fact that he entered the room with a dog placidly trotting at his heels.
Mike hadn�t told her about the dog. What he had told her was directly responsible for her ending up on this bench outside the Chief�s office.
�If you�re serious, really serious about transferring to LLE, you should go to D.C. and learn from one of the best. Although why you want to work in LLE I�ll never understand. Most of their work is just shutting down hotlabs and rescuing kidnapped practitioners. And it�s hardly a stepping-stone to anything better. Once someone goes into LLE, they�re untouchable. They�re never seen again in real police work. You�re in Homicide. You get to put monsters away,� Mike had said. �So why do you want to transfer?�
�It�s all good stuff, putting away monsters, I know,� she�d said. �But it�s not like I�m saving civilization.�
�Saving civilization, huh? You started out in Tactical so I suppose you never went out as a uniform on a clean-up crew after LLE did their own tactical work. It�s more like destroying civilization, if you ask me. That�s how I first met McGregor.�
�He�s one of the best you mentioned?�
�The best,� Mike had said, smiling wickedly. �A legend.�
She knew that smile. �Okay, so why do I feel like I�m being set up? A self-made legend, huh? Thanks for the tip.�
�Oh no. A legitimate legend.� He was still smiling. �He was married to Karen DeVoe, too.�
�That name sounds familiar.�
�If you want to work LLE, it should,� Mike said. �She was one of the key designers who worked on the Laws. A bioethicist. She died in an accident a few years later.�
�Sad. All right, what�s the catch? I�m still feeling the suspicion.�
Mike raised his eyebrows and managed to look hurt.
�I�m a detective. Sensitivity to being jerked around is essential to the work,� Livvy added.
�He doesn�t take partners anymore. Hasn�t for 30 years.�
�Why not? One of those long-lifers who�s gone asocial?�
�Not that I ever noticed. Pleasant enough when I was a uniform on clean-up crew and the few times I actually consulted with him on homicide cases after I made the grade. Always seemed like a nice guy. Dedicated. Driven, even, but you�d expect that, or he wouldn�t have stayed in LLE over 50 years,� Mike said. He was still enjoying the conversation way too much, which meant that she was definitely being played, but she hadn�t heard the hook yet.
�Michael, me darlin�, if you don�t tell me now why you want me to try to work with this man I�ll put your preserved head in my little rock garden as a planter.�
�The consensus was that he didn�t take partners anymore because they couldn�t keep up with him.�
So of course, here she was, sitting on a bench outside the Chief�s office, in a squad room that had gone preternaturally quiet and expectant, at 8:30 AM on a Monday morning. She�d used her family�s influence to get here, too, which she�d never done before and which she�d loathed somewhat more than she had undergoing her emergency appendectomy. But if she hadn�t tapped the family power pipeline, she wouldn�t have gotten close. Damn the man, she thought. Damn them both.

*****

There was an unnatural silence in LLE when Chris arrived. That was never good. He looked first towards the Chief�s office and thought he found the source decorating the bench outside the door. She had to be one of the most stunningly beautiful women he�d ever seen, thanks to shoulder-length auburn hair and eyes of a startling blue-green in a face with the kind of flawless skin that would do for the embodiment of a Renaissance portrait. The effect was lovely and somewhat ethereal, a strange combination if she was a professional. At an absolute minimum, the eye color and the skin tones had to be enhancements. None of that was illegal, but given the effort and expense she�d put into the visual effect, Chris suspected she hadn�t been able to resist crossing the line on an enticing chem- or neuro-enhancement. Certainly she had generated some serious silence in the normally rowdy squad.
It wasn�t usual for people who had had black market work done to make deals with LLE by giving information on whoever had done the work for them, which was probably why she was here. High class, based on her looks and her relatively stylish but conservative clothing, but still a snitch and a pro. The visual work was very good, subtle. The illegal stuff probably was too. From across the room he couldn�t detect a perfume, but the range wouldn�t matter. Some of the new skin-level stimulants the illegal labs were putting out for high-class professional women were remarkably potent yet completely undetectable without chemsensors. As long as the developer didn�t call them a pheromone (this term alone was enough to put them in felony range), the penalties weren�t enough to discourage them for long. Chris looked around for a legal stick or for a clue as to who might have brought her in, but other than the expectant silence and some surreptitious looks from Williams and Agnew, whose desks were closest, no one was paying attention to her. Except, at the moment, Louie. Louie had made a beeline for the woman and was standing there wagging his tail as she stroked his ears. Either he was more susceptible, or he had detected something hinky. Or he was totally nondiscriminating.
�Hey, McGregor, excited about your new partner?� It was Williams. He jerked his head in the direction of Louie�s rump and grinned sardonically, sharing the joke with Agnew.
�His name is Louie. I take comfort from the fact that he�s probably a hell of a lot smarter than you two,� Chris said.
Both Williams and Agnew, the rookie, reacted to this with hilarity.
And that�s way more than that deserved, Chris thought as he continued on towards his desk. He was uncomfortably aware of a pair of unnatural turquoise eyes tracking him, and of Louie, still enjoying the ear rub. The Chief hailed him through the open door before he quite made it.
�McGregor, in here. Now. And bring the dog.�
�Louie,� Chris said as he crossed back in front of the woman. He snapped his fingers for emphasis and Louie fell into position at his left side.
�Close the door,� the Chief said. �Sit.�
He paused, considering Chris and Louie for a few seconds. The Chief was old school, meaning that although he went in for his regular resets, he believed that the appearance of age increased authority. He was several decades chrono younger than Chris, but looked a little older and even had some gray hair, which was almost unheard of among people plugged into Longevity. As far as Chris knew, it was genetic and premature, rather than an atypical enhancement.
�I got your report on Andrews this morning. This is the dog? Never mind, dumb question. Like you thought, our Forensics analysts figured out from the good doctor�s notes that he was working on research that might make Longevity more economical. His lawyer can use it to get him a better deal, but he�ll still have to face the minimum.�
The Chief studied Louie, who sat at Chris� side and stared back at him.
�By the way, he went even further with the dog than he did with himself. I guess he didn�t worry about the memory loss, with the dog. They figure about a 50% enhancement, if it were done in a human. That seem right to you?�
�Who can tell?� Chris said, shrugging. �So far, he just seems like a very bright, normal dog. At 50% boost he�s well within the curve if he was a typical mutt to begin with. A significant boost if he was bright already.�
�Of course, since it�s only a dog, I don�t expect we need to worry about arranging a compulsory reversal,� the Chief said, losing interest.
�If there�s a problem, I�ll get an exemption,� Chris said.
There was a longer pause. �You�ve got something in mind?�
�I figure he�ll be an asset in the field,� Chris said.
The Chief picked up a stylus and started balancing it between his two index fingers and studying it. �We�ve worked together what, 40 years?� he asked finally.
Something wasn�t adding up here, Chris thought, a little puzzled. While he knew there hadn�t been any canine units in LLE before, the Chief was seldom interested in rules or conformity. Chris hadn�t expected any discussion because Louie shouldn�t be this big of an issue. This first question was rhetorical and an obvious preamble to something more, so he didn�t bother to respond.
�You were already here when I came on board. I�ve respected that. It hasn�t always been smooth sailing but I think you could safely say that for the most part I�ve let you tack on your own.� The analogy was a bad sign. The Chief was an avid sailor, and it meant he was groping for a way to break some bad news.
�I promised Andrews I�d see to him, and he can�t sit around my apartment all day. He�ll go barking mad,� Chris said, still puzzled. �He�s pretty much of a natural. I think he already picked up on some chem- or neuro- issue with that pro sitting out there waiting for processing.�
�I�m not talking about the dog,� the Chief said, shifting forward in his chair. He opened his mouth, but before he could say anything more, the young woman Chris had just piqued chose that moment to walk through the door.
�Sorry Chief, but I have excellent hearing. And no, it�s not enhanced. That would be illegal. You can have it tested if you wish.� This last was directed at Chris.
�Also, I was sitting right outside your door.� Back to the Chief. �You can�t blame me for the city�s notion of soundproofing. I thought I should come in and introduce myself before Detective McGregor digs himself into a deeper hole.
�And to let you know that Louie is perfect for the team, as far as I�m concerned.� To Chris.
And back to the Chief, �Since you seemed to be worried about it.�
Chris stared at her extended hand, then shook it briefly. He shifted his gaze back up to the remarkable turquoise eyes, which showed the faintest of humor lines at the corners.
�I�m overwhelmed with relief,� the Chief said dryly to the newcomer, then shifted his attention back to Chris. �McGregor, meet Olivia Hutchins, your new partner.�
Chris had been mildly puzzled before. Now he turned his head sharply to give the Chief a full stare.
�I prefer Livvy.�
�Detective Hutchins transferred here from San Francisco specifically to work LLE with you as her partner. Something about �learning from the best.� Clearly a mistake, but I�ve decided to let her find that out on her own,� the Chief said, looking at Livvy with no evident amusement.
�I�m not a training officer,� Chris said. �I�ve never been a training officer. Even when I was taking partners, you never gave me a rookie before.�
�There you go, still wielding that shovel,� Livvy said sotto voce.
�Detective Hutchins has 30 years experience, the last 10 in Homicide, and 20 before that in Tactical.�
�I haven�t had any partner in 30 years.�
�You�re letting Louie tag along with far less experience and, I can say with all modesty, far less to offer,� Livvy interjected.
Chris found himself gazing at the flawless face. Again.
�Think of it as a type of armor,� Livvy said. �I�m��
The Chief interrupted. �Its all moot, McGregor. This came straight from the Commissioner. None of us has a choice. Since Detective Hutchins has no objections, which we are delighted to hear, you can keep the dog, but you�re taking her as well. It�s over my head and way above your paygrade.�
�I�ve� � Chris started to say after regaining some equanimity, then was interrupted as well.
�I�ve got a Priority One call.� He touched his ear and said �Tactical,� in the direction of his collar transmitter, then his eyes unfocused.
�I�ve got to go out on this one,� he said after a few moments. He squinted at Livvy and looked back to the Chief.
�Go,� the Chief said, gesturing him out with the back of his hand.
Chris turned and headed towards the door as his new partner hustled to her feet. She seemed at a loss as to how to dismiss herself semi-properly.
At this point, the Chief said irritably, �What? Still here hotshot?�
�I�m not�� Chris heard her begin.
�Go. He won�t wait for you.�
Chris flexed his fingers. The hand that had gripped his was fine and smooth, but it demonstrated an unquestionably strong grip and the nails were clipped short and devoid of decoration. A hand that could be comfortable around the grip of a Stinger. A new partner, and an LLE rookie at that. At a minimum, an inconvenience, possibly a hazard, but contrary to a vast amount of experience, maybe it wouldn�t be as bad as he was totally convinced it would be.

Chp. 3 For love is immortality. Emily Dickinson (Monday)

Livvy caught up with her new partner as he waited for the swift-el down to the LLE underground motor pool. The dog, Louie, looked up at her and thumped his tail but remained sitting calmly at Chris� left side.
�What�?� she started to ask. Chris held up a temporizing hand and she realized he was still getting audio input of some information he must have called up while she was catching up with him. She made a mental note to get a synchronous feed option coded into her aural comu as soon as she got back to the LLE office and, for now, waited impatiently for Chris to finish getting direct read.
�Sorry,� he said, surprising her. �I needed an archival record.�
There was a car waiting when they got to the motor pool. Livvy figured he�d ordered it out before he even put in the request to Archives. Somehow, even though she had been walking right next to him and she slid into the passenger seat at the same time he slipped behind the wheel, she still felt as though she was struggling to catch up.
�938 Ark Rd., Marlboro. Sirens on, strobe on,� Chris said and the car complied. Within one and a half minutes they were on the beltway, with the regular glassene traffic shifting out of the path of their official car with satisfying automaticity.
�And? Wait, first, what were you going to say back there? In the Chief�s office. Before you got the Priority Call.�
Chris gazed at her blankly for a moment, then said, �That I�ve no objection to trying it for a week, then we can both decide if we want to continue.�
�Oh. All right. Fair enough. I thought you were� well, I know this was sprung on you, and I thought you might kick up more dust.�
Chris glanced at her again and smiled slightly. �I think you will find, Hutchins, that the reason I no longer have partners is more for their benefit than for mine. Feel free to change your mind before the week is up, if you want.�
�I�m neither cowed nor fickle,� Livvy said. �Now, where are we going so fast, and why?�
�According to the IA there�s a woman in Marlboro who shot her husband and is now holding her husband�s lover hostage. The wife has asked for me and I wanted to see if we had any history that might suggest why.�
He seemed lost in thought, and whatever he was remembering was making him look even flintier than usual.
�What?� she finally asked.
He shifted his gaze back to her. �What do you know about the Pheromone Fiasco?�
�You mean from the 50�s? Before my time. If I remember my history, there were a few chem-enhancements licensed, and many more done on the black market, that claimed to be either natural or engineered pheromones that were linked to sweat glands. The real problems surfaced when there were some court cases, some murders even, where lost impulse control was blamed on some nebulous �compulsion.� I think some of the defense attorneys succeeded, and there was a public outcry. The whole matter was big deal at the time.
�Seriously,� Livvy asked with mild irony, �are we insects? Anyway, I don�t remember whether it was ever proven pheromones could really influence human behavior but in the end it was decided that as a class they didn�t meet the Herrnstein Criterion: no enhancements granting unfair advantage. So now the whole concept of pheromone enhancement is illegal. If an enhancement can be classified as a pheromone, it�s a felony. Can�t even evade it by some kind of soft claim that it�s therapy. Seems like a lot of risk just to be a little more seductive. Potentially seductive.�
Chris sat with his arms folded across his chest and his head tilted and turned towards her, his eyes hooded. He didn�t say anything, and plainly wasn�t going to.
�Look, I can guess what you�re thinking at me,� Livvy said when he had waited her out. �Give me some credit. I wouldn�t let a neuro- or chem-enhancement, especially an illegal one, near my personal molecules.
�As for appearances� good looks do confer an advantage, but there�ve always been naturally beautiful people, which is one reason enhancements for looks have been exempt from the Right of Equal Opportunity Law. Beauty is way too subjective to even begin to contemplate quantifying, much less accounting for individual preferences. The advantages conferred are usually also available by using old-fashioned techniques to achieve similar changes in appearance. I can afford the enhancements. It helps me in my work. And actually, other than some coloration, most of it is the real me,� she couldn�t help adding.
Chris made a sound that wasn�t quite a snort of derision. �And let�s not forget that being able to look at beauty by definition gives the rest of us pleasure. No one wants to legislate against that,� he said.
Livvy relaxed, grinning. �There is that, yes. Wait, you�ll see. Like I said, think of it as a kind of armor.�
�All right. I get it. I can�t imagine a man on the planet who won�t be giving you some edge at least initially, even if unintentionally. But surely the women, most of them, hate you a little?�
�You�d be surprised. I take my looks for granted and I treat the women like rational beings. Women have been wearing makeup and getting plastic surgery for generations. I might as well be carrying around a Monet on a sandwich board as far as they�re concerned. At least most of them, the ones who aren�t looking for a reason to hate someone anyway,� she added scrupulously, then hesitated. �At a certain level of confidence looks largely stop being meaningful for women. Anyway, it�s never been a problem.�
�Hmm,� Chris said. He didn�t sound convinced. �Sandwich board?�
Livvy smiled. �Sorry. Bad habit of mine. I collect archaic references and sometimes I end up using them.�
�Don�t mind me,� Chris said. �I might even remember that one. �Sandwich board.��
�Autodrive zone ending. Right turn in 500 meters,� the car said, and as Chris took hold of the wheel they slowed down to make the first turn.
�Listen. Here�s the situation. This woman, Marcy Caster, has a gun. A real, lethal, 21st century handgun that she�s already used once to shoot someone. They think her husband is dead, and she�s apparently holding the other woman hostage. This isn�t even an LLE case.
�If I need to go in to get her to talk to me, I want you to stay out of this one, to wait for me outside. She asked for me because I helped her out once over fifty years ago. There�s no reason for you to come in.�
Livvy considered him for a few seconds and finally decided that she was going to have to be stubborn on this issue from day one. �No. The way I see it, there�s no reason for me not to come in. I�ve faced guns before. Hell, I�ve been shot before. Besides, this woman, Marcy, used it to kill her husband, not the other woman. She may have asked for you, but who do you think she�s going to see as more sympathetic to her situation?�
�Destination on left,� said the car. Chris pulled over to the curb.
It was a mid-century house, small and well fortified, with a few mature trees and a well-tended lawn. The area all around the house was swarming with a variety of Enforcement cars and personnel; Livvy could see logos for Special Tactical, Psych Intervention, and most prominently, Homicide. The media, with their own logos, equipment and personnel, occupied an outer perimeter. In every city, murders outside the major ghettos always got a lot of attention, but Livvy suspected it was the hostage situation that was fueling most of the interest.
�They�re all here, and most of them aren�t going to like it that we are,� Chris said. He paused and continued to survey the scene until he spotted a Commander in a Special Tactical uniform.
�All right, Hutchins. I get your point. You come in with me if I need to go in,� he finally said, turning to look at her again. He paused, and then steadily met her eyes. �I come from a generation that remembers when someone who looked 21 was 21. Maybe you never fully get over that.�
Livvy was used to men who chose not to try to frame thoughts while looking at her, so she gave him points for that, and she figured his admission was as close to an apology as she�d ever get for his earlier condescension.
�Just remember that you had your chance,� he said, climbing out of the car and heading for the trunk. �But we�re going in with armored tunics. We can keep the faceplates up.� They stayed at the back of the car while they got into their gear, and Chris continued to survey the impressively armored gathering.
�You�d think she has an arsenal in there,� Livvy said.
�Yeah, well,� Chris said, �fortunately, Bruno�s here with Tactical.�
�Louie, stay,� he said through the open window as they passed by the car on their way to the front of the house.
Chris headed straight for the Special Tactical Commander, a very large man with dark eyes and a shock of black hair. Livvy recognized him from her early morning study of the pictures on the Fifty Year wall at City Central. It had been on the wall for over ten years, several down from Chris�, along with long lists of their major medals and commendations.
�Bruno,� Chris said, nodding briskly. �My new partner, Detective Hutchins. Bruno Morelli.�
On Livvy the tunic, which should have hung shapelessly, looked tailored and did nothing to dim the overall effect of her curves. She gave Bruno a lambent smile, demonstrating just how effective her natural armor could be, and offered her hand, which he took and shook for longer than necessary. Her new partner was watching the interaction.
�C�mon, Bruno, your mouth is hanging open. During the last riots you faced down a trio of CCS fanatics determined to beat down a cop. You were weaponless, to their clubs. Don�t go all speechless on me now,� Chris said after a moment. He was smiling slightly.
�I don�t remember much being said at the time,� Bruno said, giving Livvy a slightly sheepish grin.
�Where are we?� Chris asked.
�Can you believe this one?� Bruno jerked his head towards the house. �Married over 50 years, then last night, this guy, Caster, takes his girlfriend in with him to ask for the divorce. Mrs. Neighbor says she doesn�t think the wife had any idea about the girlfriend before the husband walked in with her. The guy doesn�t have the guts or the courtesy to at least talk to his wife alone first. Wonder what the guy said. �Honey, can you set another place for dinner?��
�Maybe it takes at least an iota of both,� Livvy said.
Bruno stared at her again, as if he forgot what he was saying.
�Guts and courtesy,� Livvy said.
They all went back to studying the front of the small house.
�Yeah, you�re probably right there,� Bruno said, rubbing a hand through his shock of hair. It fell back across his forehead in a tousled mane. �Anyway, yesterday at some point the husband tells Mr. Neighbor � who�s his friend � that he�s bringing the girlfriend along into the home when he breaks it to the wife that he�s replacing her. That same home contains a gun, and he ends up dead. Go figure. One plus one equals two. Maybe an iota of brains, too.
�Of course, Mr. Numbskull Neighbor doesn�t think about the situation again until this morning, when he tells Mrs. Neighbor by the way before he goes off to work and she goes over to check on her friend. Mrs. Neighbor never got through the door, but she heard the crying and saw the gun and the three of them sitting there and had the sense to call us.�
�What�s happening now?� Chris asked.
�There�s nothing new. The wife asked for you by name, including the fact that you work for LLE, and she hasn�t responded to anything since. Our bi-ways aren�t picking up anything but somebody crying. Crying a lot.�
�My favorite,� Livvy said.
�You ready to try?� Bruno asked.
�Let�s do it,� Chris said, taking the bi-way Bruno offered him and aiming it at the largest window. He stood silently for a few moments, then he opened the transmitter function.
�Marcy, it�s Chris McGregor,� he said, keeping his voice calm and quiet. �Will you come out and talk to me, please?�
There was an outburst of unrestrained weeping. �I can�t,� someone said between the sobs.
�Marcy, are you okay? Is there anyone in there who needs medical attention?�
More weeping, which seemed to be getting even more hysterical.
Chris turned off the amp. �I�m going in. She�s escalating into desperation. I remember this woman. This is no longer primarily a hostage crisis, it�s a suicide prevention.�
�I�m going in too,� Livvy said, meeting his eyes briefly.
The officer from Psych Intervention stepped forward. �Detective, you�re from LLE, aren�t you? Have you had any training for this? Hostage retrieval or suicide prevention? Anything? I really can�t allow��
�As long as it�s a crisis,� Bruno cut in, �it�s my decision. I can let Psych or LLE or the French Foreign Legion in if I chose. McGregor goes in. His partner, too, if he wants her in there.�
Chris went back to the bi-way. �Marcy, my partner and I would like to come in to talk to you. We need to hear about what�s happened. Just to talk. Can we do that, please?�
No response other than some continued weeping, now a little muted, as though her face was buried in a pillow. Chris turned off the amp and handed it back to Bruno.
�Be careful in there. Cara loves having you come for dinner. You validate her cooking,� Bruno said.
�Cara is an excellent cook,� Chris said.
�Uh, huh. That�s what I mean. Watch yourself.�
They began walking. Halfway to the door, Chris turned to Livvy.
�Our first goal is to get Marcy to walk out. Even if can�t get that, we ignore the other woman until Marcy at least calms down, then we can see about getting her released if she seems to be in danger,� he said.
�Understood,� Livvy said.
They�d reached the curtained and ironwork-covered door, and Chris� voice was still exceptionally calm as he called through it. �Marcy, it�s Chris, and my partner, Livvy. We�re just outside the door. Can we come in? We need to understand what�s happened.�
He paused. There was no response.
�No hurry. Take your time and think about it if you need to. When you�re ready, just open the door so that we know it�s okay to come in. We�ll wait right here.�
Another minute passed. The weeping seemed to have stopped.
�Marcy�,� Chris began, when the door swung open.
With all of the window coverings engaged and most the lights off, the room was dark and Livvy found it more than a little claustrophobic. At the unlit end of the room opposite the door they just entered she could see several shadowy forms on the sofa, one slumped over at an awkward angle at one end and the other, slighter form, huddled against the arm rest at the opposite end. Neither was moving, although the slighter form had moved forward reflexively when they came in.
The woman with the gun, Marcy, was clutching a decorative pillow and sitting in an armchair. There was some dimmed light emanating from an antique crystal chandelier over a small dining set at their end of the room. It was bright enough to reveal half of Marcy�s face and the gun still in her grip, lying in her lap, but not much else. Like the slight form on the sofa, she was tiny. Livvy wasn�t all that tall herself, but with Marcy the impression of fragility was paramount, from the ponytail of fine blonde curls cascading down her back, the one visible pale blue eye swollen and reddened, and the smooth cheek glistening with salt tracks. Livvy thought she must look a lot like the 21 year-old Chris first met over 50 years ago. Including, probably, the tear stains.
�Marcy, I�m just going to bring some chairs over, so we can sit and listen,� Chris said quietly, closing the front door and slowly bringing two of the dining chairs over and placing them about a meter in front of her.
Sitting there, they were positioned so that their faces were illuminated by the dining room light. They kept their hands in their laps.
�Thank you for coming,� Marcy said. Her voice was hoarse. �You helped me before, do you remember? It was so long ago, but I remember as though it were yesterday. You explained that if I got that stupid enhancement reversed I wouldn�t get into any trouble with the law, even a fine. Even though it was unlicensed, and I should have known better. You were so nice about it, and Jack was so upset, because we were barely affording the resets at that point, and the reversal could have cost so much more. I had listened to them when they advertised, they guaranteed, that it would make me more attractive. So stupid. I did it for Jack, as a surprise. Everything I did was for Jack.�
She started sobbing again, almost crooning and rocking back and forth, hugging the tear-stained pillow with her free arm.
�Marcy, what happened here?� Chris asked. His voice was still very calm. Marcy started talking again, at first looking at him, but after the first sentence she began directing everything at Livvy.
�I loved him so much. You know how it is. He said he didn�t want children. He said I was all he needed, and why should we give up 50 years of allotment, 50 years of life, just to have a child, a child that would leave us after 20 years or so and have their own life? He said he just wanted to spend a lifetime with me. He said we�d have our 200th birthdays together. So we didn�t have children. Instead, we saved for the resets, so we could stay young for each other.
�But in the end, he didn�t really care that the resets kept me young. He didn�t want me at all. He wanted someone new. Which made it all a lie. All those years gone, and all the time a lie. And now I�ve shot him, and I can�t reverse that, can I? So stupid.�
Livvy swallowed. �No,� she said, and waited.
�I can�t bring him back and let him go his own way, and I can�t take back all those years with the lie.�
She rocked and hugged the pillow and wept.
�So sorry. What have I done? What have I done?�
�Marcy,� Livvy said gently when the fresh outburst of sobs had quieted a little, �sometimes all we can do is try not to make it any worse. Sometimes� some days, it�s too late to do anything else, but we can still do that. In my experience, if we can just do that, something comes along later that shows us how to go on. Can you do that now? Just let it go and not make it worse?�
�I�ve run out of tears. I feel so ugly and old. You�re beautiful. Are you married?�
�No.�
�Never?�
�Never.�
�But I bet you�ve been in love.�
�I don�t know.�
�Then you haven�t, or you�d know. You must be very young. Here, take this away, before I do something stupid again.� Marcy lifted the gun, holding it with only her thumb and index finger as though she wanted to avoid touching it, and held it out to Livvy. It almost slid from her grip from its own weight. Livvy caught it just in time.
�So stupid. I�m sorry about all this trouble. Chris, thank you for coming,� Marcy said, turning back to Chris for a moment. �And you, young lady, will you walk out with me, please? No one will look at me with you next to me.�
�Sure. Are you ready?�
�Yes. Now. Now,� she said, standing up and starting to move. �I can�t bear this house of lies. And I�ve already caused so much trouble, for so many people.
�We spent our lives just wrapped up in each other, or so I thought, but it was just a lie. We should have had children. That would have been someone new, wouldn�t it?� she looked at Livvy questioningly, but didn�t wait for an answer. To Livvy it was as though Marcy knew that as long as she kept talking, she wouldn�t be crying, or thinking about what was behind them on the sofa.
�Maybe Jack would have been happier with children, even though he didn�t believe it. I should have just gone ahead, and let him see how it would be with a child.� At the door, Marcy looked back, letting her eyes slide passed the sofa until they reached Chris, who was standing very still and watching her.
�Chris, thank you. I�m sorry I bothered you again. So much trouble. Whydid they bring so many people? You helped me before. Jack was so angry, do you remember? I think you even told me to think about leaving, but I didn�t listen. Thank you for trying.
�Thank you, too, dear. If I had had a daughter, I would have wanted her to be just like you. What�s your name? Did you say it already? I�m sorry I forgot. I�ll want to know, later.�
�I�m Olivia. Livvy.�
�That�s lovely. You are perfectly lovely. I�m ready to go out, now. I�m sorry for all the trouble. I know I�ve been such a bother to everyone. Wasted everyone�s time.�
�It�s all right. We understood. Here, we�ll go together,� Livvy said when they got to the door and Marcy hesitated. Livvy crooked her arm and offered it so that Marcy could put a hand on it as though she were an elderly person who needed help to walk, and they left the house together.

*****

Later, in the car when they were back on the glassene and Livvy had had a chance to put some time between herself and all of that pain, she asked Chris about the Pheromone Fiasco and what he had done for Marcy at that time.
�Strange things, pheromones, and you know at that time there was still so much that was poorly understood, even by the experts, although there sure were a lot of molebiol practitioners trying to sell chem-enhancements and riding the wave of fads with their own variations. Some of the so-called pheromone enhancements that women, and a few men, paid good money for did nothing for them except attract insects.�
Livvy choked.
�Yes, well you wouldn�t have laughed at the time, Hutchins.�
�I don�t know. Give me some credit,� Livvy said.
�Anyway, some of them had other unpredictable effects, especially on certain men. Idiosyncratic effects, they�re called. Marcy�s husband seemed to want to hit her whenever she got nervous. The sweat, you see. As you can imagine, it was an escalating situation. She would never press charges. She thought it was all her own fault.�
�She was what? Twenty-one, Twenty-two?� Livvy asked. �A child.�
�About that. A lot of the practitioners who had sold these headaches to the unsuspecting public had scattered like roaches and most of the enhancements were poorly documented, if at all, so they were difficult and expensive to reverse. I tracked down the practitioner who�d given her the enhancement and made sure she got the reversal, at no additional charge, before he went to jail.
�To give the bastard, Marcy�s husband,� Chris added, clarifying which bastard he was talking about at the moment, �� to give him his due, the physical abuse stopped as soon as she got the reversal.�
�The physical abuse,� Livvy said musingly. �She stayed with him all those years.�
�She loved him. And he did stay with her fifty years.�
�He knew her buttons, and she was a willing victim. I give him nothing.
�How did you convince the practitioner to give her the reversal? Did you get him a deal with the DA?� Livvy asked, curious. It seemed pertinent to LLE�s management of these kind of cases.
Chris chose his words with care. �I try to avoid offering deals that dilute the impact of the Laws. It sets a bad precedent. Also, I was still angry when I found him.� He turned to look squarely at Livvy, and said very seriously, �I threatened to break his kneecaps.�
Livvy laughed. �And he believed you? He didn�t realize you�re Enforcement?�
�Oh, he knew. He knew I was LLE,� Chris said, still seriously. Livvy�s laughter slowly faded.
�You�re not kidding, are you?� she asked.
Chris didn�t answer.
�It changed everything, didn�t it?� Livvy asked after a pause. �Even love. I mean, not the enhancements, those are relatively minor. I mean Longevity itself.�
�How could it not? Molebiol beat aging. Gave us eternal youth and biological immortality. The trouble is, they only gave it to those who can afford it. And even if everyone could afford it� humanity needs children around to stay human. How does any sane society reconcile those issues?
�The only reason we�ve made it this far is that we�ve got the Laws that were cobbled together in response to the Riots. Without the Longevity and Enhancement Laws, we�d be in real danger of facing the creation of a master race, all based on power and financial resources.�
�No. No, we wouldn�t,� Livvy said soberly.
�Of course you�re right.� Chris glanced at her and then went back to staring straight ahead. �That is the crux. We had the Riots, but it�s been so much worse everywhere else in the world. We�d claw each other apart, like they have elsewhere, until we destroyed ourselves as a civilization. But you�ve considered all this, or as a well-regarded Homicide detective you wouldn�t have jumped into the LLE rabbit hole. This is hardly a career booster for you.�
�Well-regarded?� Livvy said with mild irony. �You know I used family influence to get here.�
�I�ve been a detective a long time.�
They sat in silence for a while. Livvy suspected Chris must be remembering how close they�d come to collapse once already, and how hard Karen had worked to prevent it. He had been in the center of it all. She could only imagine what it had been like.
�Your wife was Karen DeVoe, the bioethicist who consulted on the Laws, wasn�t she?� she asked, watching him.
He continued to stare out the front window at the scenery passing by. After a while, she began to wonder if he was going to answer, or if she needed to apologize for some reason.
Extending as far as she could see on one side of the highway was one of the largest Naturals ghettos in the nation. Block upon block of 20th and 21st century high-rise buildings, interrupted frequently by squares of the reclaimed green spaces with their gardens and playgrounds. There was no physical boundary, but the ghetto was inhabited by families and businesses functioning behind brittle socioeconomic and philosophical barriers. She knew LLE would seldom have to venture into these areas; licensed facilities were non-existent and hotlabs were rare, although sometimes a group of the less law-abiding residents got enterprising enough to highjack a shipment of Longevity supplies and kidnap a practitioner. But the way she saw it, LLE was mainly for them. LLE guarded the promise that the Laws would keep the barriers passable.
�Things were at a crisis,� Chris said, interrupting her thoughts. �None of it was simple. Of course from the beginning there were those who abhorred the whole idea on principle, and others who reveled in the possibilities but understood what it would mean for society. A lot of people who couldn�t afford minimally useful resets still didn�t want to see Longevity totally abandoned, even if we could have put the Genie back into the bottle, because then their children would never have the chance or the choice. The protests built into the Riots, and it took the politicians a while to understand that it wasn�t just about radicals who couldn�t stand the concept of Longevity or the hard-core discontented who couldn�t afford it, but rational people who knew what it would mean if it was unchecked� if no compromise made co-existence possible.
�It got so bad that they even tried to outlaw Longevity for a while, but the Riots didn�t stop, they just changed. Everyone, including the civic leaders in the ghettos, knew the black market pressures would be overwhelming and unrelenting. The politicians finally got that they would need to work with what we had, and come up with some workable compromise. They were terrified. They finally had an issue that they couldn�t just endlessly debate.�
�I�ll bet they still tried, for a while,� Livvy said.
Chris smiled slightly again, at some memory. �They called in all kinds of experts. Karen testified and then spent hours with government officials, congressmen, and newsmen, lobbyists, anyone who asked for her help. Educating, explaining� It was the first time in her experience that they really seemed to listen. Before then, Congress had just rushed approvals through, eager to get the benefits for themselves and their families, thinking they were appeasing everyone who mattered.�
There was another, shorter silence. Livvy thought about what it must have meant to him to come through all that, and come out with the Laws functioning as they were meant to, and Karen. Karen, expecting a baby, as Livvy�s research had revealed. No one welcomed a baby unless they had a tenacious grasp on hope.
�I don�t suppose you�ve had much exposure to any natural families?� Chris asked at last. �I don�t anymore, myself, but that�s partly because of what I�ve been doing for the last fifty-odd years. The stable natural families may know what we do, but they almost never encounter LLE. They�re not all religious fanatics, or too poor to afford the resets. Nor do they all hate us and the choice we�ve made. Most choose to live in there, in some cases because they believe it is the right way to live.� He nodded towards the ghetto.�
�But you can remember, can�t you? I mean, you grew up in one. A natural family. Your parents got old before they died?�
Chris hesitated, but then answered simply. �Old? Yes, I suppose so.�
�Someday, no one will remember what it was like, before Longevity,� Livvy said.
�If you are serious about trying to understand, and you stick around LLE after this week, we can arrange for you to spend some time with a family. Agnew�s family is Natural.�
The car pulled up to face a home slot and they climbed out so that it could drive in and elevate out of the way for the next returning vehicle. Louie didn�t wait for them to open the door, but climbed into the front and out before the door slid shut. At the office, other than an occasional excursion to Livvy�s side to glean some attention, he was showing a strong tendency to stay within inches of Chris� left hand.
�What do you think will happen to her? Marcy?� Livvy asked.
�It�s no different here in D.C. than on the West Coast.�
�Meaning, I suppose, that it probably all depends on whether she gets some media-savvy attorney,� Livvy said. �For once not a bad thing. That bird already hit the window way too hard.�
�Whatever happens, we can probably assume that it will be nothing she would consider worse than what has happened already,� Chris agreed. �At any rate, it�s a Homicide case, not an LLE case, although we still each have to prepare a report. If it were an LLE case, we�d handle it differently. But you�ll find that out soon enough.�
They�d reached the squad room. There was a short pause in the underlying buzz of voices when they walked in but it didn�t last long. By tomorrow, she figured, they�d have moved on, and she and Louie would attract no more attention than a firefly on the Fourth. Chris reached his desk and, hooking his chair with his leg, pulled it in and sat down.
Livvy had hoped for some elaboration of his last comment, but none came. She remembered he wasn�t a training officer.
He took out a muting recorder and started talking into it, and she searched her desk drawers. Whoever had used the desk before her � and it looked like it had been a while � hadn�t left many useable supplies. There was no recorder, for example. There had to be a supply depot, and she looked around for a logical place to begin exploring the room.
Her nominal partner ignored her. Okay, she was a big girl and she could figure out how LLE �handled it differently� by observation. Like Louie, she supposed. Fair enough. She still had over six days. Plenty of time to get into the routine.

Chp. 4 Another Damn Doctor (Tuesday)

Chris considered reset day a pain in the ass. It took up a half a day, played tricks on his short term memory, and gave him significant philosophical qualms on the issue of whether he was living the life he should be living. He continued to go in as scheduled because he was living half the life � or truthfully far less than half the life � he and Karen had planned together. Resets were a benefit of his job, they allowed him to continue to do his work effectively, and after all, he still valued life and a useful level of fitness. That was the whole point of Longevity. It plainly beat the alternative.
The morning after meeting his new partner, he showed up for his quarterly appointment, and as often in the city employees� facility in massive City Central, he saw a new doctor � new to him that is � for his scan consultation.
Unlike most physicians, this one had chosen to keep the face of a 21 year-old. Chris, never having met him before, had no idea of his true age except to know that he had to be at least a decade younger than Chris was, even if he was from one of the extremely wealthy families that were the only ones able to afford resets before the explosion of technical achievements in 2040 made them affordable for a lot of the upper middle class as well.
�You�re 101 chrono, and what? 33 biol? A pioneer,� the doctor said, slightly surprised.
He had been scanning Chris� records but at that he looked up and scrutinized Chris more closely, a little like he might examine a lab specimen. �Your BMI and cardiac parameters haven�t changed in the last 6 decades. According to our records, you�ve never had anything but departmental resets,� he glanced inquiringly at Chris, �yet you look a very fit 30-35. How do you feel?�
�Like a 30-35 year old,� Chris said.
�You�ve never had any kind of enhancement? A slight metabolic adjustment? No? That�s a lot of work on your own. Very impressive.� The doctor paused. �Too many people think that resets and enhancements can do it all, even though they must know that enhancements to help increase muscle strength and reflex times are illegal.�
�I�m in LLE,� Chris said.
�Ah, so of course you know. Well, you seem to have a regimen that keeps you fit,� he said, then paused. There was obviously bad news coming.
�Unfortunately, I still need to recommend visits every 2 months from now on.�
�Why?� Chris asked.
�Let me see. To put it in terms you can understand. First of all, it�s a myth that the need for resets increases with a little age � you can reach your allotment without having to adjust your reset interval. Most people, other than nervous types with lots of resources, do just that. So it�s not for the resets.
�It�s always been a tradeoff between senescence � cell aging � and instability. Not to get too technical on you� when we learned how to manipulate telomeres and stem cells and really use engineered RNA and transcription factors with incredible precision and molebiologists started devising catalysts that could speed the processes up without stressing� well, to put it simply, we beat senescence. But when we destroyed the Hayflick Limit, we set ourselves up for an increase in instability.
�So, when you come in quarterly for your resets, we do our mapping and scans each time, because it�s not senescence we�re checking for, it�s tumorigeneses. We�ve always been able to destroy a few abnormally replicating cells in situ, but if they get further along than that, it gets more difficult to destroy them without being more invasive. There is a new imaging technology that catches them sooner, that�s all, and if we can catch them sooner, and locate them more precisely, we can treat them sooner. When they�re just a few cells in size� well, you get the picture. It�s not your situation that�s changed, it�s ours. New technology. Better medicine. It�s win-win really,� the doctor said finally, and smiled brightly.
�Uh huh,� Chris said. He�s very young, Chris thought. He believes in a win-win scenario. So young that he was still enthralled with the great gift his science had given humanity, and what more could be done with it. Out of pure curiosity, when the doctor had gotten distracted by something in Chris� record, Chris took the opportunity to ask a question he asked every decade or so. It was the young physician�s unabashed enthusiasm that made him curious, he supposed.
�Do they still teach history and sociology in the schools?�
�History? Sure, some,� the doctor said. �If you mean specifically the Allotment Riots, of course. Sociology? No, not much. I mean, at the university level, sure, people can take all they want. But you know, it takes a lot just to keep up with all of the molebiol and other relevant science. If we could get a neuro- enhancement, now�� he added jokingly.
He looked at Chris, who had heard it so often before that he couldn�t muster even a flicker of a smile. The doctor obviously had second thoughts about what he�d said, because he added seriously, �We have enough to deal with in the science. We can�t control the rest of it. That�s what the Laws and LLE are for, isn�t it? No offense, but isn�t that your job?�
The doctor went back to his memotab and stylus.
�No offense taken,� Chris said mildly. �Right, our responsibility. So, an appointment every two months. Is that it?�
�Yes. That�s based on analyses of your maps from the last three pre-reset scans. Your situation is that you have a long history of nicely modulated telomere regeneration but we have to make sure it is kept under control, and now that we have the technology to catch abnormalities even earlier� In the old days I suspect you would have had what was called a family history of cancer.�
Chris� aspect radiated patience and the doctor faltered.
�Of course, it�s all here in your record, with tickles: both of your parents and your sister died of cancer in the decade before Longevity was licensed. I guess you spent a lot of your time in the hospitals of the time. Surely with your family history someone explained all our concerns about tumorigenisis to you already.�
�I�m sure they have. I�m probably not a good listener,� Chris said. He remembered being told at some point, decades ago, that his genome handled the Longevity Process especially well, as a result of the infamous tradeoff. After Karen�s death, he�d stopped listening. For the last 55 years he had kept fit and continued to come in on the recommended schedule because it helped him do his job well. He just couldn�t seem to get interested in the details anymore.
Every morning, as they separated to go to their respective jobs, Chris with Enforcement and Karen as a Bioethics professor at the university, she had said �Go forth young man, and fight the good fight.� Karen, who was two years younger than he was, could remember as well as he could when �young� really meant young, so for both of them it had been a bit of a tongue-in-cheek reminder that they had chosen to live in a surreal world.
�If I understand you, I won�t need a full reset every time, at least?� Chris asked, standing up. �I depend a lot on short term memory for my work.�
�No. Most certainly not. As I said, that schedule is unlikely to change. We�ll just be doing scans and making decisions about in situ work with med-bullets based on the results.�
�That�s it, then?�
�You�re done.�
�Thanks,� Chris said politely. The doctor nodded and stared after him as he walked out of the room.

*****

Tuesday morning Livvy, comu in hand, once again navigated the complex series of underground conveyances that took her from her hotel to LLE headquarters. After leaving her room, she subsisted without glimpsing the sun anywhere along her route on the subterranean fasttracks. Not being a vampire, she had already developed a dislike for it. Just asking her comu for the fastest route wasn�t going to cut it. Tomorrow she�d start earlier so she could beat her partner to work and still get a nice walk in the morning sunshine somewhere scenic along the way.
When she got to the office, Louie was there, lying next to Chris� desk on a nice plaid blanket, but Chris was nowhere to be seen. She had a sinking feeling. He�d already come in and gone out on assignment, leaving her behind. She was going to waste a day of the week she�d been granted for proving herself. She�d either spend all day trying to catch up to him or languishing in the office � if finding him proved impossible � reading Enhancement Law Updates.
After their encounter with Marcy Caster yesterday, they�d spent the afternoon at their desks, Chris filing his report on Marcy and some overdue reports on old cases � that was the same, LLE or not � and Livvy struggling through ELU. She�d started a decade back and was working her way to the current ones, reaching May 2098 without falling asleep more than twice. After two nights in D.C. her internal clock was still on west coast time and sleep was elusive. Melatonin enhancements were illegal but she was going to ask someone � someone other than her partner � where to find some pills.
�Hutchins, in here,� the Chief called, gifting her with a small boost of adrenaline.
�Sit.� She did, and he spent a few moments regarding her thoughtfully. It seemed to be a habit with him. A technique. Maybe he�d learned it from McGregor, she thought sardonically, determined not to squirm.
�McGregor isn�t a training officer. Never has been.�
She sat up even straighter. �So he said. I remember.�
�Well, I�m afraid that�s not just your problem now, it�s mine as well. LLE handles a lot of things differently, and the differences are important.�
�I�ll pick it up,� Livvy said.
�You�re going to have to. McGregor knows LLE better than anyone, except maybe Dalton. Remember that. Follow his lead, and don�t hesitate to ask questions.�
Feeling just a little foolish, Livvy cleared her throat softly. �Got it. It�s why I�m here. Uh, where is he?�
The Chief snorted. �He didn�t tell you. Well, he�s not used to having a partner. He has a reset appointment this morning.
�I�m giving you a new assignment. You�ll get a head start if you want to impress him. There�s a physician, Dr. Milo Josephson, whose clinic staff called in. He missed an appointment this morning. Get ready to check it out with McGregor when gets back. I�ve asked Dalton to fill you in on some background when she has a chance.
�That�s all.�
Livvy spent the next hour locating and calling Josephson�s clinic to get the details of Josephson�s schedule and the missed appointment, then arranging an interview with Josephson�s girlfriend. Interestingly enough, the clinic staff not only happily supplied the girlfriend�s address; they seemed to relish the idea of LLE paying her a visit. She was apparently a regular at the clinic.
It was a heady experience, having people so willing to talk to her, and not one she had been expecting. As an LLE detective, her right to requisition an individual�s reset and enhancement records, and everything related to practitioners� and researchers� work, was unassailable. The clinic license and their jobs were at her disposal. The people at Josephson�s clinic, though, were not just talking to her to fulfill their legal obligation, they seemed glad to be doing so. A few minutes in, she realized it was the prospect that Josephson was in trouble that was pleasing them, not any unlikely desire to make her life easier.
After checking Archives for any past Enforcement history on Josephson, Professional Licensing for the status of his licenses, and the professional associations, AAMP and AAMB, for any ethics issues, Livvy went back to her study of ELU.
�If you�re determined to actually read those things in their original language, Manglese, you�re going to need some more of this,� Meg Dalton said, setting a mug of black coffee by Livvy�s left hand.
Meg had brought another coffee for herself, and made it clear by dragging Chris� chair around that she was planning on staying awhile.
�Well, I was, but if you offer some excuse to tear me away for a while all I can say is, �thank you, thank you.��
�I think I should be able to beat that for keeping you awake,� Meg said, nodding at the ELU. �With some help from the LLE coffee, that is.�
�That obvious, huh? Has everyone noticed me nodding off?� Livvy asked.
�We�re detectives. We notice things,� Meg said. She cocked her head and nodded at ELU again. �But unfortunately, a lot of our work is following through on violations involving that stuff you�ve been trying to study. Some of it is a moving target.
�You came here from Homicide?�
�Yes. Ten years. In San Francisco.�
�And Tactical before that, I understand. So I�d guess you�ve seen your share of the more exciting side of life,� Meg said.
�I�m behind on sleep,� Livvy said, �but not, I can assure you, because I�m worried about missing any action.�
�And the Chief has given you a missing doctor to find. McGregor�ll be back soon and you�ll get to go out on your first real LLE case,� Meg said, her eyes glinting in a way that reminded Livvy uneasily of Mike�s wicked smile. �The Chief asked me to give you some background.�
�On the missing doctor? So he said. But it�s a new case and not much of one. It turns out that the doctor called the clinic on Friday to cancel his appointments for the day. He�s barely missing. A few more calls and we�ll probably find out that it�s just a family emergency or something else that he got wrapped up in and absent-mindedly forgot to call the clinic about Monday and Tuesday. A non-starter, in fact.�
�And you�re already wondering about the black hole you�ve hitched your star to,� Meg said. Her eyes were still glinting, but then she hesitated and seemed to gather her thoughts. �LLE handles things differently. We try to be proactive. Any time it�s a missing physician or molebiologist who does Longevity or enhancement clinical or research work, detectives go out if anything is called in. And we require the clinics to call in any schedule irregularities or unexpected absences. It�s possible, for example, that Josephson was under duress when he called in to cancel on Friday.
�As for this being a new case,� she added slowly. �It may be and it may not be. Josephson has a history of considerable significance to LLE.�
�I couldn�t find anything in Archives or in the ethics cases in AAMP or AAMB,� Livvy said, a little chagrined. �What did I miss?�
�There wouldn�t be anything in the official records. For what this sorry son-of-a-bitch did, you have to get the story from the few of us who were around when he did it. McGregor and I were here. The Chief wasn�t, but he keeps a cross-indexed file of these kinds of cases so he can assign repeat offenders to the original detectives.�
�But if it was an old LLE case, wouldn�t there at least be a record of an Incident Alert in Archives?�
�Not necessarily,� Meg said. �A lot of the calls LLE went out on in those early days were on things that weren�t yet illegal. It was a molebiol wilderness and we were on the frontier. LLE has been proactive throughout its history. McGregor pioneered the way LLE handles things.�
Meg looked around the office at the other LLE detectives. About half were at their desks, the rest were out of the office or elsewhere in Enforcement or City Central, Livvy supposed.
�Back to Josephson and why there are no records of his involvement. One reason is that he�s a physician. The Chief has asked me to give you some deep background. The kind you�re not likely to get from McGregor, who�s�
�Rusty on dealing with a partner. Yes, I know,� Livvy said.
Meg smiled and took a sip of coffee. �In Homicide did you ever come across a case of medical malpractice that resulted in a death?�
�A few.�
�So maybe you have some idea of the power of the AMA. Nowadays LLE deals more with the AAMP, because although it was ostensibly spun-off from the AMA to increase the lobbying power of the practitioners who specialize in Longevity and enhancement technologies, it also allows the AMA to stay out of some of the worst of the molebiol controversies. Unfortunately, while Josephson�s involvement may have been heinous, even to the AMA, which was the only Association they all shared at the time, it was not illegal, and couldn�t even be proven to be unethical.
�By the way, if you want to get a sense of how powerful the AAMP lobby is, witness how Longevity and enhancement technologies are licensed for use only under the supervision of a physician. Only the AAMB comes close to matching them in power. Court battles between the two have been epic, with the molebiologists who do clinical work claiming they have been virtually enslaved by the medical profession.
�On the other hand, the people still like having that M.D. handy. Even in the hotlabs, patrons with the funds to finance it will try to have a physician on retainer.� Meg shrugged. �Considering what can go wrong, I�ve always thought it was a good idea.�
�Are there really that many molebiologists and physicians out there ignoring the Laws?� Livvy asked, intrigued. �You just don�t hear about it being a big problem.�
Meg gave her a meaningful look. �Exactlly. That�s the goal. That�s because of the way LLE handles it.�
�I�m starting to get that,� Livvy said.
�LLE has an aversion to the limelight. We don�t just fail to seek the public eye, we shun it,� Meg said. �It�s very important that you understand this, so I�m going to say it again: we try not to let the public know how much of this is going on. It just fuels the fires if they know.�
�Huh,� Livvy said thoughtfully.
Meg watched her. �Think of it this way. Two years ago a man severely beat his girlfriend when she got pregnant. She miscarried and almost died. Now, this sort of abuse has been going on for, well, as long as careless jerks have been mistakenly getting careless women pregnant. But now, there are� new twists to the problem. The man was plugged into Longevity, so he risked losing 50 years if the woman chose to have the baby. The careless jerk claiming he didn�t want the baby is not a recognized legal recourse.�
�Was that his motive?� Livvy asked.
�Yes, but it really doesn�t matter, does it? That�s the point. Just the suspicion� It wasn�t even an LLE case. But associated with his arrest, there were riots, anti-Longevity riots, and 3 more people died. Do you see?
�The desire to keep LLE�s activities underground affects how we handle a lot of our work. You might say it�s the unofficial LLE mission statement. People know we exist. We�re happiest if they believe we just sit here and monitor allotments and resets and catch an occasional black marketer,� Meg said, still watching Livvy as though she was gauging her reaction.
�This is key to understanding the work we do here,� she added.
At this point Richard Williams sauntered over from the coffee corner and hitched a hip on the side of Chris� desk. �Lend me your venerable wisdom, Meg. What�s key to the work? I�ve been here ten years and I haven�t figured it out yet.� He took a sip from his mug.
�Not emulating a colleague who�s clueless as to what�s key to the work,� Meg said without a pause. Then, in an undertone to Livvy, �And he�s worked here ten years.�
Meg turned back to stare at Williams with a patient expression and after a few seconds said pleasantly, �This is private.�
Livvy thought she saw a fleeting resentment on Williams� face, but it vanished too quickly for her to be sure. He threw up his hands in resignation.
�I was just hoping it was a bitch session on McGregor, so I could contribute my load,� he said to Livvy. �Anytime.�
He stood up and sauntered back to his desk.
�Sorry,� Dalton said when he had left. �I don�t have time for him this morning.�
�You were going to tell me about Josephson.�
Dalton was looking through the glass windows into the Chief�s office. Livvy noticed that the Chief was watching them, and some wordless, motionless signal might have passed between them, because Dalton stood up unexpectedly.
�Do you feel like a walk?� she asked. She went over to the coffee corner and freshened her cup, then waited while Livvy followed suit. �We�ll go talk in the Atrium. Have you found it yet? Bring Louie if you want. He�ll like it, too.
Out of the office and a few turns later, they began down a long, straight hall towards what appeared to be a lush miniature topiary set on the edge of a cliff. It made Livvy want to hurry to get there, except that at one point, the hall turned into a glass-enclosed bridge as they passed from the Enforcement building into City Central. They were seventeen stories up and she had her first view of the D.C. skyline. The Washington Monument and capitol dome, sixty years after their reconstruction, were visible high above the rest of the city, and the soaring Laws Memorial, only 10 meters shorter than the capitol, was framed between them. Meg paused so they could just look for a while, and Livvy noticed that Meg was also gazing out over the city.
�I never get tired of it,� Meg murmured. �First view?�
Livvy nodded. She couldn�t have said anything if she tried.
�McGregor and I were here when most of it was destroyed. Over there,� Meg said, pointing off to the right, �are most of the remaining embassies, from those nations still intact enough to maintain them. The rest of the mansions have gone to molebiol billionaires.�
They started walking again and reached the extension of the hall into the City Central building. �I�m assuming you flew in Sunday, and then yesterday and today you came in on an UGH and up on one of the swift-els straight from there. When McGregor took you out on your call you used the fastest route to the motor pool and back the same way, with few deviations. From now on you can come in this way when you have time. Even Chris does it, when he�s not in a hurry, which is all too infrequent.�
�UGH?� Livvy asked with only half of her attention on the answer.
�Underground Hop. The local underground conveyances that feed Metro are all called that, whether they�re Coasters or Paceways.�
They had emerged from the hall to stand in the middle of the topiary garden, and they threaded through the cross traffic of people moving at a wide variety of speeds until they reached the railing at the edge of the cliff.
�So, like it?� Meg asked.
�It�s magnificent,� Livvy said.
�City Central�s Atrium is its architects� one concession to aesthetics. If you come in on an UGH, you can come in to the Atrium Station and walk up to the ground floor courtyard. From there you can walk, if you really want some exercise, or take one of the slow Atrium els up to 17 where we are, then find the garden here, take the hall back, and follow the route we just came. Enforcement, and more specifically LLE may be, as you saw, in one of the satellite buildings, but other than having to traverse the longer entrance hall and the bridge, we get the benefit of the Atrium all the same.�
Seeing Livvy�s face, Meg laughed and added, �Don�t worry, I�ll be going back with you this morning.�
It took Livvy a few moments to adjust to the height, and then she began to appreciate the whole scheme. The City Central building itself was a gigantic cylinder with an open core that was bout 75 meters across at the base and widened gradually as it reached the 20th floor. Broad, cantilevered stairs spiraled up the sides of the Atrium, clinging to the glass walls, and on very floor there was a long � 45 meters Livvy guessed � garden-bedecked landing. When Livvy looked down, she could see an extensive pond and what appeared to be a tea garden with flagstone paths and arched bridges in the ground floor courtyard. The suspended gardens spiraled up from there in a green ribbon with bright splashes of other colors. Two stories above them was a radiant garden designed to look like a rainbow, and on the third, sixth and 12th floors there were small waterfalls that cascaded down to a pool in one of the gardens below. With the sun at the right angle they looked like sparkling silver ribbons.
�As you can see, all of the gardens are different, and when you come up the interior els, you pass through one every five floors. These are the slow els, and because so many people like them, they stop a lot. I try to take a different el every day,� Meg continued, �unless I have time to walk up.�
Livvy looked up, beyond the three floors above them, to see open sky.
�What happens when it rains?�
�Usually not a problem, but if absolutely necessary, there are panels that come out of the roof and constrict over the opening like a pupil.�
They settled in on a bench that was surrounded by a family of topiary geese. A topiary fox nearby looked ready to spring, and a larger goose faced him with spread wings and an outstretched neck. Meg said, �I�ve always loved this bench. The work of a landscaper with a less-than-subtle sense of allegory, I know, but I still love it.�
She brought her gaze back to Livvy, and cocked her head again. �I�m curious. You weren�t expected. Not only do you transfer in out of the blue, but you get partnered with McGregor, who hasn�t had a partner in, well, decades, really.�
Livvy decided she was going to have to be honest about this one. The Chief knew the truth, and it was probably obvious to every one else on the squad that she had used some leverage to get her assignment.
�It�s a little embarrassing. My family has strings, I guess you�d call them, and one of them connects to the Commissioner. But McGregor hasn�t really accepted me yet. He said we�d give it a week, and I respect that.�
�Well, just so you know. McGregor seldom gives up on someone once he takes them on,� Meg said. �Which is one reason he doesn�t take partners to begin with, I think.� She looked down, leaving Livvy to wonder about the history between LLE�s two most veteran detectives.
Meg took a deep breath. �But the Chief asked me to give you the history on Josephson.� For someone who seemed so articulate, she was taking a long time to find a place to begin.
�There are quite a few practitioners and researchers who honestly disagree with the Laws,� Meg said finally. �They�re scientists, not ethicists, after all. And to be fair, even those who are mainly doing it for the money� I think most of them have their ethics gradually peeled away without noticing how insidious it is until it�s too late. Not this guy. Not this bastard Josephson.�
�You dislike him,� Livvy said mildly.
�A slight prejudice. I admit it.�
�It was your case? What did he do?�
�It was mine and Chris�,� Meg said. �In 2052, everyone was an LLE rookie, although Chris had been in Enforcement for twenty years and in LLE for one. Karen and the baby had been killed less than a year earlier�
�I met her once, when she came to the Academy to lecture on the Laws, and of course I�d listened to her at some of the peace rallies during the Riots. Karen DeVoe was� amazing. Passionate, eloquent. Brilliant, really. And ultimately optimistic, which we badly needed at the time. A huge loss.
�But back to Josephson, who is a totally different animal.� Meg paused and then laughed and took a sip of coffee. It had grown cold, and she set the mug down on the bench. �All these years and it�s still difficult to talk about it. Sara Ann Torkelson. Sound familiar?�
�Vaguely,� Livvy said.
�Try this. The Right of Maturity Law.�
�Hell and damnation,� Livvy said after a moment. �That was Sara?�
�Yes. We worked it as diligently as we could, trying to find an angle, but in the end, the sick bastard walked away with nary a black mark on his name to match the gaping hole in his soul.�
�Tell me.�
People, moving at every speed between a stroll and a jog, passed within three meters of their bench. A few entered and left the stream at the bank of els, and some diverted into the hall.
�Sara�s parent�s had lost two children already. Sara was their third, which of course meant they had given up any chance of resets after the age of fifty. I suppose one has to be able to imagine what that was like, and to be fair, I think losing the children was a huge grief compared to losing the years.
�A son in his late teens drowned in a boating accident about 10 years earlier. Then their daughter was hit by a malfunctioning car while she was walking to work and died instantly. The Torkelsons had the resources to have resets for life, but they had chosen to have a family and accept the minimal allotment. In 2052 they were 50 chrono and 35 biol. Sara was 11 chrono. And 4 biol.�
Livvy swallowed. �How could they? Living with her day to day, watching her achieve awareness of what they were doing. And what doctor steps into a situation like that and doesn�t consider the moral implications of what they�ve asked him to do?�
�One who�s mining a strong vein of egoism, I imagine. I think he was considering it an interesting experiment. Longevity wasn�t a process meant to be used on children, so there were lots of�kinks� to work out.�
�I understand they may have had some compulsion to keep her safe, but�� Livvy shook her head slowly.
�They�d already lost the two, and there was a complication with Sara�s birth. They couldn�t have any more children.�
�So they tried to keep Sara a child forever.�
�No, not forever. I can still remember sitting there while Sara�s mother, Julie, I think her name was, earnestly showed McGregor the timeline they had worked out.
��See,�� she told him. ��When we were fifty we couldn�t get any more resets, so we started aging naturally. Biologically we�re still 35 years old. Sara will be 4 and can stay there until we are 45, and we can let her grow and go to school. We�ll have a natural family from then on, just like people used to have. We�ll live to see our grandchildren.� She expected us to understand. It was pathological, her need to keep Sara a child that she could keep at home and sheltered.�
�It had to be more than just kinks. Sara was supposed to be growing, not aging. Even I � and molebiol is largely Cantonese to me � even I know that it�s a whole other thing. Whatever happened to her?� Livvy asked.
�At the time I first met her, she was excessively quiet, and� sickly, I think we could say. I�m not sure that didn�t suit her mother�s plans for her, because they had no notion of enrolling her in school with other children. Once Family Welfare got her away from Josephson and several of his hormonal manipulations were reversed, she started to age normally. I followed her progress for a while. Physically, she seemed okay. I think psychologically it was more difficult, until she had a child of her own, and then she could understand a little more. When I last met her, she wasn�t doing resets.�
�I don�t understand. Josephson is a doctor. Setting aside what it says about his moral compass, how did he get away with it?�
�He�s not only an M.D., but also a PhD with a molebiol license. His lawyer, and the Torkelson�s lawyer, both argued that Sara was ill and Josephson was trying to help her. He had some medical records to back it up. Molebiol Forensics never could get a handle on it, and Chris� interview with the Torkelsons wasn�t enough to support prosecution. I suspect their lawyer could have argued for insanity as well.�
�That poor baby. At least the law was created,� Livvy said. �No resets before 21. I�ve always thought that was a little young to start, but I suppose they had to pick an age.�
�Yes. Something you�d think we�d take for granted, wouldn�t you? When the Laws were originally written, no one even thought of that one.� For a moment she seemed lost in pensive memories. �Not even Karen DeVoe, who did a good job thinking of everything else.�
She shook it off and said finally, �I really hate to say this because of what it implies about how well we�re doing with the Laws, but I think Josephson� I think he just likes to tinker with people. He�s been out there still doing research and clinical work for decades, and until now we haven�t had a lead on anything irregular in his work. Maybe he�s been clean, or maybe we just haven�t had a whiff because he�s learned more discretion.�
Meg stood up. �We�d better get back. You�ll want to meet McGregor in the motor pool so you can go from there.�
As they were walking back, Meg was still looking thoughtful. �Look, there are things about LLE work the Chief can�t actually tell you and McGregor won�t. If you do have questions, feel free to come to me.�
�I appreciate that. I�m not complaining, but my new partner� not a training officer.�
Meg smiled briefly. �You know, he�s never been a training officer.�
�Been said.�

Chp. 5 Engagement (Tuesday)

�Hey, McGregor!�
Chris spun around. He�d just gotten off the Paceway coming from the clinic and was heading for the LLE swift-el. It was Livvy leaning against a car door, and when he spotted her and started to walk over, she tossed a ball straight up, grabbed it out of the air, and then threw it into the depths of an underground corridor.
Louie, who�d been sitting at her feet, intensely focused on the ball, gave her a brief �That�s all you�ve got?� look and bounded after it.
�What�s this?� Chris asked.
�He needs exercise,� she said. �I think we�re going to find that chasing a ball is a bit simplistic for him, but there must be some canine Olympics or something.�
�No good. They�d test him. No, I mean why are you here waiting for me?�
�Saving time. We have a missing doctor. The Chief told me how to find you, and I�ve already arranged an interview with the girlfriend.�
�Fill me in while you drive. Louie!� Chris said.
The tennis ball came bouncing back towards them, with Louie in full pursuit. He made an exaggerated leap and caught it out of the air just as it reached the car.
�Good boy,� Livvy said as he climbed into the backseat. �You see, I think he�s going to be a wiz at this stuff. I�ll bet he�s a shark with a Frisbee.�
�A what?�
�Now you�re joking, right?� Livvy looked at him across the top of the car.
Chris ducked to slide into the passenger seat, so she couldn�t catch his expression, although she thought she�d heard some amusement in his voice.
�732 MacPherson Circle, Potomac Falls. Normal speed,� Livvy said.
�Okay. Give me the long version,� Chris said.
Livvy cleared her throat. �The missing man, Dr. Milo Josephson, was last seen entering his home last Thursday evening at about 8 pm. The neighbor who saw him says this was typically the time he got home, although he frequently spent the night at his girlfriend�s.�
She�d expected some initial reaction at the name, but there wasn�t any that she could see, and she wondered if Chris could have forgotten. Fifty-five years was a long time.
�He called his clinic Friday morning to ask that his appointments for the day be cancelled. Then he didn�t show up again on Monday, and one of his clients came in for an appointment for an enhancement and got upset because he wasn�t there. Absolutely heartwarming, how the staff missed him. Apparently he�s quite the charmer.�
Chris was staring straight ahead, looking thoughtful. In the lengthening silence in the car, Livvy found herself wishing she could turn off the automatic drive just to have something to do.
�Josephson,� Chris said finally. �I�ve always wondered when he�d bob back to the surface.�
�Meg Dalton filled me in on the history.�
�So we have a doctor who is brilliant, in a sick way, and he has all of the skills needed to do both Longevity and other molebiol procedures. And he�s apparently missing,� Chris said.
�Someone with the moral laxity to prove useful in someone else�s perverse plan,� Livvy said. �You don�t think he was actually kidnapped?�
�That�s doubtful. His history� if Meg filled you in, you know already that he�d be willing enough to co-operate in just about anything. This is sloppy, though. If he�d given an appropriate warning at work, or even a reasonable excuse at work and taken care of his appointments, we wouldn�t be involved.�
�Autodrive zone ending. Left turn in 500 meters,� said the car.
�He always did have a disregard for anything and anyone not directly useful in his experiments. I suppose someone could have kidnapped him out of revenge, or spite. But I doubt it. He�s working for someone, and they called him out on something urgent.�
Livvy took the wheel and held it tightly.
�Destination on left,� said the car.
�And this is the girlfriend. I�ll bet she�s a real sweetheart, too. I�ve always considered it one of the highlights of the Laws, that they actually discourage some people from reproducing,� Livvy said through clenched teeth as the car jerked to a stop.
For someone who had put effort into making her face look anything but fierce, Livvy managed to create an expression with an impressively feral quality.

*****

�My, my, my,� Isabella said in a husky drawl, �you two should have children together.�
The girlfriend, it turned out, was Isabella Meadows, the actress. Chris remembered the name from her career as an ing�nue when he was young, which meant that she was close to his age but had probably started getting resets as soon as they were available, settling her biological age at around 28. His memory was of someone fresh-faced. A fragile blonde. In the years since, like Livvy, Isabella had had a lot of work done on top of good material, and the coloration was now superbly smoky-eyed and platinum, but the effect was magnificently statuesque rather than lovely. Although her eyes sparkled suggestively, not much else in her face moved.
They had been ushered into her presence by a straight-backed and graying woman in a black dress and starched white apron, through a stately late 19th century home that had also had a lot of work done to add all the modern conveniences of voice-op doors and lights, while still hanging onto all its marble and mahogany. The entryway alone could have encompassed Chris� efficiency, with enough overhead space remaining to still contain a/assive diamond and crystal chandelier. In the reception room, as Chris found himself calling it, Isabella was sitting in a cream brocade-covered Empire-style armchair that allowed her to create an impressive display of her crossed legs.
Neither Chris nor Livvy reacted to Isabella�s suggestion, and Isabella laughed.
�You must forgive me. Guessing people�s chronos when I meet them is a hobby of mine, and your reactions, or lack of them, help.
�Let me see,� she went on. Her eyes had quickly flicked over Livvy, assessing her in the way one woman checked out another when she was both dismissing her and admiring her style, but she took her time with Chris, surveying him from head to toe.
�A natural,� she said, then looked more carefully. �No, of course, your position with the city entitles you to resets, and you are a dedicated man. You have chosen to avoid enhancements � how fortunate for you that you have so little need, and how rare. Where have you been all these years? But as I said, you are dedicated, so I�m going to guess you started getting resets when you could, which would put your chrono at close to 100. Marvelous. A contemporary.�
She leaned forward as though talking to Livvy alone, in confidence, although she kept her eyes on Chris. �You must keep an eye on this one, my dear. He has no idea, which makes him that much more attractive. What we used to call ruggedly handsome.�
Isabella leaned back again and took a cigarette out of a silver case shaped like a seashell, then lit it with a companion silver lighter shaped like a different type of shell.
�As for you, my dear, there is still a subtle enthusiasm that cannot be feigned, but you also have experience to give you confidence and poise, even when I make a suggestion that would bring a blush to most women accompanied by such a handsome man. Therefore, perhaps 50?� she asked, looking up at Livvy through her lashes and a fine veil of smoke.
Chris didn�t notice Livvy react to that either � her magnificent turquoise eyes had, in fact, seemed to have lost the need to blink � but Isabella responded with satisfaction. �Ah, I thought so. I�m an actress. I read people, and I am seldom wrong.
�But how delicious. Detectives.�
The serving woman delivered an ornate silver tray with some iced water and tea, and hot coffee, all in silver urns. There were tiny cookies on a gold-rimmed plate. Isabella herself poured for them, displaying a languid fluency that nevertheless did not achieve elegance, and Chris glanced at Livvy to find her looking at him with lifted eyebrows. It was quite a performance.
�But allow me to stop wasting your time. You�re here to talk to me about Milo. I have no idea where he is. I wasn�t expecting him and he never called, so I didn�t even realize he was missing until your office called.�
�So the last time you saw him was when�? Thursday?� Chris asked.
�Let me think,� Isabella said. She lifted a beautifully manicured hand, placed her index finger against her lips and tapped them twice. �Yes, Thursday. No, no. Wednesday. He came by after work, had dinner with me, and stayed the night. He does that, or we go out, several times a week. We�ve known each other almost 60 years.�
�And was there anything he said or did during his visit on Wednesday that was at all unusual?�
�No,� she said.
�And he hasn�t mentioned any travel plans lately?� Chris asked, and waited while Isabella seemed to mull over her options.
Chris noticed a small change in her breathing. �Isabella?�
�You�re a dear.� She drew and exhaled twice and stubbed out her cigarette in a crystal ashtray before answering. �In the end, audiences wanted new young faces, or aging faces, and I had to make a choice. So I gave it up. Do you think they will still want me when I�m 200 years old and my allotment is gone and and I have to start aging? Enhancements and surgery�� here she shuddered, �can only do so much.� She looked from Chris to Livvy and back again.
�Never mind, how can anyone know. It�s all still so unsettling.
�You saw me act, didn�t you, when we were both young?� she asked Chris.
It seemed to be a hobby with her, Chris thought, to try to catch people off guard. �Yes. I probably even had a crush on you,� he said, playing her game.
�How sweet of you to say so. Forgive me if I doubt you. Men like you never have a crush on women like me.� She turned to look at Livvy. �They don�t, you know. They may want to protect us, but they don�t want to make love to us.
�Don�t get huffy, my dear. By us, I don�t mean you and me, Detective Hutchins. I mean me and women like me. Vulnerability, it was called. I wonder what they call it in a bicentenarian.�
Chris looked at Livvy. As far as he could see, she had neither moved nor changed expression. If anything, he would say she was projecting a hard-held tolerance. It was probably driving Isabella wild at some level.
�You�re right, there was a little something. We�ve been planning a trip to England and Scotland together and he said we might need to postpone it.� She turned to Livvy at this point to speak directly to her. �There are so few places one can travel safely anymore. He did mention something about some special project. I never listen when he talks about work, unless he�s found something new he thinks would suit me.
�That�s all, really.�
�Some special project at his clinic or some special project outside of the clinic?� Livvy asked.
�You didn�t pay attention, my dear. I said I don�t listen when he talks about work.�
�When had you planned on leaving? On your trip?� Chris asked.
�In two weeks, on Monday. You would be more than welcome to take his place,� Isabella said. �Either one of you.� She threw another smoky glance Livvy�s way and laughed.
�And how long would you have been gone?�
�Three weeks,� Isabella said. She seemed to have gotten suddenly bored.
�One final question, please. Was it meant to be strictly a pleasure trip?�
�Of course,� Isabella said, faintly amused once more. �Or I would have never agreed to go.�
�If you think of anything else�� Chris said.
�Naturally. I hope you find him. Margaret will show you out.�

*****

�Did you believer her?� Livvy said when they got back outside and were walking slowly back to the car. She turned around for an instant and walked backwards for several steps as she surveyed Isabella�s mansion one more time. �I doubt if it�s a love match, but she was an actress, and if she knows he�s gotten into something questionable� she�d want to deny knowing anything to protect herself. I suspect she�s her own biggest fan.�
�I believed her when she said she doesn�t listen��
The first silenced shot came from the side and slightly behind them and went so close to Chris� head that he felt the wind of its passing ruffle his hair. It hit the car fifteen meters ahead of them and ricocheted off the bullet-proof shell. The second shot grazed Livvy�s left upper arm. By then they were already sprinting for the car and yelling instructions.
Livvy�s shout of �Open doors� clashed with Chris� �Louie down.�
Louie, who had been sitting in the back with both of the side windows open, didn�t need to be told twice. He went to the floor and disappeared from view.
The car obeyed as well, and as the third shot sounded Livvy was diving inside and simultaneously shouting �Close driver front.� The door slid shut and Livvy at least was inside a bulletproof shell.
Chris yelled �Close doors and windows� and took a shortcut to the passenger side, leaping onto the car and letting his momentum carry him across the smooth surface and onto the road on the other side. The fourth shot spit road surface three meters beyond the car. Chris did some quick vector imagining. The houses were on hillocks, but with that angle the shooter had to be on a roof.
�McGregor, get your ass in here! Now.� It was Livvy, projecting with a volume that he wouldn�t have believed she could manage and now looking quite spectacularly feral. For one hyper-amused moment Chris realized that, unlike him, his new partner most definitely had been a training officer at some point, and the instincts and skills had stuck.
For opponents within 30 meters, they had their Stingers, which were excellent for instantly dropping any opponent with a drugged, barbed dart that sliced through all clothing, even most armored tunics. Since there had been no one within view for at least 50 meters when they left the house, Chris figured Stingers weren�t going to be useful. For longer distances, all of their equipment was in the trunk. He decided the angle was adequate for an attempt.
He was her senior in every way, and even if they got to the armor and weapons in the trunk by going through the interior panel they would then be in the car and unable to use them unless they got out again. He was delighted with her good sense � she was right where he wanted her, but he had no intention of joining her. Instead, crouching and staying close, he moved towards the back of the car.
�Open trunk,� he said. The trunk slid open and Chris remembered with nostalgia the old lift hoods that might have supplied a little more cover. He cautiously reached over into the well only to have one of the small dart rifles thrust into his hand and an armored tunic and gloves dropped over the panel onto the road beside him.
The fifth and sixth shots hit the midline of the road a meter behind the car.
�Aarrrgh. Will you put those on, please!� Livvy�s voice came from the trunk.
Chris grabbed the armor and shifted over to the better cover near the center of the car. It was still awkward, staying behind the shield created by the car body while getting into the armor. He had barely finished when Livvy�s voice emerged from the back seat of the car, immediately behind him.
�Move out of the way. Please.�
He barely began shifting back towards the front of the car when the right rear door opened and Livvy, tunic and gloves already on and gripping a dart rifle, basically tumbled out of the car onto the road beside him.
The seventh shot hit the roof of the car and ricocheted off into the neighborhood just as Chris reached out, got a firm grip on her tunic, and pulled, successfully moving her back and drawing her up so that she was leaning against the car frame at his side, well within the cover offered by the car.
�Your arm?� Chris asked.
�It�s fine. A scratch. I�d clock you, you know, but I may need you to provide a diversion,� she said. �Just make sure the Chief knows I was prepared to huddle safely in the car, call for back-up, and scan for a sign of the shooter. Just like standard Enforcement procedures dictate. I�m going to get stomped on for this, aren�t I?�
�Not by me. But that was a good plan. I wish you had stuck with it.�
�But LLE handles this sort of thing differently, I suppose,� she added more calmly. �Proactively.�
�I want to try to flush him out before backup scares him away,� Chris said.
�So I figured,� she said.
�Whoever is shooting, he doesn�t seem to be very good at it. I�m worried about the innocent people beyond us. Now that we have the tunics, I think we should give him better targets and charge.�
�Where?� Livvy asked, closing her faceplate and turning around to look through the car window.
The eighth and ninth shots both pinged off the top of the car near her head.
�Persistent sort, isn�t he? Doesn�t he know these cars are projectile-proof?�
�I thought it might be a roof, but I think now it�s that oak over in the neighbor�s yard.�
Livvy nodded. �You�re probably right. Much better cover and more accessible than a roof, too. I can�t see him, though. Lovely cover.�
�On three then,� Chris said, moving from a seated to a crouched position. �One, two,��
Louie chose that moment to poke his head out of the trunk. The ball was in his mouth and he somehow looked expectant, as though waiting for an invitation to play.
�Louie, down!� Chris yelled. �Three.�
He and Livvy leapt to their feet and raced straight for the huge oak, peppering the lower branches with darts as they ran. Chris stopped counting the shots that dug into the turf around them. They were shooting blindly into the lower branches, but if just one dart connected� Twenty meters out, and one of them got lucky. A very large vintage rifle fell out of the oak, followed a few seconds later by a limp body, which plunged to the ground and hit with a satisfying thump. It was bearded and dressed like a peasant farmer of the 16th century.
The dart gave them at least 10 minutes even with a very large opponent, and of course the fall may have added considerably to that interval.
Both Chris and Livvy flattened themselves against the broad trunk of the tree and stood there, breathing rapidly and searching the branches above their heads.
�I think he was alone,� Chris said.
�I think you�re right.�
Neither of them moved.
�Still, if there is someone else, I want to know.�
�Ready?� Livvy said. �Go!�
They stepped out the shelter of the trunk and scanned the roofs of the neighboring houses. Nothing.
Waving her arms in the air, Livvy walked out from under the tree. �Yoohoo.� There was nothing, other than a barely-glimpsed figure moving away from the window in Isabella�s house. Chris lost interest before she did and almost immediately walked over to begin examining their prisoner. After another minute of scanning the roofs and the windows, Livvy joined him. He�d already cuffed the peasant and, one on either side, they crouched over the sleeping man, whose garb seemed almost natural as long as he was lying in the grass.
�I�ll bite,� Livvy said. �Is this outfit traditional for the fringe groups around here? �
�No, but maybe he was making a statement,� Chris replied. �He may have even expected to get caught.�
�Undoubtedly. Even in San Francisco this get-up would attract attention,� Livvy said. �So. How did he get here?�
�It had to be before we did. We can look for a car but I�m betting he was dropped off, probably in the dark,� Chris said.
�And he didn�t shoot at us on the way in because�?� Livvy asked.
�Now that I can�t figure. You�d think he�d prefer to distract us before the interview.�
�Isabella�?�
Chris looked up at her. �Not involved with this, at least not directly. We�re practically in her flowerbeds, after all. No. Someone who knows about her knew we were going to show up here, but she didn�t arrange this.�
Chris got an inquiry on his aural and started relaying information and instructions to the approaching back-up over his collar comu.
The sound of several distant sirens changed direction and steadily gained volume. In the next few minutes three cars arrived in rapid succession in an impressive display of force, and uniforms climbed out of the cars and fanned out in several directions. Chris and Livvy scanned the roofs again but neither of them detected any movement other than more vague forms in the windows of the surrounding houses.
�What�s your guess?� Livvy asked when it was apparent they weren�t going to spot anyone else and they�d gone back to examining their unconscious prisoner. �Religious zealot or Naturals Only fanatic?�
�Dressed like this? No ID, no comu, no paper. He could be either, and there�s a lot of crossover. I don�t recognize him in particular, but I wouldn�t expect to. This is a little extreme for the Naturals Only locals. It�s possible that they�re escalating, or this one splintered from the group, or he�s a fraud. Or he�s only a tool. Or any combination of the above.�
The shooter was already blinking his eyes and trying to move with that purposeless shifting that preceded coherent thought. Chris thought he detected the moment, from a change in the man�s expression, when he really awakened and realized that something had gone terribly wrong with his plans, and that he was a prisoner. Chris stood up and looked across to Livvy, who was still looking down on the prisoner from the other side.
�At least we can be pretty sure,� Livvy said wryly, �that he�s not one of those rare pro-Longevity fanatics that want to kill us because they believe we are denying humanity the gift of immortality. He�d be better dressed.
�Also,� she continued, �if he�s a tool, it�s because someone preyed on his fanaticism. No one would throw money away on this level of marksmanship.�
�True. Unless they have a lot of money to throw around,� Chris said slowly. �Lets hope he wakes up in a mood to talk.�
The medics arrived with a stretcher and they moved out of the way.
�So you think we can be pretty sure there�s a connection to Josephson�s disappearance. Because he knew where to find us and got here first. Can we absolutely eliminate the possibility that he followed us here?� Livvy said as they walked back to the car.
�With Louie silently watching him climb the tree?� Chris asked.
Livvy glanced at the back seat, where Louie was again sitting docilely with his ball in his mouth.
�No, you�re right. Of course Louie would have warned us,� Livvy said, reaching in through the open door to scratch him behind the ears. �Incidentally, you don�t suppose he knows what a �distraction� is, do you?�
�It doesn�t matter. I ordered the damned dog to stay down.�
�But he absolutely loves that ball,� Livvy said without hesitation. �You know, most of the shots I could see, at least when we were charging, and perhaps before, seemed to be aimed at you more than me. When I got grazed, I was running right next to you.�
�Again, we don�t really know. I could have been the primary target. Or maybe you�re just smaller, or, most likely, he got a good look at you before he started shooting. Your native armor,� Chris said. He turned around and leaned against the car as he watched the med techs carrying the prisoner to their van.
�I don�t know about that,� Livvy said. �With the kind of fanatics LLE probably deals with, I think I just infuriate them more.�
�Well,� Chris said. �Let�s find out.�
Livvy looked at him warily. �I�m not going to like this, am I?�
�Why not?� Chris said, eyes widened with innocence. �You�re injured, aren�t you? Your arm needs attention, doesn�t it?�
Livvy sighed. �In the medivan? Seriously?� She looked at the already crowded vehicle without enthusiasm as she removed her helmet and tossed it onto the back seat next to Louie. Tucking an errant strand of fiery, sweat-dampened hair behind her ear, she shot Chris a reproachful glance before raising her hand and heading for the medivan. The medtech in the back had been closing the door, but when he saw her coming he smiled broadly and swung it wide again and even stepped out to let her climb in first. Chris could hear the first words of what sounded like a promising stream of outraged invective just before the doors closed and it drove away. Their prisoner was definitely in the mood to talk.

Chp. 6 Tactics (Wednesday)

The bomb was simple, crude really, a typical design used by the groups that felt justified in casually killing LLE personnel because of what they represented. It was the efficiency with which it had been installed that caught Chris off guard. He didn�t usually bring an LLE car home, but after coercing Livvy into the medivan with their bigoted prisoner yesterday afternoon, he�d driven out to Josephson�s house and he and Louie spent hours performing a rigorous search. It was a huge house. They�d finished very late and he�d decided to go straight home in the car.
That made the placement of the bomb that much more impressive. He�d parked in a guest space in his apartment building�s secured garage, although the effectiveness of these private securities was an open joke in Enforcement, and neither a radical bomber nor Chris considered them an obstacle. No, what was impressive about this bomb was that Chris didn�t usually drive home and he�d gotten home after 10 PM, so whoever had installed the bomb had almost no notice that there would be an opportunity. This wasn�t meticulous planning. Someone was out there scattering a lot of resources around in the hopes of getting lucky.
LLE cars were unmarked and had tamper-proofing that needed to be disarmed, but everyone knew this. The true advantage for LLE officers was that they could check the tamper-proofing remotely to make sure it was intact. This morning, distracted and a little tired after his full day and a night crammed with too much preoccupation to be restful, Chris hadn�t checked the status of the tamper-proofing before approaching the car. It was a rookie mistake.
It was Louie, grabbing his hand in an insistent, toothy grip and pulling him away from the car, who saved his life. Chris guessed immediately that Louie had smelled something as they approached the car and alerted, he checked and found the tamper-proofing disabled. After a quick survey of the undercarriage of the car he spotted the device easily enough. Such crude devices occasionally could go off without being tripped, and Chris figured time was of the essence. Also, it looked pretty basic, at least superficially, and Chris had over six decades of experience with similar efforts, during which by observation and pertinent questions he�d picked up an expertise that matched all but the most durable Bomb Squad officers.
�What the hell. I don�t have time for this horseshit,� he murmured fatalistically. He fetched his tool kit and a light, set Louie in a firm stay a reasonable distance away, and slid under the car on his back to examine it more closely.
It was as crude as it looked, and within minutes he had it disarmed, double-checked, and detached.
He was already late, but he took the time to drop the now-harmless thing off at Forensics. He was pretty sure, though, that like everything else lately it would prove to be a dead end. Or if it did yield any information, the bomb and the record of its analysis would end up missing.

*****

Sipping her first morning coffee, Livvy stared through the observation window at Robert Maas, the peasant in the tree from the previous afternoon, and reviewed what they knew about him. He�d been in a bed under guard overnight for observation at the City Central clinic, and was released to LLE this morning with a diagnosis of concussion and advice to keep an eye on him. That they were doing.
She was feeling especially virtuous. This morning she�d taken one of the new routes Meg had outlined for her and still arrived at work on time. She�d walked all the way up through garden after lovely garden. Even though the experience wasn�t as real as her morning jogs in her native San Francisco hills, it was heavenly.
Chris arrived with Louie a half hour later, with no explanation.
The uniforms who�d searched the neighborhood around Isabella�s house yesterday afternoon hadn�t been able to find a vehicle that they could connect to Maas nor had they found anyone who remembered seeing a peasant walking around before the shooting started. Given the neighborhood, Livvy suspected he would have been noticed. Chris was right. Someone had driven Maas to the tree, probably very early in the morning, before Livvy�d even been told about Josephson. The timing showed extraordinary foresight and initiative on someone�s part.
It turned out that the only reason Maas hadn�t started shooting before they went in to Isabella�s was that he�d wedged himself and his weapon in and taken a nap. That much he�d admitted. He may have been hoping to jolt Livvy out of her impassivity, because what he�d actually blurted out somewhat bitterly was, �You�d be dead now, but I fell asleep.�
So she�d probably been wrong to suggest Chris was a preferred target and correct in assuming she wouldn�t be popular with the local fanatical groups.
Irritated at having been strong-armed into the medivan and forced to listen to the prisoner�s incessant harangue during the early part of the trip to Central, Livvy couldn�t resist.
�You mean the nap� the nap impaired your marksmanship?� she�d asked with a faint note of surprise.
It wasn�t her fault that the tech had snickered and the prisoner had clamped his mouth shut and done nothing for the rest of the ride but glare at her. Still, the feeling that she�d let Chris down a little dampened her satisfaction during her morning commute.
Likewise, the gun had proven untraceable. It was a very common gun, freely available through black markets and with clean ID�s at the gun shows, and all of its unique markings had been thoroughly etched out.
This morning, Maas had again awakened in the mood for talking, and that continued during and after his transfer into LLE custody. Unfortunately � still � almost nothing he said was to the point, since most of it was a rehash of the irritatingly vague religious and Naturals Only rhetoric that had so annoyed Livvy in the medivan. For her, it was both reassuring and discouraging that no one else was having any better luck with the man. Any questions elicited repeated claims on the 5th amendment and more rhetoric.
They�d found in the records that Maas was a 32 year-old single man who had been raised in a natural family, and prior to dropping into LLE custody yesterday he�d had no criminal record other than a few nonviolent protest-related arrests that had never led to prosecution. Maas� distressed family told them that he had recently broken up with a long-term girlfriend who had a good job as a high-class receptionist and who had decided to start getting resets every two years, now that she could afford them. Psych Services sent an officer who listened to the history supplied by Maas� family, observed him interacting with Chris, and remarked that the recent break-up supplied sufficient motivation for Maas to have reacted violently. The officer asked that they give him a call if anything else developed in the case.
After two hours listening to Maas, Chris asked Meg Dalton to give it a try. Livvy didn�t need to ask why Chris turned to her. Meg had decades of experience and she was a lovely woman, about 30 biol, with warm brown eyes and soft brown hair that, as far as Livvy could tell, owed nothing to enhancements. The shooter wasn�t fooled. He stared at Meg with disdain and refused to talk to her other than to tell her that she was a disease and that if she and others like her weren�t stopped she would infect decent families until there were none left. There was a lot more in the same vein before Meg too gave up.
�Thanks for tossing that my way, McGregor,� Dalton said. �I haven�t had a good old-fashioned incoherent theological debate with a looney in a month, and I was missing it. Also, all the colorful vernacular. A real treat. You�d enjoy yours, Hutchins, if Maas even deigned to speak to you. Which he wouldn�t.�
�Ah yes. Abomination,� Livvy said. �I heard that one.� She paused. �While my partner went to search Josephson�s no doubt luxurious mansion, I got to ride to the Clinic in the cozy medivan. All because of a tiny scratch on the arm that had stopped bleeding.�
�I wanted you along in case he said anything,� Chris said.
Livvy opened her mouth.
�Anything useful,� Chris amended quickly.
�Thanks, Dalton. It was worth a try,� he added as Meg smiled and started to walk away.
�Hey McGregor,� Williams called from the other side of the room, �I don�t suppose you could have done us all a favor and put that moron back into the tree and let him drop out again a couple more times? Might have saved us all some trouble.�
�Well, you know Williams, I did think about it,� Chris called back, �but then it occurred to me that as he is now, he�s a candidate for your future brother-in-law.�
Williams grinned and Agnew, who had been the target of a campaign to set him up with Williams� sister, hooted.
�You�re not buying it, are you?� Livvy asked quietly.
�That he�s from one of the radical groups, with on deeper agenda? That I believe.�
�But he knew where to wait for us,� Livvy said. �And there was something said earlier, something that seemed to connect for you in terms of Maas� incompetence. You said no one would have paid him �unless they had a lot of money to spend.� What did that mean to you? And there was something I said, too, but I can�t remember what it was.�
�It�s of no consequence. I doubt we�ll find anything to connect Robert Maas to Josephson,� Chris said. He was going through everything in Maas� record for the third time.
�McGregor, that�s not what I asked you. I need you to catch me up. If you even think there is a connection between Robert Maas, and Josephson, and someone� someone with a lot of money, who do you think that would that be?�
Chris leaned back in his old-fashioned desk chair with his hands locked behind his head. Livvy�s desk faced his, perpetuating an office layout that had reappeared after every attempt to modernize, or realign, or reorganize LLE. He continued to stare at her until she waved at him.
�How�s your arm?� Chris asked.
�Who would that be?� she said, ignoring his question.
Chris pushed off from his desk and still relaxed, with a single push slowly spun his chair through a 360 degree rotation. When he was facing Livvy again, he said quietly, �Not here.
�Let Maas� family and lawyer wear him down for a while, then we can try him again. I want to go talk to Josephson�s coworkers and get his notes from the clinic,� he said, raising his voice back to normal levels. He stood up and grabbed a memopad.
�Despite an exhausting search, Louie and I couldn�t find anything in his luxurious mansion that appeared to be work-related, and there wasn�t a single clue as to where he could have gone.�
�Your call,� Livvy said, frustrated.

Chp. 7 Intelligence (Wednesday)

Livvy was determined not to ask again. Her partner, who seemed to be uncommonly comfortable with long, thoughtful silences, hadn�t opened up on the trip over to Josephson�s downtown clinic, either, and after pressing him once at the start of the trip she resolved to wait him out, although she found herself drawing breath and then having to press her lips together to hold back a question at least once a minute.
�Not yet,� was all Chris said at the beginning of the ride, glancing at her face. �One question will just lead to another. Let�s finish with this, first.�
The clinic�s two receptionists were more forthcoming, and Livvy found that she hadn�t misread her sources on Josephson�s unpopularity at work.
�Yeah, if you find him murdered in an alley we�ll all gather after the funeral for the best office party ever,� said one receptionist.
�And if he suffered first, we�ll all chip in for champagne and a cake, with �Karma� printed on it, and sparklers,� added the other.
�That bad, huh?� said Livvy. �What about the other practitioners and researchers?�
�You can try, sweetie,� said the older receptionist, �But the man didn�t like to mix, and I�m not just talking about socially. He didn�t share. Work, I mean.�
It was true, Livvy found. None of them knew anything useful. Livvy believed it. Not only were they required by law to tell her anything pertinent, but everyone�s story was consistent and they seemed to hold him in aversion, which means they should have been happy to share any information that might be detrimental or pertinent to his disappearance. Josephson was a secretive man.
The younger receptionist filled a D-card with the records of Josephson�s recent appointments and his client lists, and then took her to show her Josephson�s suite: his office, laboratory, and clinic spaces. That�s when the trail got especially tortuous.

*****

Chris was also trying to find staff members who might have worked with Josephson most closely, and quickly got the impression that no one had much in the way of useful information. According to the office manager, Josephson rented facilities and utilized the assistance of the clinic�s staff for both research and performing enhancements and resets, but beyond giving simple orders he wasn�t communicative.
�We got rent from him for the facilities, and took percentages for any appointments, but it was pretty much automatic,� the office manager said. �If you want to know about his work, the best one to ask might be Brian,� she added.
This, Chris soon learned, was good advice.
�So the doctor wasn�t big on remedial work? Not much for helping out the common people?� Chris asked shortly into his questioning of the head lab tech, Brian Clifford.
�Are you kidding? He talked like they, or I guess I should say we because I think he would include me, should be rounded up and sent to Antarctica or something, anything to keep them from taking space away from� well, people like him. And as far as people having children, especially people who couldn�t afford to be plugged into Longevity and might have more than one or two� He was like one of those guys from ancient history. You know, the ones who thought people should stick to their own kind or class or whatever you call it, and expose the babies on the hillside as soon as the food supply got low. Have you met his girlfriend yet?� Brian gave him a knowing look. �It s like I half expect her to offer to tip me.�
�What can you tell me about his current research?�
�I can tell you he was especially careful to keep things locked up when he wasn�t around, and he wasn�t the type to tolerate any questions,� Brian said.
�But when you worked with him, you must have had some idea�?�
�You got me there.� Brian gave a slightly sheepish grin. �Look, I was just curious; it�s not like I was trying to steal any ideas. I�m going for a molebiol degree and I just wanted to see if I could figure it out.
�Some of it was just weird, you know. I mean, the guy is brilliant, but he was always looking for ways to make people seem younger. You know, even though Longevity puts the brake on senescence, there are ways of telling biol age if you do the right tests. I thought at first that he was just looking for ways to make someone look younger. You know, in case someone got started late (here he looked a little apologetically at Chris, who thoughtfully hid his amusement) or for some reason couldn�t afford resets for a while, being able to make them look younger might be useful.
�Then I started thinking that he was trying to figure out ways to beat the tests, which would be illegal, wouldn�t it? He never used that research on anyone, though, as far as I know,� Brian added scrupulously. �And it wouldn�t matter anyway, would it? Since full scans serve as unbeatable identity records. You guys know when everyone was born, and what their allotment should be. No way to beat that.�
�Uh huh,� Chris said. �That�s the idea.�
�Anyway, with Josephson, it was all a little creepy. The weirdest part, though, was when he worked on things that would make people seem older, if you can believe that.�
�Not just look older, but for the testing?� Chris asked.
�Yeah. Why would anyone want that?�
�Maybe he was just curious about these things,� Chris said. �Is that possible?�
�Could be,� Brian said doubtfully. �He did love his research. I always had the feeling that it really pissed him that he wasn�t allowed to experiment on people. I mean, the guy liked money, don�t get me wrong, but I think what he really got off on was playing around with this stuff. Made him feel god-like, I guess. It certainly wasn�t to help people.�
�Was he working on this �weird stuff� with anyone else? Another doctor or a tech?�
�No. He basically worked on his own, except for the times when he really needed a tech. The way we had it arranged was, when he needed someone, he called me for a tech, and I�d come in. We used to take turns working for him, because no one wanted to be stuck with it all the time, but the last year or so everyone begged me to do it, because I could handle it. Over the years we had some good techs quit because of him, and I got tired of interviewing replacements and listening to complaints. I figured as head tech, I had to do it.�
�And did he ever talk about his work, to anyone?�
�Other than rant at techs when they weren�t quick enough, no. The guy didn�t like to explain things, even when he needed to. No patience, if you know what I mean.�
�Then how do you know about the weird stuff?� Chris asked.
Brian smiled outright this time. �A guy like that will be a little careless with leaving memopads around if the only one to see them is a tech. He�d just figure that we couldn�t understand. And mostly, a tech wouldn�t. It�s just that��
�You�re going for a degree, and he�s not interested enough in the staff to know that,� Chris said, grinning. �And you made a point of being a little slow on occasion, just to aggravate him.�
Brian laughed. �Got me again. Hey, if you ever met the guy, you�d understand. I let him rant. I figured he might blow the lid off and do us all a favor.�
�In fact, I met Dr. Josephson decades ago, and I still remember it as an� unwholesome experience. What my partner would call �a seriously bad dude,�� Chris said.
�Whatever that means. Your partner, huh? Now that�s what I call lucky,� Brian said. �A rare prize, that one.�
�You�ve been very helpful. If you want to make an impression, you can give me, or if you prefer, Livvy, a call if you hear anything else, and most especially if you hear from Josephson,� Chris said.
Almost as though on cue, Livvy came into the small break room that Chris had appropriated for interviews and both men turned to her attentively.
�We�re late, McGregor,� she said, after granting Brian an apologetic glance. �It seems that someone with a key, maybe even Josephson�s key, came by and evaded security and removed all of the doctor�s research notes. Not a freak of a memopad left behind.
�The office manager told me that only the doctors have the keys and codes, and they all have a unique key and code for their own lab space. My Masterkey didn�t work. After I got the warrant I had to get an Enforcement locksmith to get in.
Client lists, appointments, and licensed protocols were all supposed to be made readily available to LLE upon request. The facility got their license under that understanding. Research notes were more problematic. If they were in a licensed facility then not even LLE had a right to confiscate them unless, as in the present case, there was reason to believe they could be connected to a crime. The connection here was slim. Technically, as an LLE detective, Livvy wouldn�t need a warrant in this situation, but it was a good idea, in case Josephson reappeared and started making an issue of it. Researchers doing proprietary work that might lead to a licensed enhancement protocol could get testy. To Josephson, getting testy would probably mean a drawn-out legal battle.
What was noteworthy here was that all of Josephson�s notes were missing.
Chris turned back to Brian. �True? No one else has the codes? How about cleaning staff? Security?�
�We don�t have security personnel, it all done with locks and codes, and all the cleaning is done during the day. We aren�t any more paranoid about security than anyone else, but that�s just the way it�s done. The doctors set their own hours, and if they need a tech, they arrange to have them come in. Like I said, we used to take turns putting up with Josephson�s tantrums until I took them all on me. The system is set up so that the doctors can change their codes daily, if they want.�
Chris stood up and turned to Livvy. �You�ve got the client list and appointments for the last two years?�
Livvy held up a D-card. �Five years. He was more of a researcher than a clinician so there aren�t that many.�
�Then let�s go,� he said, and turned to shake Brian�s hand. �Thanks. Like I said, you�ve been very helpful.�
Picking up on another cue, Livvy reached over and shook Brian�s hand as well, saying, �Yes, thanks.�
Before getting back into the car, Livvy said, �I promised not to mention it to any of her coworkers, but the receptionist who took the call from Josephson last Friday admitted that she made a mistake. She was supposed to have cancelled his appointments for this week as well, and had to admit it when his client threw her fit yesterday. The other receptionist knows about it, and said they�d gotten busy so it had slipped by. I think they�d admit it to the office manager, but they�re all a little afraid of him. Josephson. The mistake was fortuitous. Without it, we wouldn�t even know he�s missing.
�Do you think they�ll call if they hear from him?�
�Oh, I think so,� Chris said. �In fact, I�m sure of it.�
When they were both settled back in the car, Chris sat in silence for a moment, then seemed to come to a decision.
�It�s probably time for me to answer your questions from earlier today, but we need privacy and I might want to refer to some of my files if you have any additional questions. Do you mind coming to my place?�
�McGregor, I thought you�d never ask,� Livvy said, and had the pleasure of watching him do a double take before she added, �It�s after 5 and if we had any lunch it�s slipped my memory. Do you have anything on hand besides dog food?�

Chp. 8 Mission Goal (Wednesday Night)

�Sorry for the mess,� Chris said, lifting some notes from one of the chairs at the eating end of his table. When he finished that, he went to the scrubber and checked � not clean. There was one clean plate in the cupboard; use of that one was usually the signal to run the scrubber. He grabbed it and some flatwear to set before his guest and noticed that she was watching him with amusement. He went back to the kitchen area to wash and dry another plate and two glasses.
�Hey, don�t mind me,� Livvy said. �I�m still living in a hotel room, on room service.�
They had picked up a pizza and a case of beer.
�I don�t use a glass,� Livvy added.
Livvy opened the box and helped herself to a slice as Chris abandoned the glasses and headed back with his plate.
�Pepperoni. I always forget how good it tastes,� she said.
It was 7 pm and Chris� Arlington efficiency was on the 11th floor, so the foot traffic was negligible and the street traffic undetectable. Louie, gnawing on a dental chewie over near the door, provided the only sound as Livvy and Chris ate for a while in near silence. After a few minutes Livvy couldn�t stand it any longer.
�Have you lived here long?� she asked between bites.
�Almost sixty years,� Chris said.
�It�s� �
�It�s a place to sleep and to work. A quick commute. And the rent is reasonable,� Chris said.
�I�m thinking of a place in Alexandria, near Old Town,� Livvy said.
�There�s a nice area south of King Street.�
�Thanks. Next week I�ll start there,� she said. �You play much?� She nodded towards the acoustic guitar in the corner.
�A little. Never for anyone else.�
�Somehow, I would have guessed that,� she finally said, putting down her pizza. �Look, McGregor, I suspect that, like me, no matter how long you live you will never again have time enough for small talk. I�ll also hazard that I�m as used to eating alone and working while I eat as you are. I�m not going to enjoy this pizza half as much as I should if we try to avoid it now.
�What didn�t you want to talk about in the office?�
Chris finished chewing his mouthful of pizza, swallowed, and took a swig of beer before replying. �I need to hear something first. Cards on the table. Why LLE? Homicide has more status and probably gets more challenging. Tactical can get more exciting.� He moved his longnecked bottle around in the small circle of condensation on the table, but he kept his eyes on her.
�I thought we covered this already. In the car. After Marcy Caster�s,� Livvy said, working at cutting a manageable bite with her fork.
�Humor me,� Chris said.
Livvy put the fork down and looked at him levelly. �You read about my family and you�ve picked up on my inconspicuous vanity��
Chris stopped moving his beer around but his expression didn�t change.
��and you�ve decided you can�t trust me?�
�No. That is, I do,� Chris said with a flicker of surprise, but he continued to regard her levelly. �Otherwise you wouldn�t be here like this. That�s not what this is about.�
�Then what?�
�A lot of people look at the violations, unless you�re talking about something like the Right of Maturity Law, as victimless crimes.�
�Or the Pheromone cases you mentioned, or substandard hotlabs, or all kinds of things that can hurt people. Like I said, I thought we covered this the first day we met, after Marcy.�
�Maybe. Did you get bored?��
Livvy looked down at her congealing pizza and sighed. �When I was young and my friends and I argued I used to give a long soliloquy about the philosophy behind the Laws. Longevity and enhancement technologies are� the ultimate divisive issues. You can�t imagine how often I have heard the arguments, usually from decent, well-meaning people. People who happen to be well-off enough that the consequences wouldn�t touch them. They�d smile and nod and pretend to listen. Not really wanting to think about it much because they wouldn�t want to risk having to change their minds.
�I�ll never be able to work in Longevity in San Francisco, which means I can probably never go home again. I�d know too many of the perps,� she said on a note that made it plain the thought had just occurred to her.
She looked up at Chris. �You know, Mozart was only 35 when he died.�
Chris raised his eyebrows.
�Maybe we need fleeting youth and intimations of mortality to be really creative. Maybe we�ve lost the best part of ourselves. But you said it: genies never get stuffed back into their bottles. They just don�t. So this is what we�ve got. If I can do anything to prevent it, though, we are not going to evolve into a two-tiered society with dynasties of molebiol-engineered superbeings in towers. Enhancements have to be regulated and Longevity has to have a limit. It has to cost more than mere money, and what else is there that compares to biological immortality?�
�Children,� Livvy answered herself with Chris remained silent.
�It�s the big compromise, and the only one that could work. Give everyone plugged into Longevity a 200 year allotment and a fifty year reduction in allotment for every child. Three children and you�re almost back to a natural life. It�s as fair as we can make it. I�ve never been able to think of anything else that would work.� There was a long pause. Livvy finally smiled.
�You have got to be one hell of an interrogator,� she finally said. �So now you�re asking me to get personal. Why and how LLE�? All right. The public, the whole public, not just naturals or those plugged into Longevity, need to trust us to enforce the Laws fairly, or it�s open season on others from both camps and the Laws won�t save us,� Livvy said, flushing. �So much for civilization as we currently know it. And I find I can live with the one we have.
�I came here because it�s where it all began, some of it with you, McGregor. And as far as how I got here� I asked my father to call the DC Commissioner. That was so much fun, by the way, that in another fifty years I may even do it again. Or maybe not.�
During Livvy�s extended response Louie got up and walked slowly over to the table, then lay down on the floor in the angle between Livvy and Chris.
�Okay. Well, I hope it�s worth it. Don�t glare at me, Hutchins. You weren�t alive for the Allotment Riots, and the history as taught doesn�t convey the� hopelessness. I just wanted to make sure that if I�m going to ask you to risk your life you�re doing it for something you really believe in.�
�I kind of do that every day already,� Livvy said, pointedly touching her wounded arm and struggling to look aggrieved. �Risk my life, that is,� she added, in case Chris missed the gesture.
Chris gave a slight smile. �Regardless, that really is a scratch compared to what you risk if you continue working this case with me.�
�Tell me, seriously,� Livvy asked, curious. �What is it about Josephson, beside what happened fifty years ago? It can�t be another case of the same sickening abuse.�
�You see? We should have eaten first. Keep eating your pizza. It�s not the end of the world, and it�s probably not even another Sara Torkelson. it�s just the start of a private little war,� Chris said. �LLE has them all the time. Eat.�
Livvy half-heartedly picked up her fork and Chris started his story.
�Josephson was last seen Thursday. His research notes all disappeared sometime between then and when we showed up, with no one at the clinic the wiser.�
�Which means he is seriously gone, won�t be back for a while, and probably had help,� Livvy said.
�You got it. Also, he�s financially flush, able to finance his research into, we can safely say, less lucrative fields, and still able to afford a lavish lifestyle. I had Forensics check out all of his finances yesterday and you should see his home. He�s rich.�
�McGregor, he�s a doctor.�
�I know, but he doesn�t have that many clients, nor is it coming from family or investments. Forensics says he�s been receiving automatic, regular deposits of large sums for as far back they�ve been able to retrieve so far.�
�So he has a rich patron. Someone is financing his research at the licensed lab, hoping for some big new enhancement payoff, or at worst maybe a hotlab, someplace he�s doing illegal resets?� Livvy asked.
�A hotlab, most definitely, and it would be an expensive one. Unfortunately that�s not that unusual. It has to be someone very secretive, though, because none of Josephson�s coworkers even hinted at such an arrangement.�
�Maybe they�re too afraid of him. You think his patron called him away suddenly?� Livvy asked. She reached down and rubbed Louie�s ears.
�I don�t know yet, but it looks like it, doesn�t it? Josephson�s sudden unreliability at the clinic, which triggered LLE alarms, had to have been unplanned. I think Josephson, the arrogant son of a bitch, screwed up. If he�d made the effort to be more patient in communicating with his staff instead of doing his usual toss off� if he�d canceled appointments further ahead or made a reasonable excuse about an emergency, we might not be here. But he followed his high-handed pattern in dealing with others and ignored the implications of an careless exit.�
�So someone calls Josephson away, somewhat abruptly, and then they realize he was sloppy and we�re investigating and they don�t want Josephson found, especially if it leads to them, so they try to have us killed at Isabella�s? Yesterday, how did they even know we�d started working on Josephson�s disappearance? We�d just gotten our assignment. I don�t doubt it; Maas was in that tree before we got there. But how?� Livvy asked.
�Josephson, or more probably his patron, anticipated the fallout from his mistake,� Chris said. �Or someone at the clinic or in LLE clued them in. I can�t think of any other possibility.�
�We�ve come back to the patron, someone with a lot of money to throw around. Someone with enough at stake that they don�t care that what they�re doing may actually escalate the situation. Someone even more proactive than LLE. Who?� Livvy asked.
�You�ve heard of John Bedford?�
�The trillionaire recluse?� Livvy asked. �You think he�s Josephson�s patron?�
Chris took a long swallow of beer but didn�t bother to answer.
�I doubt I would recognize him if I saw him,� Livvy said thoughtfully. �But I think he has a reputation as one of those men that where he walks, the ground flinches. Powerful, and not nice with it.�
Chris nodded. �I�ve never seen him either. I�ve just seen shadowed glimpses of him in the news once or twice. Candid shots that his bodyguards made an effort to block, most recently in �04, when his son Joshua died in a fire.�
�How did you make the connection, though? A chirp in the ear from the fairies? Usually being a reclusive trillionaire isn�t enough to attract suspicion,� Livvy said.
�Now that is a long story,� Chris said.
�Give me the long version and don�t dumb it down, please,� Livvy said. �If I�m going to work LLE � which is my intention with or without you � I need some LLE Research 101.�
Chris hesitated for the first time. �Karen met Bedford when she was lobbying for the Laws; Bedford was lobbying on the other side, for laissez-faire. I�ll never forget what she said about him. �He epitomizes the worst. He�s only had twelve years of Longevity and already he�s addicted, convinced of his own entitlement. He has almost no fellow feeling with the rest of humanity. We have to protect ourselves from him, and protect ourselves from becoming like him. He will never, never accept his own mortality.��
Chris gave Livvy a moment to try to comprehend an ego so strong that although Bedford experienced childhood knowing that he would die, any acceptance of that fate was now alien to him.
�But,� Livvy said hesitantly, �where�s the connection to Josephson? I don�t doubt Karen�s assessment, or that Bedford�s bound to get involved with hotlabs, but��
�Josephson and Bedford know each other.�
�Bedford is a client of Josephson�s? That�s clear, then.�
�No. At least, not currently. Bedford wouldn�t risk that kind of association. In fact, the only proof I can find that they ever even met is from appointment records from a reset clinic that burned down in �51. The Greater Potomac Reset Institute. The appointment records show that Bedford saw Josephson quarterly for two years. Then the Institute burned down, and there�s been no record of any contact since, at least that I�ve been able to find. The fire was indistinguishable from any other reset clinic fire, but no religious group or Naturals Only group ever claimed credit for it.�
�An unexplained fire. Hardly unique. McGregor, if you want me to stay awake while we take a tour through some ancient history,� Livvy said, �would it be okay if we took Louie for a walk at the same time? Some fresh air would be nice.� She gave him a beatific smile.
Chris hesitated briefly, then said, �Sure.� He stood up but then sat back down.
�Are you up for this?� he asked. �It�s going to get complicated, and the rest can wait.�
Livvy made a face and stood up, which drew him back to his feet. �McGregor, just give me the information. I take it you actively searched for this connection, because you thought Josephson and Bedford are well mated, and then you looked for evidence that they were hiding their relationship. You have a very suspicious mind, which is maybe why you�re a lot older than you look. I want everything you have, including how you got here. I may get a headache, but I�ll process it. I just need some fresh air, and to think for a minute.�
They were out of the building and half way down the block before either of them said something more.
�This is nice,� Livvy said. They�d passed under a streetlamp and she took the opportunity to look up at the stars before they reached the next one. Mature oaks and maples lined the sidewalk and shaded the park and playground across the street. They headed in that direction.
Louie waited at the street corner, but after they had crossed together, Chris said, �Go ahead, boy, � and Louie headed out at a gallop, stopping occasionally to sniff when his interest was captured. Chris led Livvy far enough into the park that they could stand under one of the trees, out of the illumination of the streetlamp and the quarter moon.
�It�s just that� I don�t get where all this is going. Are you setting us up to raid Bedford�s properties to look for hotlabs on the basis of Josephson�s disappearance? I know he�s powerful. Is that it? I thought LLE was invincible, and if you had suspicions, you could go in without worrying about providing probable cause, no matter who owned the lab.�
�If I thought it was just for hotlabs, I�d be in there already,� Chris said. Now that he was on his feet and out of his apartment, he moved around somewhat restlessly, scanning the streets and the park. Another attack seemed unlikely, but there was a lot of useable cover in the dark. �I�m giving you background. I�m not sure where it leads.�
�Go on,� Livvy said.
�The records matter, more because of what is missing. After 2052, when there was a spate of arsons, they all started being duplicated centrally on an automatic basis, so now Archives should have duplicate records of resets, with practitioners listed for all procedures. Simple lists, referenced back to birth dates to calculate and monitor compliance on allotments. All pretty straightforward, without medical details, right?�
�That was you, too, wasn�t it? Your idea, I mean, to get records preserved centrally?� Livvy asked.
Chris shrugged impatiently. �It�s an essential database. Before 2052, reset clinic records weren�t, so if there was a clinic fire, the only existing record of a doctor-client relationship might be destroyed. For the Greater Potomac Reset Institute, the records were preserved from the 2051 fire and placed in Central Archives. I have copies here. They show Bedford�s appointments with Josephson.�
�So we have the connection, clearly documented,� Livvy said.
�The originals are missing from both Central and the backup archives. I checked,� Chris said.
�Oh.�
�He�s thorough, or maybe someone is just sweeping for anything with his name. At any rate, the only reason I know the connection exists is that when I�m doing an investigation, I always check my own sources at some point, then crosscheck with Central Archives on the theory that missing records are meaningful. As far as I can tell, my 55 year old copies of the appointment records are currently the only evidence we have that there was ever a connection between the two men.�
�And he must know the records were saved from the fire, because they�ve been destroyed in Central Archives, but he doesn�t know you have copies, although I suppose he might suspect at some point?� Livvy mused. �He doesn�t know that you know, yet. He�s just blindly hoping to keep us from finding something. I�m getting dizzy.�
�We�re almost back to the gritty present. Last year the Potomac Falls Institute was bombed. CCS claimed credit and probably was responsible, but I checked today and found out that, coincidentally, all of John Bedford�s reset maps, which are the most difficult element to manipulate in cases of identity fraud, were part of the records that were destroyed. A security guard died in that one.�
�But aren�t these stored in Central Archives as well?� Livvy asked.
�Only the current one, so it�s convenient for use as the ultimate identification tool. It�s transferred automatically as it�s generated, and the previous copy is deleted,� Chris said. �We should head back. Louie!�
Louie came bounding out of the darkness, and they walked slowly back the way they�d come.
�So we either have to believe in a lot of coincidence, or some random arsonist, in league with a careless archivist, has it in for records that document the Longevity history of John Bedford,� Livvy said. �Or he�s done it to himself. You�re right. Hinky.�
They were back at Chris� efficiency.
�You have everything from archives?� Livvy asked, looking around, focusing especially on the clutter on the table.
�Hardly. Retrieving anything from that mess would be hopeless. I don�t have that kind of brain. I only have records from cases I�ve worked in some way. I� dislike remembering fragments and finding I can�t get at the whole. Consider it my personal case archive. A very disorganized one.�
Livvy was studying the table with an enigmatic frown.
�Look, Hutchins,� Chris said, �This is one way I work. I doubt that anyone else does anything quite like this. But know this: however it was in Homicide in San Francisco, it�s fundamental here not to become too dependent on Central. They�re as corruptible as anyone else. Other than the radical bombers and arsonists, and hotlab illegals, we end up investigating a lot of wealthy people. And not everyone in Enforcement cares about LLE as much as� the people who work LLE.�
�So you�re putting me on the team?� Livvy asked, drawing another faint smile from Chris.
�The point is, someone thought it was worthwhile to destroy the records already. They�re preparing for something beyond a hotlab raid,� he continued.
Chris finished his beer and popped another one. A lot depended on whether Livvy gave credence to the notion that Bedford and Josephson had been plotting since before she was born.
�Or he�s a particularly paranoid trillionaire. They aren�t all that rare, in my experience. Or someone else, someone not John Bedford, wanted some other association kept secret, and Bedford�s records just happened to be in the way,� Livvy said, reaching for the fresh beer Chris offered her. �Or maybe the careless archivist is just that. Archives lost them. It happens.�
Chris took an especially long swallow of the cold beer.
�Noted. Anyway, Bedford�s family� That is, if you haven�t changed your mind about wanting it all.�
He appraised her frankly. �You really should eat some pizza.�
�Pizza can wait. This is riveting,� Livvy said.
�It�s LLE,� Chris said. �Bedford�s son, Joshua, was a recluse towards the end of his life as well, although he was only 48 chrono. Joshua had one son, Jesse, who was born in �89 and who lives with his mother. John also has a daughter, Paula, born in �47, who�s apparently been estranged from her father for decades. Are you following me so far?�
�Yes, John Bedford, one son, deceased, one daughter, estranged, and one grandson, living with his mother. But I still have no idea where you are going with it.�
�Neither do I, but I want you to have the relationships straight.
�As I said, Joshua died in a fire in �04. In his secure, fireproofed mansion. There were no signs of violence; the fire protection appears to have malfunctioned. Arson investigators said it was an electrical fire, accidental, and it happened so quickly that he and the two employees that were there at the time didn�t have a chance to escape.�
�That�s like a full cement truck delivery of bad luck,� Livvy said. �But what motive would there be for his death? Who benefited?�
�As far as I can determine, Jesse. Also, Jesse is the sole heir for his grandfather�s trillions. If it was a professional job rather than an accident, it was very professional, and yet I couldn�t find any motive other than the money.�
�You can�t suspect an 18 year-old child�?� Livvy said.
�No, I don�t,� Chris said. �Do you want me to heat up some of that pizza now?�
�Thanks, but I�ll wait until you�re done. Another beer is fine. Are we getting close?�
�Not my fault,� Chris said. �The guy has had a long life.�
�And apparently blameless, despite everyone�s impression of him. Unless he�s had issues with LLE before?�
�Not that I can find. Just a deficit of pertinent records. But there�s a new element at play. John Bedford was born in 2004.�
�Ah,� Livvy said. �That�s a twist. And two children: Joshua, and Paula. You see, I remember. That means his 100th birthday was three years ago and he�s had to start aging naturally. He�d be�� She did some quick calculations. �If he started getting resets in �34 when they first became available to the very rich, he�d be 33 biol by now, unless he�s been getting illegal resets. From Josephson, perhaps. But he�s famous. How can he get around it in the long run? He�s too well documented.�
�I don�t know, but that�s the point. I have to believe he�ll try. I think he would hesitate at nothing. In fact, I think he�s killed once already.�
�Karen?� Livvy asked after a short pause, confused.
�No� No. This isn�t a vendetta, Hutchins. It�s just a typical case,� Chris said, narrowing his eyes at her. �Karen�s death was an accident. Do you think I wouldn�t have investigated that thoroughly, or that if I had any real suspicions that he was responsible that Bedford would still be alive?� he added matter-of-factly. �No, he would have no reason to risk that kind of exposure, except that he probably detested her as much as a man like him could detest someone of so little significance to him. I think he killed his son, Joshua. I think he arranged the fire. My problem is, I can�t even prove it wasn�t an accident.�
�But why kill his own son? He can�t need the money.�
�I don�t know why, except perhaps to hide something that Joshua found out about, or at least guessed. Perhaps something he hasn�t even done yet, that Joshua found out he was planning.�
�Chris,� Livvy said slowly, �I can�t see it. When I worked Homicide, I saw some family murders, for greed, for jealousy, and a few that were just plain insane. But this man, killing his own son in cold blood� and it doesn�t seem to fit in any plan that could benefit him. If Bedford is getting illegal resets from Josephson, is that something that Joshua would expose, or Bedford would kill him to hide? I doubt it. He�s too well known, he can�t hide it that long anyway, even as a recluse. Ten, maybe fifteen years if he�s really lucky.�
The use of Chris� first name was enough to pull him up short. He was dealing with a man whose thought processes were largely alien to his own, and one of the reasons he wanted to talk this through with Livvy was to make sure he wasn�t missing, or imagining, anything.
�I agree. As I said, I don�t think it�s just a matter of hiding a hotlab.�
�Why now?� she asked finally. �I mean, Josephson wasn�t planning this, so that means Bedford wasn�t planning it. Like you said, sloppy. Something precipitated this urgency.�
Chris felt his shoulders relax. He hadn�t known until that minute whether she would accept what he had to say, or quite how much he was hoping she would be with him.
�You look surprised,� Livvy said. �You know, sometimes when I carry an umbrella it rains.�
Chris lifted his eyebrows. �Meaning?�
�Meaning just because you have a prejudice against the man, doesn�t mean he isn�t corrupt as a Russian politician.�
�I wish I knew,� Chris said ruefully. �There are a lot of things I don�t know, that are purely speculation.
�Maas� it�s easy enough to put it into a bitterly angry man�s head that LLE is protecting everything he would like to see destroyed. Bedford might have direct or indirect influence in CCS or other radical groups. Even fanatics can appreciate getting an extra push in the direction they naturally want to go. Money or hype, take your pick.
�Maybe up to now Josephson has just been Bedford�s practitioner, on reserve to do illegal resets when the time came. Then again, some of Josephson�s research is suspicious as well. Borderline illegal.�
�Goody, we�re at the molebiol stuff. Now I really am going to get a headache,� Livvy said, taking another swallow of beer. �But keep going. Suspicious how? I wasn�t there when you talked to that tech.�
�I�m not ready to speculate on that, other than he seemed to be working on ways to fool the tests for biol age,� Chris said, but his eyes, resting on Livvy�s face, were hooded.
�Okay,� Livvy said. �We can wait on pure speculation and stick to our guts for now. Let me follow through on LLE�s involvement, though, pretending that we know Bedford is Josephson�s patron. Once Josephson�s unexplained absence was noticed, and LLE got involved, Bedford could count on us, or I should say LLE, going to see Isabella.�
�True, and he had Maas waiting.�
�Wait, back up. How did Bedford know yesterday morning that LLE knows about Josephson, again?�
�Josephson confessed to Bedford that he was careless in his communication with the clinic staff or, knowing him, Bedford assumed he was careless, or�� Chris hesitated.
�Ah, yes, the good news. Bedford may have a rat planted in LLE somewhere,� Livvy said. �Back to that. So LLE was set up at Isabella�s and if Maas hadn�t taken a nap, we�d be dead. Well� maybe an overstatement. Maas, after all.�
�What?� Chris said.
�Never mind. Anything else I should know while I�m trying to put all the pieces together?�
�I took an LLE car back here last night after searching Josephson�s mansion. Louie wouldn�t let me get into it this morning and I found a bomb attached to the undercarriage. It was pretty crude, but it could scarcely be random. It was an attack focused on me, so I suspect Bedford knows who to target in LLE.�
�Slick, McGregor,� Livvy said, annoyed. �Does the Chief know? Were you even going to tell me? Why is he being this aggressive, anyway? What does it buy him?�
�LLE personnel are used to it. Like I said, we�ve been targets for the worst of the radicals for years. The bomb is at Forensics now, but I don�t expect to learn anything from it. Bedford can�t know anyone has connected him to Josephson already; you�re the only one who�s heard any of this. All he wants to do is slow down the investigation into Josephson�s disappearance before it leads to him � if it ever does.�
�You�ve been even busier than I thought. I repeat, were you even going to tell me? About the bomb?�
�Livvy,� Chris said, �of course I was going to tell you. Even if it�s aimed mainly at me, it puts you at risk. I just wanted to talk about Josephson and Bedford first, so that you could get a sense of the whole picture as I see it. Do you see now what you�ve gotten yourself into?�
Livvy looked a little puzzled, but shook her head as though to clear it.
�Back up. If Bedford has us killed, the Chief would just put more people on it, and get Homicide involved, and it would draw way more attention to the case,� Livvy said carefully. �Wouldn�t it?�
�Not the way LLE handles things. The Chief would put another team on Josephson, and they�d become targets as well, but it would definitely slow things down. Remember, so far all of these attempts can be considered random attacks on LLE detectives, unless someone else thinks about the fact that Maas beat us to Isabella�s. New detectives on Josephson would buy Bedford time, probably enough time for him to do what he wants to do,� Chris said. �LLE does their own homicide investigations on LLE officers.�
�You don�t say? I know in San Francisco we lost a few, but I always figured some other Homicide team was on it.�
Now that the worst was over, Chris went into the kitchenette to warm up some of the pizza. Livvy was being unusually quiet, and wasn�t eating, although she was still attacking her beer.
�In fact, these kinds of attempts play well for someone like Bedford,� Chris called from the kitchenette as he set the flash warmer, �since they smack of amateurism, which is what you typically get from the radical groups. If he�s the instigator, he�s hoping to get lucky and hoping it looks like luck. If anything looks too professional, it arouses suspicions.�
Chris came back to the table and sat down again. Livvy stared at him with her elbow on the table and her chin in her hand. Her expression revealed nothing.
�McGregor,� she finally said, �has anyone ever told you that you sure know how to muffle a party?�
�I have a knack,� Chris said.
�All right,� Livvy said, leaning back in her chair. �Let�s check and see if I�ve followed you on the essentials. The complicated part you mentioned. We are going up against a sociopathic megalomaniac with unlimited resources and an evil mad scientist on retainer. Since he�s a tricky bastard who has achieved influence with several� wacky� homicidally inclined terri� terrorist groups that actually should hate him, we may have to deal with them simultaneously. That�s so unfair, by the way. So far, he doesn�t know we�ve connected him to his pet quack, but he�s happy enough to kill us just to delay LLE making the connection, since they�d have to start all over from our notes, and that might take them a few days � or at least until they got over being inconsolable, that is � and meanwhile, he can get on with� whatever his dried up little walnut of a heart desires.
�We suspect that that is something repulsive that he has been planning for over 50 years � about which we are so far clueless � and we want to try to dwar� to thwart him. Sound about right?�
Chris shrugged, but his eyes were glinting. �You�ve nailed the basics. I guess I might have saved a lot of time if I�d summarized like that to begin with, and skipped the details that might count as, well, actual evidence.�
�That�s okay. I have a few knacks, too,� Livvy said, reaching for her beer again and taking another long swallow. �Where is the Chief in all this? You know, the man who answers to �sir� and occasionally tries to tell you which way to get froggy?�
�I haven�t told him or anyone else at work that I suspect a connection between Josephson and Bedford. We�ll fill the Chief in as soon as we have something more than a series of coincidences to put Bedford solidly in the picture. The only thing concrete is my copies of the appointment records, and a missing doctor.�
�It�s pretty thin,� Livvy said.
�I want you to seriously consider going back to San Francisco until this is all over. Before now, Bedford has just been targeting us casually, to slow us down on Josephson. After tomorrow, he�ll know we�ve found the connection to him, and it will get� dicey. With a good family excuse, you could leave tomorrow.�
This seemed to sober Livvy again, although she had finished her fourth beer, keeping up with Chris respectably. She looked at the bottle in her hand like she was starting to regret it, maybe because it precluded something stronger.
�Were you even listening to me before? I�ve already made a commitment to myself to go back to San Francisco for Thanksgiving to pay for getting in here,� she said. She looked up at Chris quizzically. �But surely you know me a little better than that already. I�d be insulted except that I�m aware that acquiring a partner wasn�t your idea.�
�I had to offer, or it was going to nag at my conscience. You haven�t even had time to adjust to being a regular target for the fanatical amateurs, and soon we�re going to have pros after us,� Chris said.
�Okay. Understood. Apology accepted. Can we move on to where you think we should go from here? It�s all still just gut work, after all. Even the fifty-year-old connection to Josephson, if it came out, would prove nothing.�
�That�s why it�s going to get more serious tomorrow. I want to talk to Paula Bedford in the morning. She�s been estranged from her father for years, and I want to see if she will tell us why, or offer some insight. I think she will talk to you more readily than to me. But understand this: once we do this, it may really be a little like going to war.�
�That settles it,� Livvy said. �I need fuel. I am eating this semi-warm pepperoni pizza. Despite having one too many already, I am scrounging through your beer supply for another cold one. My apologies, but I am requisitioning your couch, where I expect to have a supremely restful night. And I demand a toothbrush, even if it�s yours.�
Chris stood up again when she mentioned the semi-warm pizza and picked up her plate. She looked up at him in challenge.
�I have, unfortunately, no better alternatives to any of that,� Chris said, carrying the pizza back to the flashwarmer. �Although I might be able to find you your own toothbrush.�

*****

Chris dried his hands in a �fresher after finishing cleaning up in the kitchenette, then walked back into the table, gripped the back of his chair and looked down at his guest. He had to give her credit � a lot of credit. She�d hung in there, absorbing not only the bare facts of the case but the processes that had allowed their accumulation. A pro all right.
�You should have had more pizza,� he said quietly.
�Mmmm. I�m good. It was good, though, thanks,� Livvy murmured, and turned her head from one side where she had laid it down on her crossed arms on the table to the other so that she could look up at him.
�Just very tired. Put the toothbrush where I can find it, please. I�ll wait for you to��
Chris cocked his head to one side and grinned. His guest � his first guest in probably a decade � appeared to have fallen asleep between one word and the next. He scanned the apartment, letting his gaze linger for a moment on Louie, who was lying on his blanket near the door. His eyes were open. He gazed back at Chris and thumped his tail on the floor twice.
�I guess I made an impression,� Chris said.
Louie lifted his head for a few seconds, then laid it back down on his forepaws and closed his eyes.
�Everyone�s a critic. Maybe I can consider this a practice run,� Chris said softly, still looking at Louie. �At being a better host.�

Chp. 9 Force Concentration (Thursday)

Livvy woke up the next morning in Chris� bed. She was draped thoughtfully in a sheet, but was wearing nothing but her extremely expensive French underwear. She had a vague memory from late last night of having fallen asleep somewhere and then being aware of Chris helping her to her feet.
�Come along Hutchins, time for bed.�
�What�s this? After only four beers?� she remembered asking.
�Five, and I do remember warning you to eat your pizza,� Chris had said.
�No, you told me to eat my pizza. You see, I listened. To everything,� she�d said a little blurrily, pausing in her struggle to get out of her clothes to tap her head. �Well, help me out here. I detest sleeping in my clothes, and I need to wear them again tomorrow. Did you find a toothbrush?�
She had no memory of Chris� response to that, but here she was. She had known that they made beds that pulled down from walls, but had never experienced sleeping in one before, nor had she ever awakened to a view of a kitchen with an attractive man in it, using it. The whole situation was proving more disconcerting than she would have thought possible given her many years of experience, but she was willing to blame that on the beer.
She lay very still for a few moments, then raised her head to see Louie staring at her hopefully from the foot of the bed and to get a better view of Chris in the kitchen making breakfast with quiet efficiency. His couch was covered with a set of sheets as well. She felt a little guilty.
She decided she didn�t feel brave enough to face anyone, even Louie, until she brushed her teeth and hair so she wrapped herself in the sheet and toddled into the bathroom like an inept geisha. There she found the toothbrush she remembered, even more vaguely, from the night before, a clean towel, a brush, and her clothes, neatly hung up. Hanging over the clothes on the same hook was an armored vest of the type that was meant to fit under street clothing.
Fifteen minutes later, lavered, brushed, and combed she felt ready for breakfast. Louie met her just outside the bathroom door and escorted her to the table, then went back to the front door and stretched out on his side.
�Coffee?� Chris asked.
�Oh God yes, black. Please.�
She also saw scrambled eggs, toast, and orange juice.
�Still supplying some good fuel.� She cleared her throat.
�How�d you sleep?�
�Much better than you, I�ll bet. Thanks for� you know.�
�If you mean, Hutchins, �thank you for making me as comfortable as possible,� I always hope I can say that even though I don�t get guests much, I haven�t forgotten how to treat them.� Chris arched his eyebrows and gave a small but wickedly attractive grin that totally dispelled any remaining constraint. �I�m old enough to be your grandfather, you know.�
Livvy choked and spit coffee all over the table. �Sorry. Laying it on way too thick,� she said, gasping and blotting it up with a napkin. �Chrono, McGregor, chrono only.�
When she had recovered enough, she said, �I�ve been thinking about everything you said last night, specifically about the records from the Greater Potomac Institute. I mean, so far, that�s all we have for evidence, isn�t it? If we put everything else together, it�s still only coincidence and conjecture, but if Bedford were to deny knowing Josephson� and then we came up with the records�� It took her a while to get it all out around mouthfuls of toast and scrambled eggs.
�At some point that may be useful as a challenge, but not much. I have copies of my copies, somewhere safe, but they�re still only copies, and it�s been a long time. Bedford can claim he forgot he ever met Josephson,� Chris said. �Right now, our priority is to figure out what he�s planning, which is how Paula might be able to help.�
Livvy finished her toast and carried her dirty dishes in to Chris� tiny kitchen counter. �Are we going in to the office first?�
�Not this morning. We don�t have time, and the Chief might ask where we�re going.�
�And shouldn�t we� like, tell him?�
�Do you really feel like repeating everything that was said last night without first getting a better idea if I�ve misjudged the man? Because I don�t. I doubt if I�ve strung that many sentences together in the course of one evening in three decades.�
�You got me. Then this is it, isn�t it? The declaration of war.�
�I am still half convinced that our best play would be to have you out of town, where you can be a true back-up,� Chris said.
�In case you actually get killed, you mean? How reassuring. And I thought it was just concern for my safety that made you suggest it last night, when really you�re just being thorough.�
Chris rewarded her with one of his faint smiles. �The good news is, Paula Bedford lives in Manhattan, so we�re taking the High Speed up and back. While we�re on it, we should be safe.�
He looked at Louie. �Sorry Louie, no work for you today. You stay home.�
Later, when Chris had plenty of time to appreciate the ironies, he recognized one of life�s cruel little jokes. Once you said something, it was out there, and could never be taken back, no matter how wide of the mark it was.

*****

Livvy was able to buy a few amenities at the High Speed Onboard Mall, including an aquamarine silk blouse that helped her feel a little less like a fugitive. The blouse was so thin she was actually grateful for the armored vest underneath. She had abandoned her belt and now carried her pistol, comu, D-cards, and other necessities in a small bag that she could wear slung over her shoulder.
Now, standing in front of the security panel at Paula Bedford�s Fifth Avenue apartment building and trying to project confidence and reliability, she looked at Chris and noticed that he didn�t seem to be trying. He just did. She wondered if it was natural to his personality, the result of the experience of many years of perpetual prime-of-life living, or more than 75 years in Enforcement that enabled him. Probably all three, she decided. As a combination, tough to get over.
�Ms. Bedford, we�re here from D.C. LLE. We came up here to talk to you. May we come in, please?� Chris said to the security line link.
�No, please just go back. I�m sorry for all of your inconvenience, I truly am, but you should have called first,� came the disembodied voice. Paula could see them, of course, and Chris had positioned them so that Livvy and he, wearing their credentials around their necks, were both plainly visible. Livvy kept her face calm, confident, and benign, mirroring Chris� voice and expression. There was no way they could tell if she was continuing to listen or if she had broken the communication link.
�Four days ago, your father got together with a doctor with some seriously dangerous skills, a doctor whose research he�s been supporting for many years. Whatever is going to happen is happening now. We intend to stop him from hurting anyone else. We would appreciate your help,� Chris said succintly.
There was a long silence, during which Chris and Livvy continued to stand outside the building and transmit resolve and trustworthiness. A full two minutes later, a pleasing chime signaled acceptance, and they stepped over to the door.
The doorman in the vestibule opened for them, and ushered them through the next two doors into the lobby. He used a key to unlock the vintage elevator doors and gestured them inside.
�Ms. Bedford will assist you with the elevator control. Good day, sir, madam,� he said courteously and gave a slight bow.
�How did you know what to say?� Livvy asked once the elevator had started.
�You don�t believe in that old saying about honesty?�
��I probably had a crush on you. Isabella,�� Livvy quoted, deepening her voice.
�That was just courtesy, which she knew as well,� Chris said. �With Ms. Bedford� three years ago she came to Joshua�s funeral. They may have been brother and sister, but they were separated by ten years and raised by different mothers in different cities. I suspect she barely knew him. From all reports, she didn�t approach her father or say one word to him during the whole time she was in D.C. She respects family, but she certainly wasn�t there for her father�s sake. She doesn�t trust him.�
The elevator opened into an ornate vestibule to Paula Bedford�s penthouse, which occupied the top two floors. They could see her, a tall, pale brunette wearing a long flowing dress in golden tones and standing behind two more layers of security glass. There was a sturdy-looking formally dressed man standing attentively to the side. Paula hesitated briefly, then she said something and the man pressed his palm to the locks on the inner and outer doors and let them in.
Chris appeared to ignore their surroundings, but Livvy looked around curiously. As with so many who were plugged into Longevity and who had the wealth to indulge their whims, including Livvy�s parents, Paula Bedford chose to live in surroundings that suggested the classic styles of an earlier century. Livvy always suspected that it meant they secretly longed for the simplicity and elegance of those pre-Longevity times. In Paula Bedford�s case, the style was 18th century, Louis XV, with appropriate gilt and damask.
�Please, sit down,� Paula said graciously.
�How do you think I can help you? I have no knowledge of my father�s activities.�
�I�m sure you don�t,� Chris said. �But at this point, anything you can tell us that would be revealing of his character and the direction his� inclinations might take him would be helpful.�
�You mean his obsession,� Paula said.
�If you want to call it that,� Chris said.
Paula hesitated, as though she were choosing her words with care. �My father�s problem is that he was born in a time when creating a dynasty has become in some ways obsolete. When people can live for centuries, and their children have all of that time to live their own lives and build their own empires� and when the cost of having a single child is the loss of fifty years of one�s own life� Without Longevity, he might have been a very different man. A devoted family man.�
She settled back in her delicately ornate armchair and arranged the folds of her shimmering silk dress over her long legs.
�I say that, and it is suitable for even my intimate friends to think I believe it, but of course I don�t. His obsession precludes any empathy, even with his children. He will not accept his own death. He believes, very deeply, that he is worthy of exception.
�You understand the incredible price he feels he paid for Joshua and me. It must have been an extremely difficult choice for him. In earlier times, such men were compelled to face their own, inevitable mortality. Even then, there were roads to immortality of a kind: children and grandchildren, if one were a loving family man, or some public monument, or art or literature, if one were civic-minded or creative. No one held out the hope of something more. Now, there is. For a man who is neither loving, nor creative, nor civic-minded, and who despises obstacles to his will, and who sees true immortality within his grasp, what stops him? The Law?�
�So I�ve imagined,� Chris said.
�We are all good at rationalizing our choices, without even being aware we are doing so,� Paula said. Her eyes flicked over Livvy in much the same way Isabella�s had, then came back to Chris. �I suppose that my father is better at it than most. Respect for the Law will not even make him pause. You will need to compel him.�
Livvy wasn�t prepared to be dismissed. �What would he do to satisfy his obsession?� she asked mildly.
Paula turned back to consider her once more. �Anything. Which is why you are now sitting here, instead of standing downstairs still waiting. My father would choose his own life � his own survival, to be clear � above any other. He believes � he has to believe � he is a Titan, after all. He doesn�t stoop to seeking justification.�
She lifted a hand and the formally dressed man, who was standing by with the customary tea tray, came over and set it on a table between her and her guests. Livvy wondered if the very wealthy, largely confined now to their fortified mansions, would ever abandon this pleasant custom.
�I can tell you my own story, but I�m not sure how much that will help you. My mother told me that once he found out I was a girl he asked her to have an abortion. She refused and he never forgave her. They divorced shortly thereafter and he proceeded to ignore me for most of my life until about 25 years ago when he asked me to give him a grandson. He was prepared to be generous, but not only do I not need the money � my mother�s family has their own resources � but it wouldn�t have mattered if I did. Understand that in the right situation, I might have welcomed children. I would never, under any circumstances, expose them to my father, although I cannot say that he was ever anything worse than neglectful or dismissive.�
�Nothing worse than� Ms. Bedford, do you really believe that your brother�s death was an accident?� Chris asked.
The question didn�t startle her so much as make her turn to him thoughtfully.
�I�ve always wondered, but I couldn�t see the purpose. Joshua was not a strong man, and other than when there was a business connection, he avoided my father almost as diligently as I have. He wouldn�t challenge him in business. And it couldn�t have been about money because my brother also had his own, from his mother�s family, but it all went to Jesse. My father didn�t marry so much as form business alliances.�
�How was your brother�s relationship with your nephew, Jesse?�
Again, Paula took her time. She was obviously following a line of thought.
�Jesse has always lived with Micaela, his mother. The times I spoke with Joshua in the years shortly before his death, he spoke as though he and Mickey were on good terms, and that he was not only very fond of Jesse but quite proud of him.
�Mickey has a little money on her own, so she was somewhat dependent. But besides a tendency to be active on the socialite circuit, Mickey has always seemed to be a good mother, and while they were together I believe she was a good wife. And Joshua was always very generous toward her, I believe. Now, she gets an allowance from Jesse�s trust. She�s certainly lived as though it wasn�t an issue. But I�m digressing, because you made it plain� why? You don�t suspect Mickey, do you?�
�No, there is only one person I suspect of anything, and you know why. I just have had trouble believing how it ultimately fit together. But I think we both know,� Chris said.
For the first time, Paula�s poise deserted her. Livvy watched as a thought took hold, and Paula folded her arms across her midriff. �It�s monstrous, isn�t it? To even consider such a thing. Even him��
�Yes,� Chris said simply.
Paula sat for a few minutes, hugging herself and looking very thoughtful, and then she looked up.
�Do you have proof? Can you stop him?�
�At this point we don�t have enough evidence to prove anything. One of the reasons I came here today is to find out if my suspicions had credibility with someone who knows John Bedford. It seems they do. The other is to find out if you think Micaela would take Jesse and go somewhere safe for a while.
�We need some time to find Josephson, the doctor with the dangerous skills, and to connect your father to him. If we can get Josephson alone, we may be able to give him a deal to testify against your father on LLE conspiracy charges. It�s even possible that it can all be managed quietly, if we can get enough proof to threaten your father with exposure and make him understand that he is being watched. But we need time.�
Paula thought a while. �I�ll call Mickey and offer my family�s Italian villa, my mother�s family, that is. It�s well fortified and there is a tremendous amount of security, a lot of it geared to preventing kidnapping. The guards have worked for my mother�s family for generations, and can be trusted, I believe. Family and tradition matter. Jesse was there with Joshua a few times as a child and he loved it. He�ll go. At least that puts an ocean in the way. You realize that won�t stop my father, don�t you? Just slow him down while he alters his plans.�
�That�s all we can expect,� Chris said.
�You�ll go, too?� Livvy asked Paula.
After a few moments Paula dropped her hands back into her lap and said, �Yes. It�s about time I got to know my nephew and sister-in-law a little better. And I think I can watch for gaps in the security better than Jesse�s mother. What will you do?�
�If you will call to introduce us, please, I�ll go to talk to Micaela. Tonight. Yes. I don�t think we can wait,� Chris said. �Then we can only try to get enough evidence to get a record of him in the system as an offender. If we watch and wait long enough, time will take care of it.�
After that, there was nothing more that Paula could tell them that wasn�t public record. When the man in the formal suit led them to the door to show them out, Paula came with them.
�Thank you. I�ll call Mickey. You�ll be careful, please. He is absolutely ruthless,� she said, shifting her gaze between Livvy and Chris.
�We can be ruthless, too,� Chris said.
On the way down in the elevator Livvy said, �When you told me about Sara Ann, I thought I�d heard the worst. Bedford wants to steal Jesse�s identity, doesn�t he, for his allotment? What will he do with Jesse?�
�Someone has to die as John Bedford. My guess is that Jesse, as John, would go into a stroke-induced vegetative state, making pre-reset scans and resets pointless, although in a corruptible system, it isn�t that hard to get all of the records altered to obliterate all evidence of the switch. Eventually Jesse, as John, could die in seclusion without ever waking up.
�And don�t forget. Micaela has to die, probably during the kidnapping,� Chris added.
�You figured all this out?� Livvy asked. �From the fact that Josephson and Bedford know each other, and the timing?�
�And what Brian Clifford, the lab tech, told me he had learned about Josephsons� research. But it was a theory only, until Paula Bedford accepted it so readily. She knows her father, and how little he values his children relative to his own life.�
�You�re right. Bedford is truly a monster. It all plays into his hands: the rich man�s grandson is kidnapped. Josephson throws in some tricks and maybe even facial trauma, if they need it. All of the records that can prove identity are switched. Jesse is recovered and John, under severe stress, still in seclusion, dies. It�s brilliant, in a diabolically twisted way. To think of him waiting all of these years for his grandson to grow up� �
�Look, it may not have even started that way. Think of it this way: this is a man with a pathological fear of death. Because he has unlimited resources and he resents interference and knows he will want to cheat, he destroys records as he goes. All the time, as his allotment dwindles, he tries to think of ways to avoid dying. Meanwhile, there is his healthy young grandson, with a whole life ahead of him, and John�s envy of him turns poisonous. Why should Jesse live, and he die? Either Joshua suspected something, or John just planned that far ahead. Jesse�s parents both have to die for it to work.�
They reached ground level and were soon back out on the busy street. It felt like they had gotten back to reality, but having confirmation of their suspicions of Bedford lent them both a new sense of urgency. Ignoring the glares of their fellow pedestrians, they ran to the subway.
�Titans of industry. I know that reference, but there is something about the origins of that�� Livvy said as their subway train pulled out. They swayed slightly from the change in motion. �I think it�s even more apt somehow, but I can�t place it.�
�Yes, I do think Paula was referring to its original meaning,� Chris said musingly. �In Greek mythology, the Titans were a group of old gods. Cronus, their king, eats his offspring as soon as they are born. To preserve his own life. It�s classic stuff.�
�A precedent. Already in our psyches,� Livvy said. �Why, despite my years in Homicide, do I still think there are limits?�
�Give it some more time,� Chris said with no discernable weariness.
They reached the High Speed station and found their train.

Chp. 10 Pincer Movement (Thursday)

Chris held out his hand. �Your comu, please.�
They�d sprung for a High Speed compartment, figuring they�d want the extra privacy for discussing the case and making calls.
�What are you doing?� Livvy asked, watching him set their paired comus into visual communication mode.
�Yours goes into the corridor, hanging at one end of the car. I chose a center compartment for a reason. This way we can watch people coming into the car at either end, and we�ll have some warning,� Chris explained.
�I thought you said we�d be safe on the High Speed,� Livvy said when he�d gotten back to the car.
�I think I lied. It�s a death trap if someone finds us without warning,� Chris said. He sat opposite her in the small compartment, his eyes on the linked comu. �Bedford has been ahead of us the whole way. I suspect he still is. From now on we�re not safe, anywhere, anytime.�
�I understand that Bedford has gone into high gear: the bomb, Maas, Josephson and his notes, but I still can�t imagine why now?� Livvy asked.
A woman came down the corridor, moving steadily and ignoring the windows in the upper part of the doors into the compartments. Chris watched her traverse the length of the corridor and turn the corner that lead to the next vestibule.
�I don�t know why it�s happening now. Perhaps Josephson made some break-through discovery and his excitement overcame him. Or it�s something to do with Jesse. Something unexpected. I�m going to talk to Micaela next, to warn her. Perhaps she can tell us. Something has stressed Bedford�s timetable.
�In terms of getting leverage on Bedford, though, we need to know if Josephson has limits. Is Josephson�s cooperation with Bedford totally voluntary, or is there some coercion there? Either way, does he know enough at this point to give us some evidence on Bedford?� Chris asked.
�Paula didn�t need much time to figure it out. Once you started talking about Jesse, she knew,� Livvy said. �She didn�t even think about it that long, she just knew. Josephson knows. He�s been doing the research. He just doesn�t care. Maybe it�s too tantalizing an experiment for him, the creep. And of course, the money.�
Chris was watching a short, stocky man with a pleasant 21-year-old face turn the corner from the short corridor at the end of the car. The man advanced slowly down the corridor, glancing into each compartment or, if the blinds were closed, knocking and making an inquiry, all the while smiling apologetically as though he were looking for someone. There was a vaguely unnatural rigidity to his right arm and the angle of his right index finger.
Placing a finger on his lips briefly and then pointing towards the corridor, Chris took Livvy�s arm and guided her towards the compartment door. He crouched under the window that formed the upper half and then pulled her down in front of him, spoon-fashion, so that they were both pressed tightly against the door and jammed against each other in the narrow space. They hadn�t been so close since Livvy had almost landed in his lap during their encounter with the last gunman, and this time the contact was longer, but both of them were as tense as coiled springs.
Chris had had just enough space to pull his Stinger after they�d gotten into position, but Stinger darts didn�t cut all the way through doors. High caliber palm pistol bullets, if they were the right kind, might.
On the linked comu Chris held in front of them both, they watched the gunman advance to their compartment and stop to scan the interior. On the comu, it looked distant and unreal, but they detected a slight change in the light above them, then it was gone.
�As soon as he reaches the end of the car, I�ll be going out after him,� Chris said softly. He was still watching the man�s progress on the comu.
�Wait,� Livvy said quickly, trying to instill urgency while being as quiet as possible. �What if he�s smart enough to be suspicious of an empty compartment? He�ll be waiting in the next car, or turn back and catch you in the corridor.�
�I know,� Chris said. �But he�s a pro and we have to take him now. If we don�t, he�ll come back when we don�t expect him or catch us when we leave the train and he�ll control the situation.�
�Now,� he said, giving her a boost she didn�t need. �And wait here.�
She grimaced but didn�t protest. After checking the comu one last time, Chris dropped it onto one of the seats, opened the door, and stepped out into the corridor.

*****

By the time Chris got into the small twin-doored vestibule occupying the space between their car and the next, the gunman was near the end of the corridor in the next car. It was Chris� goal to catch up to him while he was still in the next vestibule. The timing was crucial and intolerant of hesitation. Chris ducked out of sight, counted to 5, then opened the vestibule door and sprinted down the length of the corridor. It had worked. The gunman stood alone in the vestibule, his back to Chris, reaching for the far door leading to the next car.
Chris touched the sensor to open the door in front of him. As it began to slide open, he aimed through the gap and fired twice. It was unavoidable that the gunman was alerted at the first sound of the door opening behind him and turned and fired as well, shattering the glass and hitting Chris twice in the chest. Chris fell back against the wall of the compartment immediately behind him and, breathless, started a slow slide to the floor.
The barbed darts from Chris� Stinger sliced through the gunman�s clothing and found flesh. As the gunman was raising his arm to make a head shot, the darts advanced until they sensed the correct subdermal layer, then released their miniscule load of potent anesthetic. He was a pro, and aware of what was happening. As he lost strength in his arm, he barely had time to grimace, then he hit the floor and went out.
They were both on the floor in ungainly sprawls amid the shattered glass when Livvy �s momentum carried her into the wall at the end of the corridor. She hit it with her side and successfully kept her Stinger aimed at the point where Chris had been standing just a few moments before.
�McGregor, oh my God,� she said when she saw the holes in his shirt, then registered the absence of blood simultaneously with Chris� painful gasp as he drew breath.
�Get him cuffed,� Chris whispered. He drew another shallow breath. �He may have auto�reversal implant. I�m just going to� sit here a minute.�
�Got it,� Livvy said, pulling her cuffs out of her bag. She was a little bit breathless herself, but she took some satisfaction in securing their captive�s arms and legs as tightly as the cuffs allowed. She found two other small pistols, one at each ankle, when she searched him for backup weapons, and impatiently jammed them and the palm pistol into her bag. Then she sat down next to Chris.
�That was masterly, except for getting shot, McGregor. As soon as you left I started worrying that maybe you only had the one vest and had given it to me this morning. I was already coming after you when I heard the glass shatter. I am going to clock you, as soon as your ribs heal.�
Chris wasted a painful breath on a short, soft chuckle.
�I want to know where you got this ruthless streak,� Livvy said.
�These are� really bad guys. You have to be proactive.�
�No. I mean ruthless, as in how you treat your partner,� Livvy replied, making Chris laugh painfully again.
They heard the sound of converging footsteps.
�Got your credentials� handy?� Chris asked. �I don�t care to reach for mine� at the moment.�
Their prisoner awakened fully and glared at them as High Speed Security personnel moved cautiously in from both directions.
�Yeah,� Livvy said, searching her bag. �Wouldn�t want to be mistaken for the really bad guys.�

*****

�What now?� Livvy asked.
There�d been a brief discussion with High Speed Security, which had converged on the scene heated and ready for a fight. After an exercise of some tact and matter-of-fact civility and charm, almost exclusively by Livvy, the LLE officers had handed their bound and disarmed prisoner over to the High Speed people. That seemed to mollify them more than a little. In fact, the security lugs actually seemed pleased to have a real-life professional assassin safely in custody. They had a nice little cell they didn�t get to use that often.
After Livvy and Chris moved out of the corridor and back into the relative comfort of their compartment, they�d called the Chief with a brief report, and he�d arranged to have uniforms collect their prisoner at the D.C. terminal. He�d also ordered them to come in and bring him up to date on everything they�d done to investigate Josephson�s disappearance, including why they�d gone to Manhattan that morning, and how it was related to the fact that someone was suddenly desperate to see them dead. They were going to have to tell him their theory about Bedford.
�And you�re both staying in WitSec rooms for the next few nights. You have to work the case, but at least you can get some sleep,� the Chief had added just before signing off.
�Now,� Chris said, �if I�m Bedford, and I�m a preemptory sort, and I�ve tried to have two LLE detectives killed this afternoon� if I�ve decided the time has come to aggressively search out� and destroy every possible bit of evidence I can find that links me� to a particularly horrible fraud I�m determined to perpetuate� and I especially want to figure out how LLE detectives� found out about the connection between me and my tame Frankenstein� what else would I be doing today?
�What I�d be doing,� Chris continued, �is arranging a search of the apartment of the LLE detective who�s been leading the investigation. The Chief is right, we need to go to WitSec for tonight and until this is over. But I need to go home now.�
�I�ll go,� Livvy said. �He may have failed to have us killed to a certain extent, but that doesn�t mean you don�t need to get some medical attention for some probable broken ribs. I�ll get Louie and your notes.�
�Bedford is still ahead of us. We�ll both go. I need back up.�
�Nope,� Livvy said. Chris turned to her in surprise.
�Call it,� she said. She was holding an antique coin, a quarter. She flipped it into the air with a practiced toss, caught it out of the air and slapped it onto the back of her hand in a seamless sequence.
�Imagine for a moment an alternate universe in which we are actual partners. Heads or tails?�
If Chris did recognize the archaic exercise, he wasn�t in the mood.
�It�s my apartment.�
�Undoubtedly you�re senior and I absolutely respect that, especially when we�re dealing with LLE matters. In the squad room and interviews I listen and defer and learn. Just now, when you went after that gunman, there wasn�t time, so I let it go. But in a situation like this, in the field, we have to trust each other. That means sharing the risks, like real partners, even if only for the next week. If it was my apartment, and I had just had my ribs kicked in by a couple of 45s, I�d be saying the same. And a whole lot more quickly,� she added.
Chris hesitated, and then said, �All right. Heads.�
Livvy peeked at the back of her hand and slipped the coin back into her bag. �Beginner�s luck. This time I�m lead, you�re backup.� The fact that he didn�t call her on the cheat told Livvy he�d accepted her argument. Either that or he was just too painful or too worried to care.

*****

They parked a block away on the quiet street. It was still only 3 PM and since the neighborhood supplied apartments for mainly middle-class singles and couples most people were still at work.
Livvy pulled out her Stinger and climbed out of the car. �You coming? I�ll go in first, but I want to stick together on this.�
Nursing his ribs, Chris followed more slowly.
�It must hurt to even breathe,� she said on their way up in the elevator.
�You don�t have to sound so pleased,� Chris said. �You�ve made your point.�
They stopped one floor up and then walked down, and Livvy went braced through the stairwell door into Chris� hallway. She kept her position against the opposite wall, sighting down the hall towards Chris� door, while Chris came through a second later and checked out the opposite end. For nothing; they were already too late. The first thing they saw in the hallway outside Chris� apartment was a long rod that looked to Chris like part of the towel rack from his bathroom. It had been broken to produce a sharp angle at one end, and there was blood on it. There was no effort at concealment. There was more blood on Chris� doorjamb and some drops on the hallway floor. The door to his apartment was closed.
The silence was complete. Chris looked at the broken rod and said very quietly, �Not much of a weapon. I guess they didn�t want to keep it.�
She gestured Chris to one side of the door and took the other, closest to the lock. When he nodded once, she pointed her Stinger at the ceiling and nodded. Chris reached across to deactivate the lock, the door swung open automatically, just as it was supposed to, and Livvy dashed through, sweeping the room with her Stinger and simultaneously moving to the side to allow Chris to enter behind her.
They heard a whimper and saw a lot of blood on both the walls and the floor, and then they saw Louie, standing in the middle of the efficiency and watching the door intently. He was wagging the whole rear of his body. The front half was scratched and gouged and bleeding, and one eye was almost swollen shut. At his feet there was a gun, and next to it, a finger.
Whimpering with excitement, Louie sat down and then quickly went down to a sternal position on the floor, then stood up and started wagging again.
�Good boy, Louie,� Livvy said, sparing Chris, who couldn�t have said anything if he�d tried. �Good boy.� At that, Louie bounded over, first to Chris and then to Livvy, still wagging his tail and occasionally whimpering.
�They�re long gone, aren�t they, boy?� Livvy said, closing and locking the door. At this point, that didn�t seem enough. It was a 20th century building with swing-open doors, and Livvy engaged the two additional interior locks. The external lock hadn�t kept them out the first time.
While Livvy wandered through the apartment, Chris got some warm water and towels and sat down stiffly on a low stool so he could clean away enough of the blood to determine the extent of Louie�s wounds.
�It�s an even bigger mess in here,� Livvy said, standing at the bathroom door. �The towel rack has been torn down, which we already knew, I guess. Someone lost a lot of blood before they found the medikit and the clotting powder. More blood than out there, even, if you can believe that. It�s all over the floor, with some piles of bloody bandages, and a saturated hand towel. It looks like it was a bit of an ordeal, putting on a bandage. I guess he isn�t ambidextrous. Too bad for him.�
Turning back towards the main room, she found Chris calling in a BOLO for a man with a traumatic finger amputation.
�Louie�ll do,� Chris said when he got off the comu. �Those gouges across his ribs are all superficial. Nothing penetrating. I want that eye looked at as soon as possible, though.�
�So the guy breaks in somehow, with his gun drawn and ready for a fight if necessary,� Livvy said, �but he probably knew you were gone. He came for your notes. Louie surprises him and� disarms him. Traumatically. Good boy, Louie. The guy dashes into the bathroom because it�s closer and anyway, he doesn�t have time to think. He maybe tries to wrap his hand in the towel, digs out whatever you had in there for treating wounds, improvises a weapon, and makes a dash for the door, with Louie harassing him the whole way,� she added, surveying the blood trail. �Probably not a professional or he would have had a back-up weapon, or maybe he just doesn�t think of it, with his injured hand and all.
�He makes it out, slamming the door to keep Louie inside, and discards the towel rack in disgust.� She�d found a very detailed footprint in blood and was getting a comu close-up of it, as well as close-ups of the finger and gun.
While she was talking, Chris had been scanning the apartment with his comu to create a video record. He went into the kitchen after he�d finished and found some plastene bags and tongs and held them out to Livvy. Although she made a face, she took them readily enough and used them to pick up and bag the bloody evidence: the finger, gun, and towel.
�Maybe you could sue the bastard,� Livvy said helpfully. �I guess we should take the weapon for fingerprints, and collect some of the blood, but do we really need it?� She picked up the bag with the finger, looked at it closely, and shook it in Chris� direction.
�I think it�s an index finger. Makes sense. Louie got it when he took the gun,� she added.
Chris started walking purposefully around the room, checking to see if anything else had been disturbed and pulling out a few items and placing them on a chair at the table.
�Does there seem to be anything missing?� Livvy asked, standing over the table. �I don�t want to touch anything until you have a chance to check it.�
Chris gave the table top a cursory survey. �No, but that�s no surprise. There�s blood everywhere in the room but the area near the table.�
�Do you want to pack these?� she asked. �Even if we take everything, I don�t know if you�ll ever be able to find anything again if I shift your order.�
�No worry,� Chris said. �Just take them all.�
Livvy began piling memopads and CUs into a collapsible, and she looked up one more time. �I�m trying to maintain some sort of order, but��
�There isn�t any, really,� Chris said after a beat.
�McGregor, what is it? You�re in white-knuckle mode and my guess is you don�t have as much experience with that as your age suggests.�
�I knew Bedford would be taking extreme measures to find out how we grew suspicious of him. This,� he said, making a dismissive gesture towards the bloody half of the room, �is my fault, but still not a big deal. Other than poor Louie� But it just means Bedford is still ahead of us. He�s winning.�
�Right. LLE. Proactive. All right, let�s figure out what we need to do,� Livvy said reasonably. �I would also like to point out that I was here last night too, and I didn�t think of it, and also, thanks to your foresight on the train, and Louie of course� thanks to Louie, Bedford hasn�t succeeded in anything he tried today.�
�The lab tech,� Chris said after a moment. �He may not like it, but I want him in WitSec as well. If Josephson has any reason to suspect this tech knows something, and they know we�ve talked to him, then he�s at risk.�
�OK. While you�re getting checked out at the Central clinic, I�ll talk to him, right after I take Louie in to the veterinarian. Brian, right? Will he come in?�
�Brian Clifford. Call him first, on your way to drop Louie off,� Chris said. �Tell him to make up a family emergency so he can take a few days off without attracting too much attention, and arrange to pick him up after he�s left work for the day, so his co-workers don�t see you. And tell him you�ll be in a WitSec room, too. He�ll come.
�I wish to hell we could bring Mickey and Jesse in, too. But we don�t have enough. They haven�t witnessed anything and I doubt if they�d come, and anyway I�m not sure they�d be safer there than in a villa in Italy.
�Are you going to be all right without a stop at your apartment?� Chris asked.
�Hotel room, remember? Sure, I can buy whatever I need,� Livvy said.
�I want to go and see Mickey and Jesse Bedford, today, to warn them about what they might be facing.�
�After you see a doctor,� Livvy said.
�No, now,� Chris said with a hint of impatience. Livvy opened her mouth for rebuttal, but Chris shook his head. �Look, I know I need my ribs taped, and I�ll take some pain meds if they�re offered, but I�m breathing fine now. What do you suppose would ease my conscience if Bedford gets to that boy before I warn them?�
�It needs to be done, and today, I agree, but I can do it,� Livvy said.
Chris picked up the carryall he�d filled with personal items for himself and Louie. �Bedford is still ahead of us, and we may be forcing him to speed up his schedule. When he tries to have two LLE detectives killed, it suggests that he is contemplating a significant move. He�s desperate.
�If we are going to get ahead of this man, we need to split up. I think I can manage to sit down with Mickey Bedford in her secure, comfortable home without risking further injury. I need you to take care of Louie and make sure Brian Clifford is safe. And then I need you to get them both into WitSec and yourself into the office to smooth things over with the Chief. At this point, I think that means a full verbal summary.�
�You�re kidding, right? The whole story?�
�You did say you had a knack, and I admit it, your version works.�
�But McGregor, I�m not sure the Chief likes me now, and after this��
Chris shook his head. �So you pulled a few strings to get here. Let me know when you start raking in the big benefits of that manipulation. Meanwhile, you need to be very careful. And I�m trusting you with my dog and a witness.�
�You are ruthless. And you needn�t look like you think that�s a good thing,� Livvy said, picking up the box full of memotabs and CUs.

Chp. 11 Defense (Thursday)

Chris took a deep breath, fighting off the fatigue that threatened to prevent him from doing his work. How does one explain to a woman that her father-in-law, a man she�s known and presumably trusted for decades, is not only planning to kill her but his own grandson? Could any motivation explain something so incomprehensible to most sane people?
Even more worrisome were the constant reminders, at Isabella�s, at Josephson�s clinic, on the High Speed, in his own apartment, damn it, that Bedford was ahead of him all the way � more than fifty years ahead, to be honest. This was Chris� only chance to change that now that he was convinced his suspicions were real. Before the events of the last few days he had never been sure he wasn�t taking something Karen had said about someone and granting it the elevated status of prophecy.
Unfortunately, he still had no evidence that would stand up to scrutiny in the courts; he had only his instincts and a cascade of events and connections that he found convincing but that meant nothing in terms of the Law. The evidence would have to come later, if at all, hard-won with work and persistence. In the meantime, in the face of that inadequate evidence, he had to convince Mickey Bedford of her danger.
Although also brunette and vaguely exotic, the woman sitting before him was otherwise quite different from Paula Bedford. Whereas Paula had been tall and slender, Mickey was petite and somewhat voluptuous. Chris reminded himself that he wasn�t dealing with sisters. Paula was John Bedford�s daughter; Micaela was the woman his son had chosen to marry.
Mickey, who had been on her way to some social engagement, was wearing a short, skin-tight dress of some color Chris recognized as a shade of blue � it shifted to a different shade every time Mickey moved, as though it was part of a tropical sea. The effect was guaranteed to attract attention as she walked across a room. Livvy would probably recognize the material, Chris thought, and appreciated what it said about the woman who chose to wear it. As she seated herself on the spotless white sofa across from him, Mickey focused on Chris for the first time.
�My sister-in-law called and asked me to see you, Mr. McGregor. I have very little time this afternoon. I have an engagement I simply cannot miss this evening, I have number of other engagements I have to cancel, and then we leave for Italy tomorrow, and I still have to pack this afternoon,� Mickey said. �Paula has said there is some imminent danger to me and to Jesse, and on that basis, because she was very insistent, I accepted her invitation to join her at her family villa for a while. She also said I should listen to you.� She tossed her hair back and used a perfectly manicured hand to make sure it was in place, then flashed him a brilliant but vague smile.
�Where did you say you were from, again?�
�I�m a detective from LLE � Longevity Law Enforcement.�
�Yes, I know what it means, of course, but I thought you only dealt with things like Longevity fraud and illegal enhancements. That sort of thing. Paula said you wanted to warn me about a possible kidnapping. She said that your warning to her was responsible for her impromptu invitation, although, of course, she said it much more charmingly.� She held up a hand to forestall him, smiling disarmingly to soften it.
�You understand that people in our position are inured to the threat of kidnapping and I have always been very diligent when it comes to security. However, if you have information about something specific, I am happy to listen. Surely by going to Italy we are forestalling any plot that you may have heard about.�
�Is your son here with you?� Chris asked.
�If you mean in the house, yes, and I know Paula asked if Jesse could be present as well, but Jesse is with his tutor,� Mickey said. �Children nowadays mature so much more slowly and I�ve always tried to make sure that Jesse had a normal childhood. It is hard enough� I don�t expose him to these concerns about kidnapping unless it is unavoidably necessary to keeping him safe.�
�I understand,� Chris said. �I wonder, Ms. Bedford, if you could give me a picture of your son?�
�Mickey, please. I don�t mean to be disobliging or to imply that I don�t trust you, but I would prefer not. It is just one of my security measures, to keep people from recognizing Jesse.�
�I see,� Chris said. �I suppose your father-in-law was happy to advise you on such matters.�
�Of course, who else would have Jesse�s safety so much at heart? And he has so much experience in arranging his own security. But Detective McGregor,� Mickey said, nodding graciously at him to show she was pleased to have gotten it right, �you still haven�t explained what LLE has to do with a kidnapping threat against my son.�
�Your son seems to have led a very secluded life,� Chris said.
Mickey may have sensed some disapproval, and her next words took on a slight defensive tone. �Perhaps more than you are used to, but then his grandfather is both extremely wealthy and has many enemies.�
�And he has been careful to remind you of this, and to advise you on this aspect of your security, as well?� Chris asked.
Mickey�s patience had worn out. �Of course,� she said thinly.
�Ms Bedford� Mickey, I�m sorry to have tried your patience, but it�s your father-in-law that I have to warn you about,� Chris said finally.
�I� I don�t understand,� Mickey said. �What are you saying? John is extremely wealthy. He has no need of Jesse�s inheritance from his father.�
�It�s not money I�m talking about, Ms Bedford.�
�Then�?�
Chris continued to watch her steadily as she thought through the possibilities. She had to know Bedford well enough to have glimpsed the obsession that Paula understood all too well.
�No, it is too fantastic. I must thank your� good intentions, I�m sure, but I have no time for nonsensical�� Mickey stood up and her gaze on Chris had hardened. She didn�t believe him, and now didn�t trust him.
�Detective McGregor, you must please excuse me. I will send Robert to see you out.� She started to turn away.
�Ms. Bedford,� Chris said, keeping his tone both rational and persuasive. �Please listen. I need to be brutally frank with you, and you need to decide if you can believe me. I ask you to remember that your sister-in-law, John Bedford�s daughter, already has heard everything I�m going to say, and has asked you to listen to me.
�I have good reason to believe that John Bedford plans to kidnap Jesse and exchange identities with him.� It was as bald a statement of his suspicions as Chris had ever made, even to himself, and even now it made him feel a little sick. It stopped Mickey Bedford in her tracks, and she stared at him. At one point she started to say something, then she appeared to think better of it and her eyes unfocused. She was thinking, and remembering, Chris was glad to see.
�But how could he? Jesse would never agree. I would never agree. Paula herself would never agree.�
�I know,� Chris said. �I am sure of all that.� Chris watched Mickey absorb this. She had neither Paula�s innate intelligence, nor her willingness to easily accept such a stark assessment of John Bedford. But she was thinking through the implications, and probably reconciling her own experiences of her distant father-in-law with what Chris was saying about him.
�But no, this is unbelievable,� Mickey said, and for the first time Chris picked up a hint on an accent, although he didn�t recognize the origin. She began to pace, with her arms pressed protectively across her midriff as Paula had done. �You must be mistaken somehow.�
Chris let her alone to think it through.
�How could anyone? Unthinkable.� Mickey stood in the middle of the floor as though undecided which way to move. Chris knew she was a chronological 55, but at the moment she seemed as lost as the 21 year-old she looked to be.
�The DNA mapping, and how�?�
�Ms Bedford,� Chris said. �I have worked in LLE for longer than you have lived, and I will tell you that there is nothing, nothing that money cannot arrange or buy. These matters are not a problem for someone with resources and uncommon persistence, and not the issue for John Bedford. What he wants, what he believes he needs, is a legitimate long-term identity that he can assume so that he can live unchallenged for another lifetime. With his intact fortune at his disposal, as well. Unfortunately, I am able to remind you that people have murdered other people, sometimes their own family members, for far less. Tell me, in terms of appearance, meaning height and features, are Jesse and John similar?�
Mickey nodded slowly. �Similar enough.�
�And both have lived in seclusion. I need to ask you if there was some additional security measure that you have considered lately, and that you may have mentioned to your father-in-law?� Chris asked.
Mickey placed her fingers on her lips briefly, then said, �Yes. There is a new kind of injectable tracer that after it is injected cannot be located for extraction and cannot be jammed. Last Thursday I told John that I was arranging it for Jesse, along with an early pre-reset mapping, for security. I haven�t done them yet. I thought he would be pleased,� she added bitterly. �He told me not to rush into it, that he would investigate it for me, but he did not say what his concerns were.�
Much as Paula had done, Mickey came up with a word that came close to accurately describing John�s plan. �If it is true, it is diabolical. Please understand, I do not doubt that you are sincere, I just cannot believe�
�You have evidence of this?� she asked abruptly, turning to face him fully.
�Unfortunately, I have no direct evidence. Paula believes it. My partner and I are trying to get proof. We need you to be safe for a while so that we have time to find it.�
�But wait, if it is true, he is� not a man who tolerates interference. He will not give up unless you make him. He is also very powerful. You can get the proof? For the courts? Can you make him give it up? Arrest him! You can arrest him.�
Chris found it chilling that Mickey was also relatively quickly convinced that what he was warning her about was true, and that now that she was convinced, she was plainly very frightened.
�I�m sorry. We would if we could. Not without the evidence. It would just handicap us further, because he would be warned and he might be able to take legal measures to impede us. Even in LLE we need proof to take legal action.�
Mickey paced indecisively for a moment and then stopped at a small ornately- carved table and waved a hand over its polished surface. A life-sized holographic video of a boy appeared. He was sitting on white sand, with lovely translucent blue-green and foaming tropical waters breaking behind him. There was a surfer in the distance, but no one else in sight.
�Mother, don�t. It will look stupid,� the image said, laughing. The image was of a young teenager, brown-haired and blue-eyed. �I told you. I want you to do one of the ocean, so I can enlarge it for my wall. Stop! The ocean is over there.� Still laughing, he pointed behind him a couple of times and then held up his hand as though to cover the optical.
Mickey waved her hand again and the image disappeared.
�Jesse has sacrificed so much because I�ve wanted to keep him safe, and now this� In some ways, he is more innocent that other children his age. He has been so protected, and confined.
�Do you have a child, Detective McGregor?� Mickey asked, turning to him once more.
�No.�
�By choice? No, please forgive me, that is perhaps too personal.�
�It�s all right,� Chris said. �My wife died young. With our unborn child.�
�I�m sorry.�
�It was a lifetime ago. Mickey, take Jesse to Italy. While you are there, get the implant and the mapping. Let us try to get some evidence.�
�Children change everything,� Mickey said. �Will you stay a few more minutes and meet Jesse? Please, I want you to meet him.�
�Of course. It�s one of the reasons I came.�
�I am so afraid,� she added, almost to herself. �This man will do anything��

*****

Brian Clifford, it developed, was happy to hear from one of the LLE detectives he had met the day before and delighted to contemplate spending the next few days in a tiny, characterless room in WitSec, especially when told that Livvy would be in a room close by. He was especially pleased by her offer to pick him up after work, and agreed readily that it would be fun to make their rendezvous secret. His only request was that they stop by his apartment first so that he could pick up a few things. Livvy was accustomed to the effect she had on some men, but this time it registered that Brian Clifford was very young, probably almost as young as he looked. It also registered that Chris had counted on her affect on the young lab tech to gain his cooperation in their plans for his safety.
Starting to feel a little pressed for time, Livvy dropped Louie off at the City Central Veterinary Clinic with a promise to pick him up in two hours, then hurried over to Forensics to log in the finger, gun, and towel from Chris� apartment. Chris had requested that she enter them under an anonymous address code to avoid raising any red flags as a match to an LLE officer. It was, apparently, another LLE prerogative.
That left her with seventy minutes for updating the Chief and giving him Chris� notes for safekeeping. After the incident on the High Speed, he�d requested an immediate debriefing. From Chris� attitude, Livvy had determined that in the parlance of a senior LLE detective that meant whenever that senior detective could find the time that day, or maybe the next. She didn�t delude herself into thinking she had the same latitude.
�Hutchins, in here now,� the Chief called as soon as Livvy stepped into the squad room. He simultaneously waved Best out.
�Close the door and sit,� he said. �And then give it all, starting from Josephson�s disappearance.�
She started there, but then, as Chris had done, she had to jump back over fifty years to the Greater Potomac Reset Institute fire, and tie in the Potomac Falls Institute bombing, the Maas attack, the bomb under Chris� car, the still anonymous professional on the High Speed returning from Paula Bedford�s, and the attempt, foiled by Louie, at Chris� apartment. Too much of the case seemed to depend on the timing of the attacks on her and Chris. She went on to what she worried was even shakier ground: what they had learned about the characters of Josephson and Bedford that suggested they might be capable of such a fraud. The Chief had been listening without interruption, but this last part he waved away impatiently.
�If you continue to work in LLE, this won�t seem incredible. Also, since the rich and powerful are the ones that usually have the resources for it, they are the ones we often encounter in our fraud investigations. It�s the reason we have been given so many prerogatives and one of the reasons we enforce anonymity so strictly. Almost all our fraud cases would become headlines, if they are made public.�
The Chief continued to stare at her thoughtfully for a few moments. Livvy squirmed mentally but took his cue and didn�t interrupt.
�Where is McGregor now?� he asked finally.
�Warning Mickey Bedford, Joshua�s widow.�
�It stops there. Here too. No one else comes in on this. No one.�
�You�re not convinced,� Livvy said flatly.
The Chief registered surprise. �Oh, I believe it. McGregor has excellent instincts, and even though all of the connections are tenuous and we have nothing directly linking Bedford to any of it, the guy�s own daughter� �
�She said he has an obsession.�
�Warning � Mickey, is it? � is absolutely necessary. But for the rest of it� Dalton�s been briefing you on the way we do things here?�
�LLE handles things differently,� Livvy said dutifully. �We abhor publicity.�
The Chief gave her a sharp glance, then smiled and set down the stylus he had been using on a memopad during her summary.
�As Dalton has apparently explained, LLE shuns the spotlight. No need to let the firebrands know that a trillionaire is prepared to kill most of his family to get the chance to cheat on his allotment.�
�Some of the people I grew up with would say we forced him to it, that Bedford�s other crimes are a direct result of being forced into a corner by the Laws,� Livvy said. �They�d say the Law should be changed; that Bedford is entitled to all the benefits he can afford.�
�Your family?� the Chief said.
�But I never would,� Livvy said, ignoring the Chief�s query.
He leaned back in his chair, watching her.
�You know your commandments?� he finally asked.
�Yes,� she answered, dragging out the syllable.
�Thou shalt not steal, thou shalt not kill,� he continued. �Pretty clear, and most people have a moral compass that aligns closely with those. For Longevity and Enhancement Laws� there are a lot of people out there, as you know, that feel comfortable debating the Laws and discounting them, figuring they lack authority in terms of good and evil. Not so McGregor. One reason McGregor is such a good LLE detective is that he never compromises on them. He might compromise on every other thing having to do with Enforcement, but he never compromises on LLE.
�Sometimes� most of the time, I wish the damned process had never been discovered. Unfortunately, it�s not going away. If we can�t enforce the Laws, if LLE is ever revealed to be slack or corruptible, we�ll end up like most of the rest of the world � in anarchy or a brutal oligarchy,� the Chief said finally.
�For now, this case depends on the two of you. Less chance of the details getting out and less risk that your evidence will be ferreted out and �lost.�� That�s been my experience. It�s a bad position to be in,� he added, �but McGregor has been here more often than not.�
�Is there�� Livvy started, then stopped.
The Chief was watching her shrewdly. �A dilemna, isn�t it? A suspicious mind is a valuable asset in an LLE detective.�
Livvy stayed quiet.
The Chief gave a small smile that reminded her of her partner. �Of course, this is all exactly what I would say if I�m in Bedford�s pay and want to suppress any evidence you find.�
She had, in fact, been thinking something along those lines, although not exactly that. She had meant to ask the Chief if there was anyone she could rely on in Forensics. She was beginning to understand how completely alone she and Chris were, even after reporting to the Chief, and not just because of the need to keep it quiet to prevent a leak to the media. LLE itself was part of the razor�s edge. Having backup one couldn�t trust was worse than having no backup at all.
�Look, you trust your partner?� the Chief asked.
Livvy nodded.
�Then I guess you�re going to have to trust me. I�m going to guess he told you to give his notes to me.�
�He wanted me to leave them here with you until he can pick them up.�
�There�s nothing more you can do today. Tomorrow, I�ll talk to McGregor when he comes in and find out how it went with Mickey Bedford. You can question the gunman from the High Speed and Maas again, and find out if Forensics has discovered anything about the unlucky bastard that belongs to that finger. Looks like McGregor was right about the dog, too.�
�Go get your witness and the dog and then get back to WitSec and get some rest,� the Chief said. �And lock your door.�

Chp. 12 Prisoners (Friday)

Where the hell is he? Livvy fumed, rinsing the toothpaste out of her mouth and splashing water on her face.
Waking up once more in a strange place, in bed in a WitSec room even smaller and much less comfortable than Chris� efficiency, she�d experienced a sense of isolation. Someone had really wanted them dead yesterday, and she had not heard from Chris last night. Apparently she�d fallen asleep, still fully dressed, with a half-completed note to herself on the case memopad clutched in one hand. She hadn�t checked, as she promised herself she would before falling asleep, to make sure her partner had come in to WitSec. It was a lapse, she told herself, that Chris himself never would have made. There�d been no response when she tried Chris� comu.
She gave Louie his breakfast and prescribed medications, then checked his eye, which had improved significantly. Worry mounting, she tried Chris� comu again, then had a quick laver and dressed in some of the clothes she�d purchased, along with a sandwich and dog food for Louie, at the Central Petite Mall the evening before.
It was early, but Brian Clifford was waiting for her in the hall with a charming smile and an offer to accompany her to breakfast. Thanks, McGregor, she thought, and tardily reminded herself she couldn�t have it both ways. Past a certain age, most people understood and respected the impediment created by a couple of decades difference in chrono age, at least when one of the individuals was under, say, 40. With a decade or two more experience, it wouldn�t matter, but she�d never be able to convince Brian that it mattered now, while he was still so young.
�I can�t this morning, I really can�t,� Livvy said, offering her most noncommittal smile. She thought quickly. �But if you can wait for me while I make one quick stop I�ll show you where you can go.�
She checked in at the WitSec Office while Brian waited in the hall and confirmed that Chris had neither come in last night nor called in.
It took her five minutes to lead Brian to the Atrium. If she directed him to the tearoom in the courtyard, getting lost in the place might keep him occupied for a good part of the day. On the way, she explained firmly but kindly that ethics did not allow her to communicate with a potential witness outside of work.
�Then Josephson�s research on fooling the biol age tests is illegal?� he asked. �Is this what you mean?�
�Yes, researching how to fool biol age testing is illegal. More than that, I really can�t say at this time,� Livvy said noncommittally. She found herself trying very hard for non-flirtatious friendliness, something that she normally managed quite naturally. Damn McGregor.
�Well then, I guess I hope this is all over very quickly,� he said.
�We�ll check-in with you periodically and join you when we can,� Livvy said, opting for being even more indefinite. �You can come and go as you please, of course, but we would really appreciate it, and I cannot stress this enough, if you would stay inside Central for the time being, and don�t contact anyone on the outside. And I hate to ask, but please don�t approach us in the LLE office,� she added, thinking quickly. �It�s complicated. Can you do all that?� And not ask any awkward questions. This last was apparently too much to ask.
�Detective Hutchins. Olivia. What�s going on, anyway? This is about more than Josephson�s research and disappearance, isn�t it?� he asked. He was so young and so serious, and he deserved an answer, even if it followed the pattern she had already set in their relationship. She stopped and faced him.
�Yes, but I can�t tell you now. I promise you, when it�s all over, I will tell you as much as I can without violating my ethics.�
She had growing respect for the fine line LLE officers walked, trying to maintain their low profile while protecting the unsuspecting public.
Ten more meters and they had reached the Atrium, and she pointed the way to the tea room. �Wow! Wow. Wait,� he said as she started to leave. �How can I contact you in case I remember something more?� He smiled again and gestured at the expanse before him.
�Don�t worry. Feel free to wander. Call us at LLE, and Louie and I can always find you,� she said, and turned away.
She tried Chris� comu again on her way to LLE. Still no response. Surely by now, if he could, he would have at least checked in to see how Louie had done at the veterinarian.
She called the Chief to ask if Chris had called. He was more confident, although there was a slight hesitation before his response. �No, I haven�t spoken to him.� There was a longer pause and Livvly waited him out.
�McGregor�s been working solo and without much supervision for decades. He may have decided to spend the night at home after all, hoping that someone would come back. Or, if he�s in the middle of something, he might ignore his comu. He doesn�t always get back to me right away, either. Trace his movements and let me know what you find.�
So she did. She called Mickey Bedford, who, even though she sounded a little distracted, was willing to talk to her once she identified herself as Chris McGregor�s partner. Mickey couldn�t help her.
�He left here at about 6pm. He didn�t mention where he was going next. I�m sorry I can�t help you.�
The archive for the car Chris had been using yesterday showed that it had been driven to Mickey Bedford�s yesterday afternoon, then autodriven back to the motorpool and parked itself shortly after 7pm. She went down to search it anyway, but it was clean.
She took a car over to Chris� apartment and found it eerily empty, with no trace of its owner�s presence. The table was still empty and the blood still formed abstract spray patterns on the walls and floor. She couldn�t believe he�d spent the night.
When she first got back to the squad room she spent a few minutes checking Chris� desk to see if there was any sign he had been there at work overnight, but she found nothing at all on the Bedford case, only some memopads with notes on other open cases.
�Hutchins, what�s up with your partner?� Williams called over, leaning back. �I mean the good-looking one. What�s his name? Louie.� Agnew kept his head down.
�Louie was injured in the line,� Livvy said, paying scant attention. �Brains and looks and now heroism. There�s no way you can compete, is there Williams?�
Louie, looking heroic indeed with his cuts and scrapes and collection of sutured lacerations, lifted his head and looked over at Williams at the mention of his name, then put his head back down on his paws. His eyes stayed open and moved between Livvy, still sitting in Chris� chair, and Williams. As his gaze shifted, his eyebrows twitched, giving him a wise, worried expression.
She poked her head into the Chief�s office and knocked on the door. When he looked up, she gave him a brief summary of what she knew about Chris� movements.
�Okay. Follow through on your prisoners and evidence and check back in with me before you leave for the day,� he said, looking pensive.
She left another message, highest priority now, on Chris� comu, then began to proceed down the list of questions she�d been compiling last night when she fell asleep. She had to be able to glean at least a few answers from the interviews and forensics studies.
The identity of the pro who�d attacked them on the High Speed was still a mystery. That level of anonymity was very difficult to achieve and sustain, which usually meant that it belonged to someone who was fully committed to it. It suggested that the man was an expensive professional, and someone unlikely to give anything away about his employer, either, assuming that he even knew anything.
Livvy stared at the man for a full five minutes, memorizing his face and trying to detect evidence of enhancements and even surgery. He appeared to be about 21 years old, with the sort of soft and undistinguished face that made description problematic. Although his images were now in the system, Forensics claimed they didn�t match anything previously recorded, even at the bone scan level.
He lifted a lip scornfully. �Give it a try, you bitch. All you and your partner have done is teach me to go for the head shot first. Think of that when I get out of here and disappear.�
That sounded very personal, and Livvy wondered if he had ties to one of the more radical, well-financed groups that favored free access to Longevity. �Subtle. But you�ll find, on longer acquaintance, that I�m not all that suggestible. And you�re now in a system which doesn�t support resets or enhancements for prisoners, or even enough time in the sun to sustain healthy levels of vitamin D,� Livvy said, then decided not to waste any more time. �Look, I�m going to walk out of this room now. Call me if you decide to get practical.� Unlike Robert Maas, another tool, this man was smart and knew his options. Eventually, he might choose one that yielded some useful information to their investigation.
Louie�s contribution, the finger now carefully preserved by the lab techs in Forensics, had been studied but neither prints nor DNA analysis had fit it to an owner. The BOLO to medical facilities had netted accounts of a dangling pinkie, two seriously slashed thumbs (separate incidents) and a complicated report of a left ring finger traumatically amputated secondary to a domestic incident.
She dodged a comu prompt from Brian Clifford by responding in message mode and explaining to him, as charmingly as she could manage given her concerns, that she was busy with interviews but would get back to him as soon as she could. If he had anything new on Josephson, which she doubted, he would have to leave a message.
Robert Maas, her third lead and the least promising, had rejected his first lawyer on the basis of incompatibility. It was almost impossible to find a lawyer who was natural other than another Naturals Only fanatic, which his parents were refusing to finance, so Maas had no one other than family to advise him to cooperate with Enforcement. Hoping that they�d gotten through to him on some level, Livvy tried him on the one question that mattered.
�Who told you where to find us?�
�Abomination. I followed the stench. You preserve the purveyors of iniquity. You wallow in unnatural sin.�
�How did you know where we�d be?�
�A Righteous One gave me the message and I knew what I had to do. Evil must be destroyed.�
Livvy waited a few minutes while she apparently did some deep thinking.
�Truly,� she said finally, assuming a meekness she could only imagine, �you have shown me a dedication I would not otherwise believe possible. If you told me where to find the Righteous One, perhaps such a one could lead me to a better life.�
�Conversing with a Righteous One is not for such as you.�
�Then you won�t help me?� she asked appealingly.
�You are already damned. You must be expelled.�
Perhaps he was remembering her comment in the medivan, or he was skeptical about her performance, or just immune to her appeal. Whatever it was, he was rejecting any possibility of cooperation, at least with her.
A call to Maas� mother proved more rewarding. She willingly gave Livvy the address for The Natural Angels of the Lord, the new cult that Robert had embraced so enthusiastically following his breakup with his girlfriend. But when, on a long shot, Livvy called them, they refused to give her any information concerning any of their members. She knew from experience with other encounters with freedom of religion issues that it would be impossible to find out more without a warrant, which would not be issued, even for an LLE investigation. Getting useful evidence from a religious cult was like trying to drag it out of purgatory. Besides, as with everything else they�d tried, it was unlikely either to yield anything useful in court, or to provide a lead they could follow quickly enough to get to Bedford in a timely manner.
Livvy looked down at Louie. �All right. Now I�m really worried. Where is he, Louie?� she whispered. Louie�s ears flicked forward and he met her eyes.

*****

Chris lay perfectly still. He was surprised, but not shocked, to find himself still alive. Think it through. Yesterday, Bedford had wanted them dead, but yesterday, concurrently with the attempt on their lives, he�d had Chris� apartment broken into. Bedford had expected to acquire Chris� notes. Chris was still alive because Bedford wanted to know what Chris knew, and more importantly how he knew it. Good boy, Louie, you may have saved my life.
He was lying on something soft � not a floor � and it was covered with cloth, warm and a little musty. There was total silence. There was light strong enough to be apparent through his closed lids. His ribs hurt, even more than he remembered from yesterday, and he was as sore otherwise as he had ever been in his life. Some rhino must have found him while he was out and stomped for a while, hard.
He remembered leaving Mickey Bedford�s, and going over the conversation with Mickey in his mind, feeling fairly confident that he�d been convincing enough. He�d also been worrying about what he should do next. He�d seen nothing suspicious while making his way to the car before feeling three Stinger darts in the back in quick succession, but then he hadn�t really been paying attention. Given the situation, that was inexcusable.
He hoped Livvy had been more cautious and was being sensible. Meg and the Chief would be helping her out with appropriate advice. The Chief�s hardcore policy of using minimal personnel on every case � detectives working alone or in partnerships � was another reason he was still alive. No one could betray him, if they couldn�t get inside on the case, and Bedford might be more reluctant to kill him, if he was one of only two people who knew the weaknesses in his plan. He�d want to ferret out and destroy whatever had given Chris his lead. If he got his hands on Chris� notes, he�d know.
If you�d been darted before, as he had, you knew the sensation. In the split second after being hit and before turning to look for his assailant, he�d already known that it had to be someone in Enforcement. Not only were Stingers illegal and rare outside of the job � they were hard to get and the criminal element preferred the more lethal varieties of weapons � but the use of three darts suggested someone who understood reversal implants. Unfortunately, he�d either blacked out before spotting who had wielded the Stinger, or had a memory loss from the anesthetic. He had essentially figured out who in his unit was in Bedford�s pay, but as with Bedford himself, he could prove nothing. He was still way behind Bedford, and it looked now like he would never catch up.
He opened his eyes and confirmed that he was alone. The light was from numerous small sources built into the walls and ceiling. Including the bed he was lying on, the room was provided with a number of comforts, including antique books, lounge chairs, a dining set, a kitchen, and a series of large viewing screens on one wall. There weren�t any windows. It was about twice the size of his efficiency, and a lot more richly furnished. After giving it just a little thought, he decided it was an underground bunker created by someone who had a lot of resources, remembered the Riots, and wanted to be prepared for next time.
With an effort, Chris sat up, keeping his back ramrod straight. He�d had fractured ribs before, but not like this. Whatever happened, he wasn�t going to make plans to fight his way out. He�d also been kidnapped before, and so far this time wasn�t so bad. Except for his ribs.
If it was Bedford�s bunker, he could start with a number of assumptions about it: hidden from the outside world; capable of being secured from the inside, although not currently; variable power sources, including a lot of remote sources of power independent from the grid; good supplies of food and water; and, probably, a system for monitoring what was happening out in the world. He suspected there was also a lock on the outside of the door and a system that allowed them to watch him, in which case they now knew he was awake. The system that allowed viewing the inside of the room might well be a new addition, or maybe not. Bedford seemed to take the long view on things.
Bedford didn�t waste any time. He came alone, closing the door behind him as he entered, and because he was a secretive man, Chris suspected there was no one watching at the moment although there was undoubtedly some security within easy call.
For the first minute, they studied each other. Chris felt a brief chagrin at the disadvantage of sitting on the bed, leaning back against the wall, but he supposed it was better than lying across it and unconscious.
He had been prepared for it, but it still surprised him to see how much John Bedford looked like Jesse. Chris had been looking in the mirror for almost 70 years taking for granted the immutability of the face looking back, but he had somehow been thinking of John Bedford as an old man. The slim young man with the face of Jesse Bedford and the hard gaze sat down in an antique leather armchair near the door. He was 103 chrono, 33 biol, but looked 21. A difficult accomplishment, even with the blurring of physical ages that Chris now took for granted.
Chris thought he knew what Bedford wanted. He didn�t fool himself into believing Bedford saw him as anything but a small bump in the road. To a man who would plan the murder of three members of his own family, someone like Chris was barely a blister.
�You�re a self-righteous meddler. First it was your damn pest of a wife whose interference helped make all of this necessary in the first place. Your precious Laws.
You could easily look the other way and no one would even notice. A few simple manipulations by those of us who can afford it, world leaders, the men who really run this country, no one is hurt, and you�ve preserved continuity for a nation that badly needs it.
�I paid for this life. I built it. Who the hell do you think funded the science that created Longevity? The naturals you pretend to care about?�
�You lived through the Riots, but none of it meant anything to you?� Chris asked.
�So there were a lot of people who had no understanding of the situation who reacted with panic. With a little backbone, we could have won in the streets, and by now, everyone would accept the outcome. They�d get used to it, and they�d stop caring. They would have learned to appreciate having leaders freed from the cares of aging and mortality. Leaders growing in wisdom.�
Chris laughed. It hurt more than he cared to admit to himself, but he honestly couldn�t suppress it. �You mean, like you? You mean like the slaves of three centuries ago accepted their status? Enforced with whips and chains and hunting dogs. Its just one of your fatal flaws, Bedford; you underestimate every one around you and overestimate yourself. You, as one of a master race of immortal overlords?� Chris suppressed his scorn but allowed himself to sound amused.
�And yet here I am, with all the power,� Bedford said. He didn�t quite sneer. �I�m the one in control.�
�Confusing power and wealth with merit is the sign of a seriously unbalanced ego. What do you want, Bedford?� Chris asked, suddenly bored. �We�re never going to agree, so why am I here?�
�I want you to understand that the only way you�re going to get out of here alive is to tell me how you discovered my plans, what you know and what you�ve reported. And then I want you to go out and forget it, and destroy any record of it. If you want to live, and I know you do, maybe as much as I do, you�re going to do all of that.�
�Oh, I don�t think so. Besides, there are too many other people who already know about it, and too many records.�
�I doubt it. I think it�s just you and your pretty little partner, and I can deal with her easily enough.
�You think you�ve had a hard few days? Think hours, days, the rest of your life, which will be very short, for you and for her. And for what; the hypocrisy of trying to enforce some meaningless restrictions that you�d circumvent yourself if you could?� Bedford sounded very sure of himself, and Chris found it annoying.
�You�re confused. You are so blinded by your own ego you think everyone else thinks like you do, only less openly. Try to get outside of it, Bedford and understand: some of us have this idea that humanity trumps megalomania. Can�t seem to shake it.
�Do you feel nothing for Jesse, your grandson?�
Bedford�s gaze flickered, but he said only, �He�s my creation, too. He won�t even know what he�s missed.�
Chris stared at the young-old face for a while. It was like staring at a mask.
�You haven�t been living all these years, Bedford. You�ve been dying. You�re already in your own private little hell, aren�t you?� Chris asked, and smiled.

*****

By 4 pm Livvy�s fifth call to Chris had gone unanswered. She took a break from kicking around her dead-end leads, had something to eat, and tried to concentrate. Without Chris to help her toss ideas around, she was going to have to think it through on her own, but she had reached the point where she was ready to stop worrying about what she could prove � an impasse � and start going with what she knew.
She knew that if Bedford had taken Chris, rather than killed him outright � a prospect that made her clench her hands in frustration � then he had done so to find out what Chris knew and what useful evidence they had. His first attempt at this, when he tried to steal Chris� private notes and Louie mauled his agent, had failed. At that point, Bedford would have been pleased enough to have had them both killed on the train. Now, it looked like he had decided to go straight to the source, or at least she hoped so, because that meant that Chris was probably still alive, somewhere.
At any rate, she didn�t dare wait another night. At this point trying to find her partner was her top priority. It was only incidental that it was probably the most productive thing she could do in terms of progressing on her case.
Ever since the Chief had ordered her to keep the case confidential she had been mulling over the possibility he had concerns beyond media leaks. Both Chris and the Chief had suggested it: it was possible that someone in LLE was talking to Bedford, someone other than the person or persons in archives who were destroying and altering records. For now, she was going to pretend she knew this absolutely.
She looked around the room. Williams was in high spirits, tossing a stylus at the back of Best�s head, then hooting when he swatted at it. She caught Agnew looking at her. He quickly glanced at his partner and looked away. She was accustomed to men looking at her. This was different.
Meg Dalton came by on her way to the coffee corner and Livvy made a decision. She made and held eye contact aggressively and tilted her head in the direction of the Atrium, then waited a long few minutes before getting up and walking out of the room. She found Meg at the bench with the geese and the predatory fox.
This time they stood, Meg looking back down the hall, leaning back with her elbows on the rail, and Livvy looking out over the Atrium.
�You�re looking a little frazzled in there. When was the last time you heard from McGregor?�
�Yesterday afternoon. I�m aware that he�s neither a training officer nor accustomed to having a partner but��
�But this is a little extreme,� Meg supplied. �What happened to Louie?�
�He had� an altercation with someone at McGregor�s apartment.�
�Hmm. LLE tends to be unpopular with a whole bunch of the people we�re trying to protect, but you three seem to be getting more than your share of hostility,� Meg said.
�An unlucky streak,� Livvy said.
�Uh huh,� Meg said, and waited.
Chris had seemed to trust Dalton, and certainly Livvy had no reason not to. But orders were orders. She couldn�t say anything. Instead, she asked a question.
�How much do you know about this case McGregor and I are working?�
Meg continued to watch the hall as she replied. �Josephson�s disappearance? Besides the background I gave you Tuesday, a little more that I can guess, but probably not nearly as much as you do. I suspect that Josephson is with someone who has a lot of money and who is paying for Josephson�s special skills. I suspect the Chief has McGregor�s notes by now and with time I could piece the rest together. But unless you two are� out of the picture for some reason, I won�t be taking an active role.
�It all goes to how LLE��
�� handles things differently,� Livvy interrupted with asperity. �So I gather. Look, I appreciate all of the advice you�ve been giving me, all the mentoring,� here she gave Meg a small nod, �but this still seems wrong. Any other unit, if a member is missing under somewhat suspicious circumstances, they mobilize heaven and earth. It�s the way it�s always been. And now you�re telling me you know something about this case, and the Chief��
�The Chief wants you to do exactly what you�re doing. Work the case as thoroughly as you can. McGregor must have given you a full background Wednesday night��
�How did you know that?� Livvy asked sharply.
Meg looked at her calmly. �Because it�s what I�d do.�
�I�m sorry,� Livvy said. �Sorry. I�m just on edge.�
�It all fits with what I�ve been trying to tell you, Livvy. We keep these cases under wraps because it�s ruinous to allow the anti-Longevity zealots to use them as propaganda. Secrecy and deniability are crucial. You�ll never work anywhere with more autonomy, but it comes with a price. The brutal truth is, often LLE would prefer not to take cases to court. That means that to a certain extent we trim our consciences in terms of proper, legal, stand-up-in court police procedures. If that seems wrong to you� I can�t help you make that choice, but perhaps you should rethink this career shift you maneuvered. As I said, the Chief can�t tell you to do it, and McGregor won�t. It�s a choice we all have had to make for ourselves,� Meg said. �And that is probably more than I should have said on the subject.�
�In other words,� Livvy said, �among other things, deniability is another LLE priority. Another reason for the secrecy. The Chief wants to hold you in reserve in case we fail, and he wants to be able to deny knowledge in case we succeed in averting an LLE disaster but our efforts bring down the wrath of the judicial system if someone in power with some good attorneys takes exception to our methods. We can be the rogue LLE detectives who created a mess independently of the rest of the unit. Tell me, Meg, is there some thought, too, that LLE can better afford to lose me than you?�
Meg turned to look at her and smiled. �Not from my perspective, no, and I doubt from the Chief�s. And McGregor would be a huge loss.
�Are you ready for this?� she asked suddenly. �Still want to give it a full week?�
�In terms of my career in Enforcement, I�m starting to feel the truth of what Chris said. But I�m not Alice and I haven�t traveled through a wormhole lately,� Livvy mused. �I don�t care about any of that. He also said that we were initiating a �private little war.� I need to engage.�
Meg smiled but remained silent.
�And the first thing I need is some intel. I asked you to come out here so I could ask a specific question,� Livvy said. �I had hints from both McGregor and the Chief that there is someone in LLE that I can�t trust. I�m not talking about Archives or Forensics, but someone in the detective squad.�
Meg continued facing away from the Atrium and looking back down the hall. Then after a moment she looked down at the floor, put a hand on her forehead and closed her eyes. When she took her hand away, she said, �Let me offer you some practical advice. In LLE, unlike any other unit, the two most important pieces of information you can have about a suspect are their chrono and their allotment. That�s true as well for understanding where the derelicts who work in the LLE brain trust are coming from.�
Meg shrugged. �It�s something you may want to consider doing before working here too much longer. You can do it from here,� she added, �and I need to get back. I�ve got my own minor catastrophe pending.�
�Wait,� Livvy said. �One more thing. This �private little war� McGregor described. I need to take that literally, don�t I? That�s LLE code for a double-or-nothing, take-no-prisoners, tactical action, isn�t it? Just deny it if I have it wrong, please.�
Meg looked at the polished stone-inlaid floor for moment and then met her eyes. �I have nothing to say about that except that you catch on quickly. And now you can forget I ever confirmed it.�
�Confirmed what?� Livvy asked with a blank expression.
Meg was smiling when she turned away to head back to the office.

*****

As an LLE detective, Livvy had access to ages and family histories for everyone in the city. She sat down on the bench with the topiary fox stalking her and tapped into the files.
Chris, of course, she already knew: 101 chrono, widowed, no children.
Agnew was only 27 chrono, unmarried and a rookie in LLE. It must have been a choice right after making grade, and it was a strange one. LLE was not considered a stepping-stone to anything. One joined it from conviction or sometimes, if one was talented but a little wild one was shuffled into it to save their career. Like Williams, she suspected. She looked a little deeper and saw that Agnew came from a working class family, naturals, and that he had excelled at the Academy. Like every other city employee, he could receive a reset annually as a benefit, if he chose to use them. He had gone in for a reset three months ago. Perhaps he was from one of those ambivalent families that wanted their children to have choices.
Best, 82 chrono, married to his fourth wife, two children from the first marriage and none since, twenty-five years in LLE. A possibility, she supposed, but after twenty-five years in the squad?
Dalton was 83 chrono, married and divorced once years ago, with LLE fifty-five years, like Chris a highly decorated detective. She was the only other woman on the squad.
Toscano, 45 chrono, married, one child, with LLE ten years. Dalton�s partner. That alone put him way down on the list.
Best�s partner, Wachowski was 34 chrono, unmarried, and the other LLE rookie. Transferred from Tactical at his own request after a back injury that had taken some time to heal, despite accelerated healing. She might find more about that if she called Bruno, discretely.
They were all possible suspects, because any one of them could have some special, hidden need for money. But Meg had more than just hinted to her that chrono and allotment were important clues. She had directed her to these records as though the information would give her a motive and a suspect.
It was Williams, Agnew�s partner, whose personal history caused Livvy to straighten up on the bench. Williams was 71 chrono and had been transferred to LLE from Homicide 10 years ago. His wife � his second, much younger wife � had recently given him a third child. His first wife had divorced him five years ago and had custody of their two teenaged children. In such situations, the Law was lenient, although Williams had had his last reset and was required to pay a substantial fine. Williams was the only one on the squad whose chrono and allotment history suggested a motive, but it was a doozy.
Putting her comu away, Livvy walked slowly back to the office. Williams� antics had appeared almost frenetic today. She�d thought Agnew�s reaction, which mainly consisted of ignoring his partner, was that of someone who had had their quota for the week and wasn�t in the mood for more. He�d seemed in fact slightly embarrassed, as she would be in his situation. Now, she drew on years of experience assessing suspects and playing poker and thought about what she�d really seen on Agnew�s face. That was consciousness of guilt she�d been seeing; she�d bet on it.
When she got back to her desk, she spent another minute in careful observation and decided she could raise her bet. She stifled her wave of fury. There had to be a way to use it.
�Hutchins, in here,� the Chief called, and Livvy jumped.
He nodded at the door after she stepped into his office and she pulled it closed behind her.
�An IA came in to Homicide. Mickey Bedford was killed on her way to Dulles along with her bodyguard. Looks like a kidnapping gone wrong. They took the boy,� he said.
�Jesse,� Livvy said, and swallowed.
The Chief rested his chin on his knuckles and sighed heavily, then opened his palms and rubbed them over his face as though clearing cobwebs.
�You want me over there?� Livvy asked. She hadn�t sat down.
�No,� the Chief said slowly. �There was no one left behind connected to your case and if there is anything useful, Homicide will find it. I�ll follow the case reports for you. I want you working on Josephson from what we have here. That probably means, at this point, McGregor�s disappearance.
�Dalton says she�s given you enough to make you dangerous,� the Chief added, watching her steadily.
�I�d say so.�
�Do you have anywhere to go?�
�Yes, Chief, but I�d rather not say for now.�
�Go with it, then. At this point we�re running out of options.�
He continued to looked at her keenly and rubbed his hand over his face again. �McGregor said you did well with that incident with Maas, and he gave you his notes to bring in, which to my way of thinking implies a fair degree of confidence in you.
�Sometimes I hate this job. You have this under control?�
�Absolutely not,� Livvy said calmly.
The Chief snorted and then grimaced. �Good. I like my detectives to have a realistic picture of the situation. If you need anything special, go to Bruno Morelli in Tactical.�
�I�ll remember that,� Livvy said.

Chp. 13 Strategy (Friday evening)

Timing was crucial. Before walking into The Vat on the trail of Michael Agnew, Livvy forced herself to wait a half hour. She figured that should have allowed him enough time to settle in, start on his anesthetic of choice, and meet with whomever he might have planned to meet, if anyone. He�d gone in alone. The Vat wasn�t known as an Enforcement bar and wasn�t in the vicinity of City Central, and sitting in her car, observing the foot traffic, Livvy recognized no one among those who followed Agnew in, but all that meant nothing. They might have arrived first.
Since her experience had always been that she was unlikely to pass unnoticed walking into a bar alone unless she was wearing a burka, and probably not then either, she didn�t try.
The Vat was dark and a little dingy, with the run-down ambience that seemed to suit serious drinkers and the overweight men in leather vests playing pool in the cubbies along one side. When she walked in she heard a couple of comments she�d rather have missed and everyone looked her over thoroughly. Except Agnew, who didn�t even look up.
Looking miserable, Agnew was sitting alone, in a corner booth, and paying no attention to anyone around him. Livvy�s research had shown that he still lived at home, with his parents. He apparently hadn�t wanted to go home.
�Agnew. Mind if I join you?� Livvy asked while sliding into the booth.
Agnew glanced up at her and reddened, then went back to staring at his drink.
�Do you have any Irish whiskey?� Livvy asked when the waitress appeared.
�I can check,� she said.
�No, never mind,� Livvy said. �Whatever beer you have on tap, some pretzels, and a refill for my friend.�
From the glasses on the table, that meant three for Agnew. She took it slow, finishing one beer and ordering another for them both before even trying to initiate a conversation. It wasn�t hard to let her mind wander back to when she had been so young that disillusionment this serious could feel like the end of everything that mattered. She was dealing with a very bright young man, and part of her goal was to remind him that he still had a future and work that made a difference.
�Your first assignment, right?�
Agnew glanced up at her again.
�Why LLE? No, never mind, you don�t have to tell me. If it�s a good reason it never sounds right when you say it out loud,� she said companionably.
She took a sip and examined the beer in her glass. There was nothing floating in it at least. After two nights ago and considering what she expected she might have to do later tonight, she really didn�t want to drink any more of it. Agnew kept his head down except when he was taking another swallow.
�My training officer, when I was in Tactical in San Francisco, could talk your ear off about the philosophy of this and the purpose of that,� Livvy said untruthfully. �Does Williams lay it on thick?�
�Not really,� Agnew said. He had started looking out over the crowded bar, perhaps with a faint hope of rescue, and he flicked an oblique look her way.
�Personally, I doubt that it�s ever all that complicated. You can over-think these things. If it feels right, it usually is. To serve and protect, right?�
Another sip.
�Where it does get complicated, though, is when you have people of your own. Trying to take care of everyone else�s family and take care of a family of your own. I suppose it can get to be a bit of a paradox at times, to do both unstintingly. But it�s the job, and there�s a long tradition of people that have been able to handle both.�
She took another sip, then realized that had to be it. She�d had some extra time, but the warmth was spreading, and it was getting late, and she had a long night ahead of her. She wanted it to be his decision to talk to her, but if he didn�t open up in another 5 minutes, then she had to lay it out for him, and ask him some direct questions.
�I don�t know anything,� Agnew said. �How do you handle that?�
�You tell me anything that might be at all useful, and let me decide. If it�s innocent, nothing comes of it. If it isn�t, then McGregor and I will deal with it, if I can find him.�
After a moment, he lifted his head and started talking. �He�s taken a few calls outside the car, as though he doesn�t want me to hear.
�Last week one day we drove to this huge, gated mansion in Potomac Falls and he went in alone. When he came back out, he was raving about this guy that lived there. How rich he was. How paranoid. How he had this fully stocked bunker under the house, waiting for the end of the world.
�Williams has been� in some kind of fission mode. Yesterday, he took personal time for the whole afternoon.�
�Yesterday afternoon� all right,� Livvy said. �Did you get the address on the mansion?�
�Yeah,� Agnew said. �How dumb does he think I am? Does he just not care?�
Livvy thought for a few moments. �Maybe, just maybe� Look, I know this is hard to understand. It�s possible that he doesn�t care, that he may want to get challenged, to get caught. He�s no fool, either, and he may have intended to slip you useful information.
�Sometimes out of anger or desperation or just plain dissatisfaction people get wrapped up in things they regret. They lose their way, and don�t know how to get back. A mid-life crisis, it used to be called. Now we have all kinds of additional issues and labels for them, but I suspect they�re still the same sort of thing.�
She pulled herself out of the booth and stood there, looking down at him.
�Personally, no matter what a person does or doesn�t do, I believe in redemption. I doubt that it�s ever too late to change things and be again that person you want to see in the mirror in the morning.�
�592 McCarthy Court. I never heard a name,� Agnew said.
�If it makes you feel any better, I knew it, I just needed confirmation,� Livvy said. �You saved me from a lot of worry about a costly mistake. Thanks.�
She started to take a step towards the door, and Agnew touched her wrist. �It�s a fortress,� he said.
Livvy smiled at him, and gave him another reassuring half-truth, �Young man, I�ve dealt with fortresses before.�

*****

After Bedford left, Chris got up and moved slowly around the room, checking for anything that might prove useful. As long as he stood up straight, he found moving tolerable, but it still took him over two hours to find and destroy eight tiny acueyes. He could only hope they were the only visuals that covered the room.
The door and the lock were, as far as he could tell, impregnable, and the walls were solid concrete and probably very thick. He thought that, knowing Bedford, there might be a hidden back exit somewhere, with a tunnel to some other safe room, but he couldn�t find it. He did find some knives in the kitchen. He also found some ready-to-eat meals in a pantry, and helped himself to some delicious seafood pasta and two glasses of excellent Chablis.
Livvy sent her sixth request for a response to his ear comu. Since he had no access to a transmitter, all he could do was appreciate the subtle message it sent: she had nothing new to worry about other than the fact that he was not responding, and she knew enough not to send any important information. It was good to hear her voice.
He had little to do except think, and few of his thoughts were comforting. If he were alone on the case, it would be over for him, at least for now. But he had a partner, and he had to think about what that meant. He wasn�t a training officer, but that didn�t absolve him from giving Livvy the essentials of LLE work. He had thoroughly discussed the case with Livvy, and tried to give her a few basics along the way, but there was a lot he had neglected.
Did Livvy know by now that if the Chief followed his own strict policy, she was left to working the case alone? Chris understood and respected the policy, and had preferred working cases alone, for that matter, but Livvy was an LLE rookie. He had faith that Livvy would continue to work energetically, but that meant that his inattention yesterday, which had landed him here, was likely to get her killed.
It was no excuse that they had been thrown almost immediately into this complicated case with the concomitant distraction of becoming targets for assassination.
Did she know she could trust Meg and the Chief, and not trust Williams, who was almost certainly Bedford�s LLE ally?
She was a quick study; she�d understand by now how important it was to avoid media attention. That was probably Bedford�s biggest advantage, knowing from Williams that LLE shunned publicity so completely that the sad truth was that if he succeeded with his plan, unless someone very persistent found some incontrovertible evidence and refused to bury it, he wouldn�t be challenged, at least legally. Jesse would take Bedford�s place and die; John would get Jesse�s allotment. Jesse�s parents would be dead and everyone else in his life could be replaced. No one, other than a few people in LLE and Paula Bedford, would suspect. The scandal would be buried with Jesse.
On the other hand, odds were good that he could count on Williams to minimize to Bedford the threat Livvy represented. Williams might also let Bedford understand that Chris could be held indefinitely without significant LLE retaliation, and emphasize to Bedford how important it was to figure out how Chris had found Bedford�s connection to Josephson. That might keep Bedford from killing him outright.
He kicked the guilt around a while longer and then set it aside as unproductive. Later, if there was a later, he could re-explore it and what it meant to him.
By 10 pm he was tired of mentally running through the same pointless scenarios. A small, private war. For now, it was all on Livvy.
He had another glass of Chablis while he set a chair loaded with some cooking equipment leaning against the sliding door. Sometimes, primitive traps were the most reliable. Even if he had missed an acueye or two and they knew he was sleeping, no one could come in without creating a racket. Then he went back to the bed, carefully lowered himself until he was flat on his back, and stared at the ceiling. He might as well sleep, if he could.

Chp. 14 Tactics (Friday night)

When Livvy called Bruno Morelli�s home code a woman answered. Chris had mentioned, after they were introduced, that Bruno had been happily married for over sixty years. Cara, that was her name.
�Maybe yes, maybe no,� the pleasant female voice answered when Livvy asked to speak to him. �You do realize that it�s 2230?�
�Yes, ma�am,� Livvy said. �Unfortunately I still need to speak to him. It�s important. Urgent really.�
�But not quite an emergency yet, and you�re counting on Bruno to help prevent one.�
�Yes, ma�am.�
�Whom may I say is calling?�
�Livvy Hutchins. I�m Chris McGregor�s new partner.�
�Ah, yes. Well, my dear, I�m quite sure Bruno will talk to you,� the voice said, then, in a muffled shout, �Bruno. It�s Chris� Botticelli Venus.�
�How is Chris?� the voice asked, back on the comu.
�Currently missing.�
�Hmm, and how long has that been going on?�
�Over 28 hours now.�
�I see,� the voice said, and then again, muffled. �Bruno, you might as well get dressed and take the call in the car.
�Hang on. He was in the laver, but if you give him another moment, he�ll be in the car, and you can explain it to him while he�s on his way.�
Twenty minutes later Livvy was in Bruno�s office in the Special Tactical unit. She�d told him as much as she could over the comu while he was on his way. Given the blanket order from the Chief, that wasn�t much. In the end, he knew little more than what she�d told Cara: Chris was missing and hadn�t responded to communication for over 28 hours, and that she and Chris had been working on a major case that had given Livvy reason to be worried.
�Look, I know how LLE works. I�ve been supplying McGregor with bags of tricks for almost 60 years, and never asked a question I didn�t need answered to do the job. But you are one little� � Bruno said, frowning briefly and then giving her an apologetic smile, �� woman, and most of the guys LLE goes after have plenty of resources, which means brigades of lethally-armed muscle-bound security lugs.�
�Yes, but I�m quick and strong on initiative,� Livvy said. �Look, Bruno, I�m going after McGregor with or without your help, and I don�t have much time.
�If it comes down to numbers, which we can surely anticipate it will, McGregor, or even you, won�t weigh in that much heavier than I do. It�s your tricks and my enterprise. Synergy.�
Bruno assessed her. He wasn�t going to find a nick in her resolve, she thought, which meant that he was worrying about her capabilities. She sat up straight and firmed her jaw, concentrating on projecting the kind of image that would dispel his concerns about her atrophied tactical skills.
�Okay, so we need to start with the basics,� Bruno said finally. �I�m gonna guess it�s been a while since you�ve been on the street in some situations. You know about the reversal implants the pros are getting now? They�re better than ours.�
Livvy nodded.
�These mickey-mouse gangs of security guards most of the rich are hiring get them, too. The guards put it on their friggin� resumes.
�So. In a take-no-prisoners kind of scenario you want to use duoloads and put two in everyone. They have a short, very fast-acting sop and a much longer-acting one. They�re still considered safe so you can use two even on non-players, but even three is unlikely to kill anyone, especially if they have an implant. Use �em if you need to. I�ll set you up with some clips of duoload darts that will work with a standard Stinger.
�What else do you think you�ll need?� Bruno asked.
Livvy put her elbows on Bruno�s desk, rested her chin in her hands, and prepared to pay close attention.
�What kind of bombs do you have?�
Bruno smiled.

*****

When Agnew had called Bedford�s mansion a fortress he had exaggerated. There were no ramparts, canons, or visible guards, other than one man at the gatehouse. There was a complete seven meter tall perimeter wall topped with glass and razor wire with an ironwork gate at the driveway � the old ways were often still the best, especially if one worried about technical failures � and there were undoubtedly security acueyes with comprehensive coverage of the house, inside and out. The rest of the guards would be inside. Not a fortress, a fortified mansion. She parked three blocks away, and resigned herself to waiting. She was so tired of waiting.
During the half hour she�d delayed before confronting Agnew in the bar, she�d accessed 3-D utility maps of all of Bedford�s known properties in the city and narrowed her search down to a few possibilities. By mentioning the bunker, which of course wasn�t portrayed on anything official, Agnew had given her a final direction. She couldn�t confirm; Chris� comu positioning system was jammed, as it had been all day, but this was her one chance and her best information. McGregor had to be in this house.
�Why should our luck start now?� Livvy muttered to herself. From the passenger seat, Louie wagged his tail hesitantly.
�Yes, Louie, we�re going in to look for Chris,� she said. �Soon.�
She had an hour before the time she had selected for going in, and while she waited she unpacked and repacked her satchel of Bruno�s gifts, reviewing the use, operation, and position of each one. LLE was even more powerful than she�d imagined but she knew she was going well beyond its legal mandate, both in what she was going to do and how she was going about it. It no longer mattered. Later, when she had time, she�d dwell on the twist LLE gave her philosophical question: did this make her a good cop or a bad one?
Chris had warned her: a private little war. Megan and the Chief had unofficially sanctioned it. Bedford had asked for it. At the moment, fueled by rage over Mickey Bedford�s death and Jesse�s kidnapping, she was looking forward to it. Handy thing, rage.
She was counting on a number of factors to make her effort possible: Chris would be in the underground bunker, safe from her first assault and retaliation from the guards. The element of surprise, and the fact that she would be almost alone, would make it difficult for Bedford�s security to respond effectively. And more importantly, Bedford�s guards wouldn�t be calling in anyone from the public sector because the last thing Bedford wanted was regular Enforcement responding to the breach. She was cool with that; secrecy was part of her mandate, and everyone she met would be his private security, and fair game.
And last but not least, they wouldn�t expect that she could be lead straight to Chris� location. They wouldn�t expect Louie.
Her hour was up. She got out of the car, Louie following, and hefted her pack onto her shoulder, where it settled securely. It was a cool night with a quarter moon and a slight breeze. The only sounds were from a few mechanicals along the distant arterial roads, the whispery scrunch of her shoes on the sidewalk, the crickets, and Louie�s intermittent excited panting. When she got to a point across the street and far enough from Bedford�s property that she should still be out of range of the acueyes at the gate, she paused and dropped to one knee by Louie�s side.
This part couldn�t be helped. She could only hope that Louie was as smart as she believed he was.
�Louie, gate,� she said, speaking clearly and pointing at the ironwork gates 80 meters ahead. �Gate. Sit. Stay now.�
If Louie was puzzled, he didn�t show it, other than to cock his head to one side and look her in the eyes. He sat silently and watched her walk away.
This part of the city was full of mature trees and some of them, fortunately, were close to Bedford�s perimeter wall and probably cherished by neighbors who didn�t share his paranoia. If Bedford was obeying the strict privacy laws enacted at the beginning of the century, and she was counting on his powerful neighbors to compel him to do so, then he�d have no acueyes overlooking his neighbor�s property. On the other hand, Bruno had assured her that those same neighbors would respect her LLE sleeve insignia when they saw it glowing for their acueyes. They would certainly monitor her intrusion like an owl tracking a mouse, he�d said, but would know better than to interfere. She was LLE.
She crept along the outside of Bedford�s perimeter wall a short distance through the neighbor�s yard and approached the tree she had spotted earlier during her drive-by. Using it would allow her to avoid any early contact with the wall, which was probably touch-sensitive, or at least she had to assume so.
Tonight, getting into her first position would be the last time she would be able to hesitate. Once she left there, she couldn�t stop again until she found her partner. As she climbed up and settled into a good place to sit in the lower branches she thought briefly of Robert Maas, and experienced a bitter aftertaste of vulnerability. If there was after all a perimeter acueye capturing her every move, they were just waiting to find out if she was alone before starting to take shots at her, and she would have no chance at success.
Forcing herself to wait one more minute, she took her first good look at the house. As far as she could see Bedford�s house plans and the security plans for the neighbor�s were both precisely matching the plans she�d gotten from the city�s building permit files. She opened her expandable pack, and while she continued to survey the compound with half her attention, she took out the launcher piece by piece and she assembled it by touch. Now, she heard only the crickets, the soft rustling of the leaves surrounding her, and the incongruous clicks of the launcher pieces snapping together. Other than the guard at the gate, she saw no movement.
Here we go, she thought. With the launcher set to automatic fire and her entire supply of 30 Spritzer�n�Smokes, or Spritzers as Bruno called them, fit into the magazine, all she had to do was aim so that they landed, one every 2 seconds, in variable positions on the roof. The launcher made only a small puff when the bombs were fired, but they hit the roof and occasionally the side of the house with thumps and clanking that was surely enough to awaken everyone inside. The Spritzers that landed on the roof all rolled off onto the balconies and decks and terraces with which the mansion was generously outfitted, making rattling sounds as they rolled.
When she�d fired off the last Spritzer, she tossed the launcher over the wall into Bedford�s yard and lobed the Basebombs at the windows across the side of the house by hand. They exploded instantly with a louder pop, still quiet enough to keep the noise within the perimeter wall, and sprayed dangerous dissolving liquids over the glass, giving her a choice of entrances. Thirty seconds after landing, the Spritzers began going off with a soft hiss. They were as spectacular as Bruno had promised, sort of a combination of sustained low-key, sizzling fireworks that confounded infrared and motion detectors, and copious thick smoke that not only enclosed the entire two floors of the house, but billowed across the yard with the slight breeze.
It was time to move. She threw her armored tarp over the sharp hazards, tossed her pack after the launcher and jumped, briefly settling on top of the wall. From there, she grasped the lower edge of the tarp hanging inside the wall and swung down into Bedford�s home territory. Her grip on the tarp was enough to let her hang for a second and then she dropped with a soft thump, rolled, and got to her feet in one continuous, unforgiving move.
There was no phalanx of gunmen rushing like apparitions out of the engulfing smoke and the sustained flaring of the Spritzers, so she wouldn�t need to drop her pack, throw hands in the air and pretend she�d made a wrong turn. They hadn�t spotted her approach, and now, the acueyes had to be in a three-way daze. Cloaked in the sensory confusion, she should be essentially invisible.
First Louie. Since she was as blind as they were, it was a matter of vectors of planned movement, using the house for orientation. A 50 meter rush to the house through drifting smoke and the sparkling light show she�d created, then a turn towards the gate, tossing some pure Smokes through the dissolved windows as she picked up speed passing along the side of the house. Her advantage approaching the gate was that she knew where the gatekeeper had been standing. She ran towards that spot out of the smoke, already aiming, and hit him with two duoloads without slowing down. He went down like an axed tree.
Louie was there before her, bouncing on his forefeet with pent-up urgency. The lock plate for the pedestrian gate was conveniently labeled so she hit it with her Masterkey and had the satisfaction of watching Louie wiggle through while it was still opening. With her faceplate down, she couldn�t talk to him without shouting, but he fell in at her side and they ran back together into the smoke and erupting flares towards the house.
It was a strange sensation after so many years doing only investigative work, to have her world narrow down to her weapons and the house, with whatever remaining guards it held, and her firm objective. In Tactical, she�d been part of a team. Tonight, she had Louie.
She wanted no one at her back, so she chose the last set of French doors at the back of the house and paused only long enough on the outside to lean close to Louie�s ear and say distinctly �Find McGregor. Louie, find Chris.� He leapt in over the ruined glass and wood smoothly and disappeared into the smoke-filled room as Livvy scrambled through after him. Immediately, she sidestepped to brace up against the adjacent wall. A small table went over with the loud crash of what was probably a priceless Chinese vase. The smoke still made normal vision impossible so with her back now to the Spritzers, she toggled her faceplate to infrared and looked around. There was Louie, crouching with his head down on the other side of the room just as a human figure appeared at what had to be a door. It was embarrassingly easy to eliminate the man with two Stinger shots but she didn�t delude herself into thinking that they would all be so simple. Quickly groping her way through the room, she used her hips and knees to locate the obstacles so that she could have her hands free for her Stinger. She�d have bruises tomorrow.
Louie was waiting for her when she got to the door. She tossed one of her Smokes through but couldn�t wait for full dispersal because Louie was picking up speed as though he had picked up a scent and was half way down what was apparently a long, wide hall when she went through. There were two men running towards her at the other end of the hall, and she barely had time to scream �Louie, down� before she dropped and rolled, aiming and firing as she moved. She got the first man as she went down, before he got off a shot, but the second sent two missiles � silenced bullets she thought from the sound � that impacted a wall above and behind her before her duoloads caught him. Four. How many more guards did the old man have? 
Louie was already up and moving again � a dog on a mission now � and Livvy pushed herself to her feet to follow. He stopped in front of a door under a stairway. Livvy had time to register that they were standing beside a grand stairway that lead up out of an impressively marbled and chandeliered entryway when the fifth man poked his gun around the corner of a doorway across the room and started spraying her with more bullets. Most of them ricocheted off the lovely oak balusters but one of them hit her shoulder, above her sore arm, before she could duck.
�Hell,� she said. Despite the armor, it hurt.
Louie, sensible Louie, crouched at the side of the door, keeping his head down.
Livvy decided she couldn�t wait. She opened the door and followed Louie through, with a quick command to him to wait. This stairwell went down between more oak-paneled walls to a broad landing, then turned towards the front of the house at a ninety degree angle. Two stairs down Livvy turned, toggling back to photopic. Very little of her smoke had wafted down the stairwell. She was a highly visible target at this point and she couldn�t go past the corner with Guard Five at her back. Feeling trapped, she�d whispered �wait� seven more times to herself inside her helmet, when the fool opened the door just above her and she shot him twice at point blank range. Five fell forward down the stairs.
Louie was waiting for her just above the landing, staring straight down towards the lower floor. She bobbed her head to check and saw Guard Six crouching behind the Newell. He shot at her but she�d already ducked back and the bullets dug into the paneling behind her. Okay, I�m in armor, she thought. She stepped out and fired twice. One of her darts caught him in the face just below the eye. Possible permanent nerve damage, they always warned, but she couldn�t summon any regrets. Six went over and she took the lower stairs at a two-at-a-time plunge and put a second duoload in his chest.
Even down here the floor was smooth marble so Louie scrambled doing a hairpin turn at the base of the stairs until he found his traction again and took off down another long hall towards the back of the house. As Louie went passed it, a door near the base of the stairs opened. Guard Seven had certainly heard all of the prior shooting and must�ve heard and glimpsed Louie dashing by, because he came all of the way through the door and leveled his gun at Louie�s backside. Livvy got him with two duoloads in the back before he could shoot. The easiest yet. She did a quick sweep of the room before she moved on. There were no windows down here, but the walls and ceiling had numerous small light sources. All of the other five doors behind her stayed closed and she left them alone for now.
The sixth door, the one that had attracted Louie�s attention, was at the end of the hall. Superficially, it looked like any other of the heavy wooden doors on this level, but when she got closer she saw that it had been retrofitted with a simple palm lock. She pulled out her Masterkey and pressed it against the lock just as Guard Eight, who had apparently bided his time before come out from behind one of those other doors, started firing at her from behind the same damn Newel. The door swung open to a cacophony of falling metal and Louie yelped, then darted passed her. This man�s aim wasn�t any better than any of the others but she was standing still and neatly outlined against the door. As Livvy turned to face the shooter the repeated painful impacts basically propelled her through the door and into the room. Just inside the door, she stumbled then fell over a chair and what appeared to be a collection of pots and pans.

*****

Chris woke up around 3 AM. He was still in what he was starting to think of as �the room that never gets dark.� The muted sound of gunfire which had awakened him ended abruptly. It had appeared to be coming from above him. A short silence, and more rapid, muted gunfire, lasting longer, again from above, further away, and abruptly silenced.
After the second set he moved as quickly as he could to the door and started dismantling his crude trap. The sleep had only stiffened his sore muscles and made his ribs throb with every breath. The third distinct set of gunfire came from the same level as the room he was in. He hadn�t been able to get his trap fully dismantled by the time the fourth set started, apparently right outside the door. Whoever it was, they were moving quickly.
The shooting continued as the heavy door swung open, the chair and its remaining burden of pots and pans went over, and Louie yelped sharply and dashed past. Immediately behind Louie, a smallish figure in an armored tunic staggered backwards into the room, floundered briefly in the scattered remnants of his trap, and went down. The door started to swing shut.
Chris slid the chair into the door gap and grabbed the Stinger from Livvy�s hand, thumbing it to rapid fire mode. Standing behind the door, he aimed the Stinger in the location that he imagined for the approaching shooter and sprayed the duoloads across the hall in a fan pattern, while behind him, Livvy scrambled to her feet and started groping through the contents of a small pack she was carrying over one shoulder.
Chris put a finger to his lips and Livvy froze. There was an interval of disconcerting silence during which they gazed at each other while listening for sounds of approaching footsteps.
Chris started to poke his head out to check but Livvy forcibly tugged his arm and, frowning, pointed to her faceplate and took his place at the door.
Guard Eight was sprawled across the hall. Livvy put another duo-load into his hip just to be sure.
When she tried to step over the chair and back into the hall, Chris put a hand on her arm and held her back. She opened her mouth to tell him it was clear, but he put a finger to his lips again.
He opened her faceplate and asked very softly, �You okay?�
�I�m wearing a vest under the tunic, and I�m damned warm,� Livvy whispered back. �Shouldn�t we be leaving before someone shows up or wakes up or something? Wait� did Louie get hit? I thought I heard him get hit.�
That�s when they both noticed the blood. There were drops of it starting at the door and scattered across the room to the area near the kitchenette, where Louie was cowering under the small mahogany table.
�Louie, come,� Chris said, and held his breath.
Louie crawled out from under the table and over to Chris, who had him lie on his side so he could get a good look at the wound. He was bleeding from a deep furrow on his rump, but he had walked with only a minor limp.
�It�s not too bad,� Chris said, still talking under his breath. �Wait here. You might hear some shooting. I�ll be right back.�
�What�� Livvy started to say softly, but Chris put a finger to his lips a third time and disappeared into the hall, leaving her to rummage in her pack for a packet of clotting agent/antibiotic powder to use on Louie�s wound.
From further down the hall, there was the sound of an automatic weapon firing repeatedly.
Within moments Livvy, cursing under her breath, had pulled Louie with her and braced against the wall behind the door.
�Hutchins, you can come out now.� Chris called from the hall.
�What the hell?� Livvy said, stepping over the chair in the door opening and putting her hands on her hips.
�I just took out the equipment in the Security Room. LLE�� Chris said.
�Naturally. It�s the way LLE handles it. Camera shy. Destroy any record of its activities. Avoid publicity at all costs. I get it.� She kicked a pot out of her way.
�It�s not just to destroy the record of your raid, which might, with narrative supplied by a skilled legal monkey, be misinterpreted. There are probably remote feeds, and wherever Bedford is, I want him blind.�
�Understood. But you could have warned me. I mean warned me better. I thought that there was another man. Never mind. You know what I thought.�
�I� sorry,� Chris said, surprising her.
�You aren�t used to a partner. I get that, too,� Livvy said, relenting. They were both tired.
�What are we going to do with all of these guards?� she asked. �Please don�t say we have to take them in.�
�The guards? Take them in for what? So they can sue LLE for putting Stingers in them while they were just doing their jobs? No, we don�t want to take them in,� Chris said. �I wasn�t conscious when they brought me in, so I have no idea of who knew what. Besides, the fewer��
�The fewer people involved, the better. I get that. LLE hates to actually arrest people or even acknowledge that they are fighting crime. I do get that,� Livvy said. She�d found a fresh clip full of duoloads and handed it to Chris.
�Yes, but you have to be able to work with it,� Chris said, exchanging the fresh clip for the spent one in the Stinger Livvy�d given him.
�Louie, stay close,� Chris said as Louie clambered over the chair that was holding the door jammed open and into the hall. His wound had stopped bleeding.
By now wisps of smoke were drifting down the stairs and lending the whole place an eerie atmosphere, especially around the sprawling forms of the three fallen guards.
When they had stepped over the first body, Livvy touched Chris on the arm again and, holding his attention, said soberly, �Mickey Bedford and her bodyguard were killed last night. Jesse was kidnapped.�
Chris met her eyes, his expression grim.
�Hell. The bastard did it. He actually did it. We need to find Jesse. Now. Even though I think we may still have some surprise on our side, it�s going to be daylight. And unless I�m mistaken, the man himself will be there. Your obviously well-honed ninja skills,� Chris said, looking her over, �aren�t going to be enough.� He lost the brief trace of a smile. �That cold-blooded, arrogant son-of-a-bitch.�

*****

But as much as they wanted to, and Livvy was quite sure that Chris wanted to head directly after Bedford at least as much as she did, they couldn�t leave right away. They searched the rest of the rooms in the basement, finding staff quarters, which they ignored, and a hotlab, which they totally demolished. Then, on the slight chance that Josephson and Jesse were somewhere in the house, they searched room by room, counting on Louie to let them know if there was someone lurking behind a door or the drapery.
If the underground level had been eerie, the ground floor and upper floor were downright creepy. Disturbed by drafts from the windows Livvy had destroyed across one side of the house, the smoke was drifting over marble floors and opulent furnishings and wreathing the fallen forms of the guards like mists on a moor. Louie stopped and sniffed each sleeping man�s face, as though he was creating a record for his own file, but he didn�t alert them to anyone still active in the house.
�That was creepy fun. A haunted house. I kept expecting one of those guys to reach out and grab my ankle,� Livvy said as they walked out the front door.
A few of the Spritzers were still sputtering out on the lawn and in the flower beds, and there were some pink clouds in the east. Although the perimeter wall was too high to see it, the sun had come up while Livvy had been inside.
�Do we worry about the neighbors? Bruno said they wouldn�t even call.�
�Bruno�s right. They�re either with us, and glad to see us doing our job, or, sad to say, all too anxious not to draw attention to themselves,� Chris said.
�Even if they didn�t pick up your badge, they�ll assume that if it was anything other than LLE, or at the very least, if Bedford had nothing to hide, that his security would call it in. If they know Bedford at all, they�ll dismiss it as a raid on a hotlab.�
For Livvy the strangest sensation yet was walking out the ornate front gate as though they were revelers departing after a very long night. Now that they were on the street they could see the sun, a brilliant yellow with an orange halo easing into red highlights under the few clouds. A new day, her sixth in LLE.
�Where are we going to start?� she asked as they approached the car. �Bedford has three more properties in the immediate area, another one in D.C. proper, and two in Adams Morgan. These are his high-end apartment buildings. Then there are the warehouses and retail properties which, as far as I could tell from the official records, are all currently leased to active enterprises. Of course, he could have easily falsified some of that information. He also owns a horse farm out near Lexington, which he appears to use as his private country residence.�
Chris was already on the new comu Livvy had given him, studying a map as he walked. When Livvy mentioned the horse farm, he looked up.
�That�s where we go first,� Chris said. �Bedford�s been paying Josephson for years. He needs someplace isolated and pleasant where he can maintain another hotlab and keep the doctor happy and where he can live in safe and comfortable seclusion while he stages the identity switch. A nice place in the country where he�d be less likely to be spotted accidentally.�
�Do you think he�ll have a lot of guards?� Livvy asked plaintively.
�If Josephson and Jesse are there, probably at least as many as here. How many clips did you bring for the Stingers?�
They�d reached the car. Louie jumped into the back and Livvy set her pack on the floor in front of her seat so she could rummage in it.
�I�ve got plenty of duoloads and I saved some Smokes. By the way, you need to tell your friend Cara, the next time you see her, that I am half in love with her husband. Bruno thought of everything.�
�He does that. I guess you�ve had a long night,� Chris said, easing into the driver�s seat.
�I�ll be okay. Just a little tired. Missed some sleep. Psyched a coworker. Dodged some bullets. You know the kind of thing.�
�The thing is, Hutchins,� Chris said, and shifted in the seat, �I�m not sure I can do this without you.�
�McGregor. You took two 45�s at point blank range. You�ve probably got broken ribs and you�re moving like an old man,� Livvy said as she watched Chris try to get comfortable.
�Like I said��
�You�re welcome,� Livvy said.
When they�d gotten onto the glassene on their way to Lexington, Chris prompted her, �The coworker�?�
�Agnew, in a moral quandary.�
�Well. Williams is his partner.�
�That seemed to be the focus of the quandary, although no doubt he is eaten up with worry about you somewhere deep inside, too. He said he didn�t really know anything, but he gave me the address, which, strangely enough, Williams visited openly one day while they were together.�
�So we have some strong evidence against Williams. A Forensics investigation into his finances would probably do the rest,� Chris said flatly.
�But you knew already, didn�t you?� Livvy asked.
�No,� Chris said. �He was my only suspect, that�s all. There�s a difference. We still don�t know.�
�Actually, we do.�
�How? I don�t remember seeing who shot me,� he added, �or who took me to Bedford�s, but I owe him. What made you sure that Williams is in Bedford�s pay?�
�As I said, he lead Agnew to the mansion. But he let slip that he knew about the bunker. Is he a stupid man?� Livvy asked curiously.
�No,� Chris said. �Not at all.�
�I didn�t think so either. It was pretty obvious.
�What happens to him? Williams? Agnew should come out okay. At least, I did what I could.�
�Good. He has potential,� Chris said. He grew thoughtful. �So Williams gave himself away, and not unintentionally.�
�Either he wants to get caught, which is what I suggested to Agnew, or it�s a trap somehow. I�m too tired to decide.�
They had reached the section of glassened highway that ran through the countryside. The road had some low spots that were holding a thick fog and the trees on either side were more verdant and lush in the dawn light than anything Livvy remembered from coastal California. She stared out the window, wondering if she could hold up for another skirmish.
�Livvy.� Chris sounded almost apologetic. �I need to hear if there is anything new on our prisoners and that finger.�
Livvy yawned and leaned her head against the window so she could watch the countryside. �Don�t worry, you�re not asking for much. Nothing. Not a thing. Maas still won�t talk, and our two pros, assuming the finger came from a pro, are still anonymous. It takes deep pockets to achieve that kind of� obscurity.�
�It�s another reason for the hotlab. It�s part of the compensation package for assassins on retainer. Free, undocumented resets so they can continue to stay off the grid. Goes a long way towards creating loyalty to an employer. Dust that. They�ve had their last,� Chris said from a long way away.

Chp.15 Combat Escalation (Saturday)
Livvy jerked awake, aching just about everywhere.
�Get enough sleep?� Chris asked without raising his head. They were pulled over by the side of a road just off the highway and he was studying a map again on the new comu Livvy� had given him as they left Bedford�s mansion.
�Where are we?� Livvy asked, rummaging in her pack until she found a pair of energy bars. She handed one to Chris and, started opening her own.
�About 25 kilometers from Bedford�s place.�
�Please, please don�t tell me you want us to run the rest of the way from here to preserve the surprise.�
�Could you?� Chris asked, lifting his head and looking at her as though to assess her conditioning, then suppressing a smile and turning back to the comu. �No, you�re not ready. Too many years in Homicide. We can�t afford the time, and it would put me way ahead of you�
Livvy stopped eating. �Either I�ve just been doubly insulted or you�re not thinking clearly yet. We�re not splitting up again. You�re practically incapacitated. We�re going in together and getting Jesse out.� She started pawing through her pack again.
�Bruno gave me a few more tricks,� she said. �Of course they�ll all be awake even if they haven�t been alerted to what happened in the city, so the advantage I had at the mansion��
Chris put a hand on her arm and when she stopped and looked at him, he said seriously, �Here�s our problem. I took three Stingers, which means it was too much for my reversal implants and I was out for hours.�
�It could have killed you.� Livvy said.
�Not likely. The point is, whoever shot me probably has access to everything LLE uses on a regular basis, and they had plenty of time to inject a tracer. The tracers LLE uses are unjammable. We have to assume he knows I�m coming.�
�Slick,� Livvy said. �Well, we have to think of a way around it. There must be something��
She took another bite of her energy bar. When it hit her, she quickly swallowed. �You know Williams is out here and that he tagged you because it�s what you would have done. What you did! You did the same to him. When? How?��
�Two� no three days ago. His shoes. I set it up in a barbed spike � one of Bruno�s toys � near his desk and he obligingly stepped on it.
�It�s one reason I was so sure we should start in Lexington. I should have been able to pick him up in town if he was at any of the other properties you mentioned, although it was always possible that he�d just go home � he lives in Davie � which would put him off the grid as well. Or worn different shoes, I suppose. I just confirmed that Williams, or at least his shoe, is here in Lexington. Which makes us either right on target or on our way into a trap. What are the odds, do you think?�
�Or Williams is here with his shoe and knows we�re coming, but hasn�t told Bedford. We should start an office pool. You tell me, since you�ve known him longer, would keeping it secret from Bedford appeal to him?� Livvy asked. �Perhaps he�s had it with Bedford and his ego.�
�It�s where I�d put my money,� Chris said agreeably. �Playing the wild card. William�s favorite role.�
�I like my poker pure. So we�ve narrowed it down: Bedford knows we�re coming, or doesn�t,� Livvy said. �This will be fun. We�ll need to be quick and pack efficiently.� She pulled a clip belt out of her pack and started putting it on.
�We�ll go in simultaneously from two directions,� Chris said.
�Don�t you think we should stick together? You�ll need some cover.�
�No. It wouldn�t help. They may know I�m coming. I�m also not in any shape to be jumping fences, as you so kindly pointed out,� Chris said. �You�re another matter. You aren�t tagged.�
Livvy sighed. �All right. Give it to me. You know, you�ve had a nice long run but I haven�t a clue how, and I�d really like to know,� Livvy said. �Breathing,� she added when Chris looked at her quizzically.
�You get to stealth your way in the back way, neutralize the guards, and find Jesse. I walk in the front door and distract Bedford and talk to Williams.�
�Uh huh. Like I said.� Livvy folded her arms. �My partner, who is straddling the line between merely gimpy and totally laid up, wants to walk in and confront the people I just salvaged him from. You working on a dare, or do you just have this driving need to haze the LLE rookie? Williams is corrupt, no matter what kind of game he thinks he�s playing. In the end, he knows that unless he kills you, and probably me, his career is over and he goes to prison.�
Chris was silent.
�Doesn�t he?�
�LLE handles things differently.�
�I get it, I do. And I�ll never forget it, as long as I live.�
�And more importantly, at the moment, Williams knows it as well.�
There was a longer silence.
�I know LLE reveres the Laws with a capital �L� but operates one step away from anarchy, in secrecy. I understand that it�s all to save everyone else from chaos. But you guys are still all brainsick. Mickey Bedford and her bodyguard are dead, and Bedford has Jesse, and Williams is definitely a bare-bellied snake,� Livvy said slowly.
�Hutchins. Stowe the outrage, or at least focus it. We can�t know that Williams anticipated Mickey�s murder.�
�No,� Livvy admitted, �we don�t know what he anticipated. Williams might have his head where no head should fit and he only heard about Mickey and Jesse when Enforcement did, and he may not be in on the big plan. But he�s out here now, and we think Jesse is too, don�t we? So he has to realize��
�As far as Williams is concerned, it may have slipped away from him,� Chris said. �All of this, before Mickey died, could fit in with a rich man�s determination to preserve his personal hotlabs and relationship with Josephson. Even what he did to me could fit in with that. Williams may have some inkling now that it�s much more than an issue of some hotlabs, but feel he�s in too deep. He�s probably feeling like a tiger on a leash. I can fix that.�
�Jackal. That�s jackal on a leash,� Livvy said distractedly. �I know he�s LLE, but you have no idea how Williams will react. He may shoot you, really shoot you, not just with Stingers, on sight.�
�I�ve worked with him ten years.�
�He doesn�t even like you,� Livvy added, meeting his eyes.
�I�m aware. It�s mutual. But I know a little about what matters to him,� Chris said.
�Maybe less than you realize,� Livvy said, with a worried look on her face. �You don�t think like him.�
�Possibly,� Chris said, �but I�ve had a lot of experience trying to communicate with people who don�t think like me. I still need to talk to him. And since we can�t do an all-out two-pronged attack, we need the distraction. If I wasn�t already tagged and in no shape for running I�d flip you for it. Hell, you�re a walking billboard for distraction. Hopefully, we were successful at maintaining some secrecy at the Potomac Falls house and they won�t even be watching for you, even after I show up.�
�Billboard?� Livvy said distastefully, then noticed that Chris appeared to be staring at her chest.
�What?� she asked, annoyed, and looked down at her tunic, which she�d already toggled back to off-white. It should make her less visible than the black she�d used last night.
�I was just thinking. We�re too urban. You really should be in camouflage. I�m going to suggest you spend a few moments rolling in the mud before you get close to the farm,� Chris said. Livvy opened her mouth, but not a word came out.
�If Bedford succeeds, he�ll never let us live,� Chris continued without a pause. �We know too much and I suspect he�ll be unhappy with what happened in his home in the city. For the moment, he still wants to find out where his weaknesses and leaks are. He wants to know what we know and how we know it. For now, that�s leverage. But the longer we wait, the less protection it buys us, because he�ll see that nothing else is happening, and then he�ll realize the only people that may be able to tie anything to him are the two of us. The fact that it is unusable in court won�t matter. He�ll want us dead.�
�I�m beginning to understand,� Livvy said cryptically.
�What?�
�Never mind.�
�Meanwhile, Jesse is in Josephson�s hands,� Chris added as the clincher after a very brief pause.
�All right,� Livvy said. �You drive in and poke at the lion and his dog � jackal � in his own den. I trot in cross-country. Just try to get me within trotting range, please, and don�t get killed until I finish dealing with the hired help.
�And McGregor, some advice,� Livvy added succinctly. �Don�t ever call a woman a walking billboard again, especially when you�re trying to get her to agree to something.�

*****

Livvy was furious. Her feet were soaked. Her 25 year-old-body, normally taken for granted, was sore and exhausted. And there was no one within range at whom she could vent her dissatisfaction. In thirty years experience, she had never faced this sort of ordeal. She was keen to find a target for her fury, and she had three in her figurative sights. Williams. Bedford. Josephson.
She had adroitly � she thought � slipped out of the car when Chris had done a quick stop about two kilometers from Bedford�s horse farm. She had climbed over the white rail fence, rolled in some handy mud, and started resolutely jogging, occasionally slogging, through the orchards and across the pastures. The terrain was soaked with dew and harboring low spots with shallow puddles from an overnight shower.
Their plan was to position her in the woods behind the farm, with the house between her and the road, while Chris drove up and walked up to the front door. He had made it sound simple and inevitable, which she supposed it was, especially since he was in no shape to be jogging and slogging and they probably knew exactly where he was at any time anyway. If he didn�t come to them now, they would eventually find him anyway.
No doubt Bedford had legions of ruthless assassins holed up in a secret basement. Chris believed that if he walked in voluntarily they not only wouldn�t kill him immediately, but that they would stop everything else to deal with him and find out what he was up to, especially if they thought he might be ready to give them the information they wanted. While she thought he was right in so far as Bedford and Williams were concerned, she doubted that the assassins would be all that interested in what he had to say. She suspected she was going to end up battering her way through a troop of them to find Jesse.
She was glad she was furious. Her fury was keeping her on her feet and moving quickly, although her mind was racing and she needed to focus. It had been years since she had experienced this sort of sustained adrenaline boost, but she remembered that it could be a tricky master. If she kept thinking about Jesse and Mickey, it should be enough to see her through.
Her first goal was directly ahead, a large building she�d been watching ever since she�d been dropped off. Given that it was huge, windowless and set back from the road behind an orchard, she figured it was a barn, which made it a good place to start. She and Chris had discussed the fact that they were going in blind as to the number of security personnel and extent of remote imaging, but they�d concluded that they had no real choice. As with the last skirmish, she had to go in fast and keep moving and hope they stayed lucky. Sprizter�n�smokes weren�t going to help them here in the open country during the day. At least she still had a tunic; Chris was going in, by choice, with only his vest.
Her approach brought her to the rear of the barn, and from there she eased around the corner to the side away from the house. It smelled of dried grass and dirt and seemed entirely too innocent for the evil she expected to confront somewhere ahead. There was the sound of a non-glassened vehicle getting louder, and when she stuck her head out away from the building she could see it approaching along a gravel road from the direction of the rest of the farm buildings. A small tractor pulling a wagon and driven by one man.
She pulled her head back. He didn�t look like security, and he didn�t seem to have noticed her. A civilian, then, but as Bruno had said, this was a �take-no-prisoners� operation, which meant that she had to treat this guy like anyone else she didn�t want behind her.
The tractor and wagon pulled into the barn and the engine noise stopped. Staying close to the side of the barn, she took her first step in a move to follow the tractor, only to pull up short without putting her full weight down. Her shoes emitted a loud squelching noise. She�d been listening to it since she�d hit that first puddle in her walk through the misty glades and fields, but out there it hadn�t seemed to echo so loudly. In the city, dry, her shoes were perfect. They were favorites, with grip and support and fit that facilitated climbing trees and scrambling across polished marble floors. Apparently, water was their weakness. Soaked, they were entirely inappropriate for a covert operation in the countryside.
She quietly kicked them off and pulled off her equally soaked stockings.
After that it was easy to tiptoe to the front of the barn and pause at the entrance. Muffled sounds of someone moving around inside reached her. She pivoted around the corner into the entrance and pointed her Stinger in the direction of the sounds. The poor man never knew what hit him, but at least he landed in clean straw. She checked the rest of the barn for people: nothing. It was, as far as she could tell, full of hay and straw and probably a few non-human rodents. Only a barn.
She moved on, leaving her shoes in the mud.

*****

So far Chris� reception was all that he had expected. Two security guards relieved him, a little roughly, of the Stinger Livvy had given him and the knife he had appropriated from Bedford�s bunker kitchen. It had been a long shot but being thorough had been for so many years a matter of self-respect; now it was habit. For example, they let him keep his armored vest, which was a relief. He wasn�t looking forward to struggling out of it, and much less so in a hostile environment. Either they didn�t realize he was still wearing it or they didn�t care.
Escorted down the long hall to a library paneled in more of the beautiful woods Bedford favored, Chris considered that if he was going to design a traditional country haven for himself, this one would be close. Like Bedford�s Potomac Falls mansion, the house was at least two centuries old and full of antiques. It was even more elegant than the mansion, perhaps because it was less ostentatious and there were more books. Also, Chris liked horses and dogs, so he could appreciate the numerous oil paintings hung on the walls. He wandered around a little, examining the books, then selected one and sat down in an oversized leather armchair facing a wall of French doors that opened onto a flagstone terrace.
Beyond the terrace, magnificently dominating the center of the courtyard, a huge oak shaded some stone benches and a table. A gravel drive circled the oak and split off to a 2-story, six-car garage on the right, and on the left, some well-tended flower gardens divided the courtyard from the manicured front lawns of a pair of small cottages. A bunny hopping through would add to the serene imagery, but not much.
Looking beyond the oak Chris could see a man carrying feed buckets and armfuls of hay from a wagon to horses waiting in a long row of box stalls in the stable that formed the back boundary of the quadrangle.
Chris� best guess was that the guard office was over the garage, and that there were acueyes all over the property. In such a setting guards might well be ordered to stay inconspicuous. He hoped that the beguiling summer morning, unmarred by alarm following his arrival, was lulling the guards as much as it was him.
As Chris watched, the stable-hand finished feeding the horses and drove the tractor and wagon back towards the right and around behind the stable.
�What in hell are you doing here, McGregor? How did you get out?� It was Bedford, entering the room with an impatient stride and standing over Chris.
�I came to take that boy out of here, Bedford, and to talk to Williams.� This was a bit of a risk. If Williams was watching, it tipped their hand, and he might decide Chris had become too much of a liability. Chris was counting on Williams� essential dislike of authority and the fact that he had probably been chafing under Bedford�s self-importance. If Williams was watching, even if ordered to stay out of sight, Chris figured he wouldn�t be able to resist a small act of defiance especially if it meant facing Chris.
Bedford actually laughed. �You�re unbelievable. This is my home.�
�Believe it, Bedford. Give it a minute and it may sink in through that thick conceit of yours.�
The door opened again.
�So much for surprising you. When did you finally figure it out? And where�s Hutchins?� It was Williams, coming into the room and getting right to the crux of the matter.
�At City Central with a shattered knee. That last thug in the basement of Bedford�s Potomac Falls mansion got lucky. She made it through most of them but she won�t be walking for awhile,� Chris said, dividing his attention between the two men facing him, although he took care to appear as though he was ignoring Bedford.
Bedford had frowned when Williams came into the room but didn�t protest when he selected one of a pair of side chairs facing Chris� armchair, turned it around and sat in it facing Chris over the back. Bedford sat in the other chair.
�Too bad,� Williams said. �But it will keep her out of trouble.�
�Not lucky enough,� Bedford said curtly. �I gave you your warning. Unless you�ve thought better of it, and come to discuss� �
�Are you impaired in some way, Bedford? I told you I didn�t come here to talk to you. I thought I made it clear the last time we met that I have nothing to say to you,� Chris interrupted. He held Bedford�s eyes just long enough, and then turned away from him as though dismissing him from consideration.
�You know what he�s doing here?� Chris asked Williams directly.
Williams stared at him without answering, although Chris thought he�d seen a flicker of approval at one point while Chris was addressing Bedford.
�Jesse Bradford is 18 years old. Is this guy your idea of a good choice for an immortal overlord? Is this the world you want, Williams?� Chris asked, looking around. �It�s a very pleasant one, I admit, if you ignore having to get froggy for a cold-blooded son of a bitch who�ll discard you like a worn muppet when he doesn�t want something from you.�
There was an uncomfortable silence.
�You always were a self-righteous bastard,� Williams finally said.
Bedford smiled. �Why shouldn�t those who can afford it and their friends have comfortable lives and as many children as they want, and give their families resets every year, and still live to 200 or even more?�
Chris ignored him. �How are Becca and Sonya?� he asked, staring at Williams, and only Williams. �You see, I know what drives you. It�s what the Laws were designed for, to at least grant everyone the opportunity to watch their youngest child grow up, and get to know their grandchildren. It�s the best people hoped for, what drove them for thousands of years before Longevity came along.
�Do you think Bedford cares about any of that?�
�Save your propaganda for someone who�s weak-minded enough to fall for it,� Bedford said. �It�s still about a commodity. One that some can purchase for themselves and their loved ones, and others can�t. We will never be able to make it available to everyone, nor should we. We live on a small planet with limited resources. That doesn�t mean the best and the brightest should be denied the benefits of what they�ve built.�
Chris ignored him; didn�t even glance at him. �He�s so far from human already, after only 100 years, that he can�t even remember where he came from. You heard about Jesse and Mickey. Is that what you bargained for? Is this the world you want, Williams?� Chris asked again. �Is it what you want for your children?�
�Better than the little mediocre world you�re trying to hang onto,� Bedford said.
Still focusing on Williams alone, Chris said, �I haven�t talked to the Chief about you. Hutchins knows, and Agnew suspects, but there is no reason your role can�t be resolved within LLE. You know it could be arranged.�
This was a risk. Admitting the extent to which Williams� involvement was known gave Bedford a strong indication of the limits of his own exposure.
Bedford smiled again. �My friend here has been assuring me that without incontrovertible proof, LLE would be reluctant to arrest me no matter what happens. And you have no proof, do you?� He moved behind the gleaming wooden desk, opened a drawer, and brought out a large handgun. �I�ll give you one more chance to answer my questions. Otherwise, it�s time I stopped worrying about loose ends, and started eliminating them.�

*****

Leaving her first victim sleeping behind her, Livvy went back under cover of the orchard that bordered the road to the barn and moved from tree to tree. She felt a little silly, since this crude precaution wasn�t likely to achieve much except give Bedford�s security a good laugh if they had acueyes trained on the orchard. It was unnerving, but she and Chris had discussed her chances in the car as they approached her drop-off point.
�These guys are hirelings, not fanatics, and are assigned to a country estate. No doubt they have all the bells and whistles of an excellent surveillance setup, but not motion detectors or the local wildlife would be cast as the boy who called wolf. It�s human nature: they will let the equipment be vigilant for them, while they take themselves off watch and put themselves on call.�
�In other words, you�re giving me better than 50:50 odds,� Livvy said. �I�m encouraged.�
�Closer to 70:30 if you add some good camouflage to that armor.�
Livvy had given him a withering look but followed his advice. It seemed to be paying off. Maybe a century of observing human nature did yield some useful insights.
The orchard ended, there was another fence to climb over, and then she took her fate in her hands and dashed for the back corner of a two-story building she suspected was the garage.
The stable was to her right. Most of the horses were at their stall doors on this lovely morning, and several of them turned their heads in her direction. They looked peaceful.
She couldn�t see the house but she knew it was beyond the garage and further to her left, towards the road. Ahead, across the open courtyard with its splendid oak centerpiece and driveway and gardens she could see two small cottages. For now, they became her ultimate goal, but she had to clear the garage first.
From above her, out of an open second-floor window, came raucous voices raised in conversation followed by a man hooting. She distinguished the voices of at least three men. Security or chauffeurs or mechanics, it didn�t matter. The longer she waited, the more likely she�d be discovered. So far, she�d been lucky, which probably meant that on this pristine country morning either someone wasn�t watching the acueye screens as diligently as they were supposed to, or they knew right where she was and they were waiting for her. If the latter, the men were doing a good job of covering it.
She reminded herself that these were men were hirelings. It was even possible that they didn�t like their boss, and weren�t above taking advantage of him on a Saturday morning.
There were convenient stairs to her left. She took them silently, two at a time while she formulated her first rule of engagement: no hesitation, especially when you are in an exposed position in enemy territory.
The external door at the top was unlocked and quiet, and then there was a short hall to the open door from which the loud voices still sounded.
The guards in this tranquil country setting were indeed in a different frame of mind than the ones in Bedford�s showy mansion in the city. Of the three sitting at the poker table, only one even noticed her at the door, and that one got two duoloads before the other two saw his startled expression and turned. She shot the next two while moving diagonally and rapidly into the room, and neither of them got off a sound other than the typical paired grunts as darts hit them. It was so nice not having to face alert men shooting guns at her. She loved the country.
She�d been lucky indeed. The poker room appeared to be the actual security center. One wall was covered with monitors and equipment, all of it functioning perfectly. With wonderment, she saw the monitor that showed an expansive view of the acueye covering the orchard, the route she had just taken to reach the garage. In both modes, photopic and infrared, despite her mud camouflage she must have been captured by the sensors as she threaded her way through the trees. She looked back at the table. The three now-sleeping players were all still flush with chips, to variable degrees, although two of them had scattered their piles as they fell. The quadrant of the table occupied by the fourth chair, the one that faced the monitors, was clear. Someone had lost early, and left the game.
Livvy grinned. She loved poker, too.
Remembering Chris� admonition, she went over to the wall of monitors and equipment and proceeded to use her Attach�n�smash to access every panel. Exposed quantum CUs were supposed to be very vulnerable to decoherence, and although she knew even less about that than she did molebiol, she did know that stale potato chips, peanut butter cups, and warm beer weren�t good for anything, so she sprinkled them liberally over the exposed CU innards. The mixture should be as effective as Chris�s gunfire, and it was a lot quieter.
She blamed her fatigue for what happened next, because otherwise she wouldn�t have made the easy assumption that the fourth man at the table was sleeping it off somewhere, and she certainly never would have set her Stinger down on the table so she could work with both hands unencumbered. She heard the man�s voice first, just an instant before he came around the corner of the door jam. He was securing his fly as he entered the room.
�Will someone grow some balls and start betting their hand before��
The very young-looking, slight man looked up to see his fallen comrades and a second later spotted her. Fortunately, although his mouth fell open he didn�t shout � which she took as a sign that there was no one left within earshot � and he didn�t go for a gun � another good sign � but he did take off at a healthy speed. She grabbed her Stinger and took off after him for the same reason she had removed her shoes earlier. Another rule: if you are counting on surprise, gotta preserve it.
He made it down the stairs and out into the open in front of the stable before she could get her Stinger to bear, although in desperation she sent three darts after him that missed. He was well into the courtyard before she got her focus back and hit him with two duoloads, at which point he stumbled into one more step then fell forward and skidded for a foot before he stopped.
She�d had no choice but to follow him, but she knew enough not to waste time looking around before she rushed over to him and dragged him quickly into a box stall. Her shoulders tensed from the expectation of a challenge, but none came. Talking softly to the nervous horse, she listened. No shouted challenges, no running footsteps. No time to dwell on her luck. Her original plan had been to finish in the garage building and then circle behind the stable to get to the cottages, but there was no point in backtracking now.
As she left the box stall she picked up something in her foot, a piece of sharp debris, and she had to stop and pull it out. Very bad for the horses, she thought. She missed her shoes.

*****

Chris had been focusing on Williams intently but when Bedford got up and walked over to the desk his attention was caught by movement within the idyllic scene framed by the French doors. Bedford was already at his desk and turned back into the room when Chris caught sight of a man running into view from the direction of the garage, with Livvy about six meters behind him in full-out pursuit, gaining ground. Several of the horses that had been looking out withdrew their heads. She had her pack still slung over her left shoulder and her Stinger in her right hand, and in the few seconds Chris was watching she aimed on the run and presumably shot, because the man finally went down. It was just seconds, Chris knew, but it seemed to take an inordinately long time.
Chris stopped looking directly and kept his gaze directed at Bedford, but out of the corners of his eyes he watched her efficiently drag her victim into a stable box. When she came back out, she started running across the courtyard towards the cottages, but almost immediately skipped for several steps, favoring her right foot, until she stopped completely and picked up her foot to check the bottom. Chris noticed she was barefoot and covered in mud, and he forced himself to keep his face expressionless and stop watching. When he looked again, she was gone.
Chris glanced back at Williams. He�d seen. Having turned to watch Bedford get the gun from the desk as well, he�d probably seen the whole thing. He did not, however, continue to track Livvy�s progress. When Bedford looked up again, Williams had turned back to Chris and was staring at him with an enigmatic smile. With his back to the window, Bedford returned to the side chair and sat back down. He was carrying the handgun and pointing it squarely at Chris.
Livvy was behind schedule, or to put the blame where it was due, he had not been able to think of anything that new or interesting to say to temporize. He�d made his point with Williams; to belabor it would just irritate him. He�d apparently irritated Bedford beyond the limits of his tolerance. Chris tried to think of something to say that neither of them hadn�t heard many times before. He was very tired, and the arguments were very old, and no one ever seemed to listen anymore.
Livvy must be exhausted.
Thinking of Livvy, he tried again, ostensibly addressing Bedford, but targeting Williams. �You�ve never killed someone before, have you Bedford? At least, with your own two hands. You�ve used your tools. It�s not as easy as you might think.�
�In your case, I expect not to have too much of a problem with it,� Bedford said. �It helps to think that it�s retribution for your pest of a wife as well.�
Williams glanced at Bedford and then looked away quickly.
Chris got angry, which helped. He tried to use the anger to think of something to say that would buy them some more time.
�Once you start, you�ll do it again and again whenever anyone puts a roadblock in your way. And you�ll get caught. Homicide doesn�t mind publicity.�
�Bedford, wait. He�s right.� It was Williams. �Not here. LLE may ignore and even conceal a lot to avoid cases getting to the media, but the murder of an LLE detective in your own home� If McGregor disappears and is eventually found murdered, LLE would never let up. There is too much we don�t know to be able to eradicate all evidence of his presence here, besides the fact that you must have one or two staff members on the premises. I mean, besides your security? No matter what happens with LLE, Homicide loves publicity, he�s right about that, and if you kill him here, there will be witnesses.�
�Not necessarily,� Bedford said, turning the gun towards Williams and shooting him in the chest.
He was moving the gun�s muzzle back towards Chris� face when Chris pushed hard with his feet and threw his weight against the back of the heavy chair, sending it tipping over backwards. He continued the roll and then scrambled sideways, using his hands and knees, to reach the fireplace. It was excruciating, nauseating really, but he grabbed the poker deftly enough and used his extended arm like a spear thrower to launch it at Bedford, who had moved forward to get a clear shot. The poker hit Bedford on the right arm and shoulder hard enough to make him drop the gun and grunt, but it missed his head.
Bedford was cursing and reaching towards the gun on the floor when Chris made another awkward dive to reach Williams. The other LLE detective was lying on the floor where he�d been thrown by the impact of the bullet hitting his side, but he�d been able to draw his Stinger and he was trying to bring it to bear on Bedford when Chris grabbed it out of his hand and fired.
A Stinger dart could hit anywhere and have an almost instantaneous effect, which was part of its charm. The dart hit Bedford in the leg just as Bedford�s groping hand curled around the gun, and he folded before he could aim it. The report of the gun sounded loud in the quiet of the library, and the bullet went off into the fine cherry floor, splintering it.
By then the two guards, no doubt attracted by the first shot, were at the door and Chris had all he could do to shoot cleanly from the floor around the chair legs, hoping that their instincts to focus on a human target and fire were less finely tuned than his. Mostly they were. The first guard through the door got off one wide shot before going down with a duo-load in him. The second got off two poorly aimed attempts, one of which hit Chris in the shoulder and the other, like Bedford�s, went into the floor as the duo-load took effect.
Chris waited another minute, braced on the floor, but no one else came through the door.
�As far as I know,� Williams said harshly, �he only has the two in the house.�
Chris glanced at him. He appeared to be breathing strongly enough, but there was a spreading bloodstain on his side.
�You have a comu?� Chris asked, using a chair to lever himself to his feet. �Call it in to medical. I�m busy. Here, use this. Put some pressure on it,� he added, tossing Williams a silk pillow.
Williams was fumbling with his comu when Chris walked carefully over to each of his three victims, collected their weapons, and put a second dart in them. He shoved Bedford�s gun into his belt and headed for the French doors.
There was a sort of a pop and flare from the direction of the cottages. Chris thought he recognized a firebomb, and lengthened his stride. As he passed Williams, he glanced down. The wounded detective had finished with the comu and was using the pillow to good effect.
�You�re still a� self-righteous bastard,� Williams said, �but you had� good point. About Bedford. One sorry� son-of-a-bitch.�
�I think the house is clear. I�m going after Livvy. If she doesn�t make it,� Chris said, �then neither will you. Other than that, you look reasonably good.�
As he reached the doors he heard gunfire from the direction of the cottages.

*****

Running gingerly on the balls of her bare feet, Livvy raced across the rest of the courtyard into the cover of the smaller cottage, the one furthest from the house. She had been easily visible from the house for a long time. She could only hope that the fact that her assault had been largely silent and that she had just taken out the guards that were probably responsible for acueye surveillance of the exterior would be enough to preserve the element of surprise. If someone had seen her from the house, she might have just killed Chris, and they�d be coming after her with everyone they had. Stop thinking about that, she ordered.
No one came out of the first pretty little cottage. The soft grass around it and the flagstone path up to its front door were a relief. The door yielded to her Masterkey and she went through it braced, sweeping the interior. There was no one in the main room, which appeared to be a hotlab, and no one in the bedroom, bathroom, closet or kitchen. Totally empty.
She moved from window to window, peeking out each, and couldn�t spot any guards rushing to surround her. Nemesis must be playing poker, too, she thought.
The hotlab created a small dilemma, and she paused for the first time, standing in the middle of the neat little interior. She was still running on cold fury. She really wanted to destroy Bedford�s and Josephson�s little private reset facility now, before someone stopped her, but unless she succeeded here otherwise, it would be only temporary, and therefore futile in the long run. Also, although Bruno had given her some nice little firebombs, she didn�t know how things stood in the main house. One of these bombs would draw a lot of attention, and destroy the remnants of their blindside.
There was gunfire from the house, and she realized her dilemma was resolved. Stifling her fear over its significance, she went with rule three: utilize distraction whenever offered.
As she headed back out the door, she rolled a triggered firebomb back into the room. It bounced back towards her when it hit a bank of refrigerator units and rolled under a table before exploding three seconds later. The sound of the explosion, muffled by the cottage walls, was relatively soft, but it was still loud enough to echo across the quadrangle. Also, the firebomb sprayed an accelerant liberally throughout the small space and a majority of the room burst into flames quiet satisfactorily. No one was going to miss the fire engulfing the pretty little cottage. Such a shame.
The next cottage faced the road and had a 5-foot-wide white-columned porch at the front. She made a small concession to her abandoned stealth by going around the back to approach the front door from the side away from the courtyard. Braced with her Stinger ready, she ran in a wide arc around the corner of the cottage into its small front yard. There was a man, she could see part of his gun and arm, standing well back in the doorframe. As her arc brought her forward to where she could get an angle for a body shot, her movement must have caught his eye, because he turned jerkily from his survey of the main house and fired straight for her head. He was either lucky or an excellent shot. The bullet hit the center of her faceplate, whipped her head back and jerked her off her feet. Her faceplate spider-webbed but held, and with a considerable painful effort she lifted her head and aimed her Stinger at the door from flat on her back through her bent knees. The man was gone.
The right window in the front of the cottage opened and a bullet ricocheted off the flagstone to her right. So he�d been lucky the first time.
Then it got very serious. An arm at the second window, the left one, swept forward and threw something that looked like a small, spiked ball at her. She didn�t get a good look, but she knew what it had to be: an armor-piercing grenade. Counting to three, she rolled desperately over and over towards the cottage across the soft grass and then, as she�d been trained years ago, flattened out, trying to meld with the ground beneath her. The explosion sent tiny fragments that shredded parts of her tunic and tore into her left leg and arm in several locations with excruciating effectiveness.
Livvy rolled the few meters more that she needed to reach the cover offered by the foundation of the cottage. They knew where she was, and they had armor-shredding grenades, so she was at more risk than she had been at any time since it all started.
No hesitation. Move fast, and move forward, into the cottage, where they wouldn�t be able to use another grenade. She scrambled clumsily to her feet, charged up the steps, and headed across the porch, toggling her faceplate open as she ran. Her charge was awkward, since she was favoring her left leg and carrying her left arm clutched to her side. The shooter on the right was firing at her but she was moving fast and only one of the bullets impacted, painfully, on her upper arm. Her armor held, but she couldn�t risk another grenade. When she reached the door, she slapped it, and the preset Attach�n�smash she�d been clutching ever since leaving the last cottage did it�s magic. The full force of its power blew the door inward. Following it in and going down on her right side, she managed to land on her shoulder squarely enough to keep her Stinger steady and fire twice at the man at the left window almost on impact. There was more gunfire from behind her in the small room, and ricocheted floor fragments hit her helmet twice harmlessly. She rolled over, and found the man at the other window. He was holding a gun but once she was facing him, he didn�t fire. He just sat there with his mouth open. Slow and not very bright, she thought, but there had to be somebody else in the room, because although she got off at least one shot simultaneously with the thought, she felt the dull prick of a dart coming through armor and then acute somnolence overcame her. Stinger. So close, she thought just before losing consciousness completely.

*****

Chris started across the courtyard, throwing excess guns into shrubbery and doing his best to run while clutching his ribcage. He saw the last of Livvy�s assault: the grenade, her roll towards the cottage, and then her awkward intrepid dash. It took his breath away. He heard a few more shots from inside and saw Louie come full tilt around the corner of the cottage, take the steps up to the porch in one leap and follow Livvy inside. He�d had strict orders to stay in the car, but he must have seen Livvy and then found the pop and flare of the firebomb too much. Overcome with excitement, he�d gotten out through one of the open car windows and followed Livvy�s trail.
Chris didn�t call out to either of them; he didn�t have anything to say that wouldn�t distract them and possibly prove fatal, and he frankly wasn�t sure he could take a deep enough breath to project his voice that far.
There was no more gunfire but when he got close enough he heard a man cursing and screaming. There was also a great deal of growling.
Braced with the Stinger he�d gotten from Williams, Chris went up the steps about ten seconds behind Louie. It was a small room, so as soon as he got in and did a sweep for anything still moving he saw Josephson with half of his right forearm obscured by Louie�s fully exposed teeth. There was a Stinger lying at his feet, along with an expanding pattern of blood from his arm. Louie was looking up at Josephson with a fixed expression, growling and tugging on the arm enough to keep him off balance.
Livvy was lying at Chris� feet. He knelt stiffly to check on her. Although her left leg and arm were bloody, the bleeding appeared to gotten very sluggish now that she wasn�t in full-on attack mode, and she was breathing strongly. Williams should have already called for a medivan, which meant that they�d be there in just a few more minutes.
�Get this vicious animal off me,� Josephson said. He was surprisingly cool, given the fact that he had a 30 kilo dog attached to his arm and was surrounded by illegal armaments and a kidnapped boy.
�Good boy, Louie,� Chris said. He put another duoload in each guard, not caring if it was superfluous. These guards had to know about Jesse, and had perhaps helped kill Mickey and her bodyguard. One had used a grenade on Livvy.
�Where�s Jesse Bedford?� he asked.
�He�s in the back bedroom, under sedation,� Josephson said. �Now get this damned dog off me.�
Chris ignored him, other than to pause and make sure Louie�s hold was secure before going to the first guard to extract weapons. This was the one who�d tossed the grenade; Chris went to his knees to search him. He found two more.
�These are illegal,� Chris said, holding up the grenades before pocketing them. �You might have killed my partner. Mickey Bedford and her bodyguard are dead. You participated in Jesse�s kidnapping. For money, and for your nasty little hobby.�
Chris moved to the second guard and disarmed him. By now, Josephson had apparently realized that struggling caused Louie to grip more firmly. He was standing very still. Chris couldn�t help but be impressed. Louie was still attached to his arm and eyeing him steadily, but the cold-blooded bastard was recovering.
�You think so? My lawyer will keep this tied up in the courts for years. I know the law. You have no proof that you can use in court. As far as the world will know, Bedford himself recovered his injured grandson from the kidnappers. From a series of misunderstandings or worse, outright incompetence, surely in the area of respecting our rights after we rescued the boy, we suffered abuse at the hands of Longevity Law Enforcers. With Bedford�s resources, we won�t spend a day in jail.�
Chris studied him consideringly. �Louie, enough. Out,� he said, snapping his fingers and pointing to the door. Louie let Josephson go with what appeared to be a great deal of reluctance and slowly padded out.
�What a misguided toad you are. Haven�t you heard? LLE no longer tolerates catch and release. My partner and I know too much, Josephson. You�re not going to get away with this like you did with Sara Ann Torkelson,� Chris said. �This time, Forensics will figure it out, and we�ll testify and destroy you in court, whatever the cost. At the very least we�ll deprive you of all your playthings.�
With this last provocative statement, Chris turned away ostensibly to observe Louie�s reluctant progress out the door. Josephson bent down to pick up the Stinger and was bringing it up to aim at Chris� back when Chris dropped his Stinger and drew Bedford�s gun out of his belt, pivoting and lunging to one side in one smooth, costly move. Josephson was still aiming at the point where Chris� back had been when Chris shot him three times in the chest with the gun.
It was getting harder and harder to stay erect, but by now just about any other posture was equally painful. Chris straightened up and walked slowly back to stand over the doctor. There was blood pumping profusely out of Josephson�s wounds, and he was coughing up even more.
�Or,� Chris said softly, distinctly. �I can just kill you.�
With impotent fear and rage, Josephson stared up at him, and Chris stared back until the doctor�s eyes unfocused and the bleeding turned to a sluggish seepage. Chris felt for a jugular pulse to confirm it. Josephson was dead.
He stepped over the body and headed for the bedroom, to check on Jesse.

Chp. 16 Casualties (Saturday)

Feeling a dull but receding pain, Livvy woke up slowly with a nightmare still in mind, and she grasped at it before it receded beyond memory. It was a true one, and she started to sit up quickly.
�Hey hey hey. I�m the medic. You�re in a van being treated,� said a woman all in white sitting next to her. It was a soothing voice, and with a firm but gentle restraining arm the woman pressed her back down.
Livvy allowed it. I failed. Someone shot me before I reached Jesse. All for nothing. 
She started to take in her surroundings and found that she was indeed lying in a moving medivan. When she turned her head she could see enough of the man lying motionless on the other side of the van to know it was Chris, but she couldn�t see his face. Seated in the aisle between them, the attractive dark-haired woman who�d spoken was wearing a very grim expression.
�Good, you�re really awake this time,� the med tech said kindly to Livvy. �Lie still, please. I�ve got tissue-sensitive retrieval microprobes already hunting down the flechettes and debris in your leg and dispensing antibiotics and anesthetics in situ. I�m setting the ones for your arm. You understand? Not too much discomfort?�
�Yes. I mean, I�m fine,� Livvy said. �How�s my partner?�
�He�ll do,� the tech said.
Chris moved a little and raised his head so that he could face her. He was alert and, she thought, looking a little apprehensive. �Hutchins. Ready to go?�
�What happened? I don�t know what happened,� Livvy said.
�Jesse will be fine. Big bad guys are both dead. The rest can wait until you�re feeling better,� Chris said.
Livvy turned back towards the roof of the med transport and squeezed her eye shut. The rest could wait. Or at least most of it.
She opened them again and turned back to look at the kindly med tech beseechingly. �I don�t suppose you have a shower at City Central Clinic, do you? I mean a real one with hot water, not a laver?�
�I suppose we can manage one, once the retrieval probes are done,� the tech said. �What happened to your shoes?�
�Yes, Hutchins, your shoes?� Chris asked, lifting his head again, a little higher this time so that he could see Livvy better.
�Squishy,� Livvy began, but didn�t have a chance to elaborate. Apparently, Chris had just given the med tech some sort of conversational opening that was too good to let pass, and the dam burst.
�You. Lie. Back. Down. You came very close to a punctured lung, you know,� the med tech said with asperity, and then with an effort seemed to restrain herself.
It was too good to resist, and Livvy didn�t try. �He was shot with two large caliber bullets at point blank range two� no, three days ago. Wearing a vest, but��
She shrugged with her sore right shoulder and looked across at Chris, who was staring at her expressionlessly. �It helps them do their job when they have the history, you know,� she explained gently, staring at him owlishly and approximating the voice she used with her five-year-old nephew.
His expression didn�t change.
�I knew it,� the med tech said triumphantly. �I knew that some of that bruising had to be from an older injury. Three days? You get hit with large calibers at close range and you�ve got to know that the tunics are one thing but with the ultra-thin armor Enforcement uses in those vests you�re going to have fractured ribs. They�ll stop a bullet and save your life, but�
�Don�t they train you people on this equipment? Even if you�ve forgotten, when you feel that sort of pain you should know enough to get yourself in somewhere and get your ticket to start occupying a desk for a while, instead of running around like a decapitated chicken for three more days. People have a brain. It�s meant to be used. They�re supposed to know better, to listen to what their body is telling them. If you�d punctured a lung and tried to keep going, you might have died and then where would your case be?�
�I was abducted�� Chris said very softly.
�Sure,� the tech said. She didn�t seem to have heard. �You know, Longevity just gives you protection from aging. It doesn�t truly make you immortal. You can still get shot and die, or hit by a car and die, or even get an infection and die. Or aggravate a relatively minor injury, and die. There are all kinds of evil things out there that medicine can�t beat yet. So I have a question for you, Detective McGregor, how is it that you�re still alive? I�m talking about your whole history, not your current injury.�
At some point, Chris had placed his crooked arm over his face, but it didn�t deter the tech.
�Well, even with accelerated healing, you better get used to the idea that you�re going to be spending at least the next two weeks at your desk,� the tech added with grim satisfaction. �Flat on your back would be better.�
�Huh. I�m going to guess that you�ve met my partner before,� Livvy said when she could get a word in.
The tech nodded. �Only professionally. But all too often. Oh, he�s heard the lecture before, at least a couple of times every decade. Much good it did.�
At which Livvy enjoyed a good laugh. Fortunately, the pain medications had taken effect, and she didn�t have any fractured ribs.

Chp. 17 The Rookie (Monday)

When Livvy came in late Monday morning, her second week in LLE, Agnew and the rest of the squad looked up and nodded at her in greeting. She nodded back, and felt hopeful.
She�d spent the first hour of the day at an accelerated healing appointment at the City Central Clinic, so when she arrived, Chris was already in the Chief�s office, probably giving an unofficial report. She sat down a little awkwardly and started trying to complete some notes on the case memotab, while surreptitiously keeping an eye on the Chief.
The door was closed, and this time she wasn�t sitting on the bench right outside it, so she couldn�t hear a word. She was actually very good at lip-reading but Chris had his back to her and often when the Chief did say something he was staring right at her, so she didn�t dare stare back. It was disconcerting, to say the least. Maybe he knew about the lip-reading.
She went back to her case memotab, writing her own report, with the official report written by the Chief before her for reference. Chris had explained to her, with a totally straight face, that for complicated, newsworthy cases, LLE handled the official reports by having the Chief write them based on verbal accounts or memos from the detectives. Then whoever handled the case wrote their own official report, using that written by the Chief as a reference.
The Chief�s official report made very little mention of anything that might be considered an LLE concern. As released to the media, the facts were that Bedford and his personal physician Dr. Josephson had both been fatally injured in a deadly struggle with the men who had kidnapped Bedford�s grandson, Jesse. Some ill-defined misunderstanding about the ransom. It made them both sound vaguely heroic but that couldn�t be helped. LLE�s involvement was solely attributed to the fact that Josephson was a licensed LLE practitioner and researcher who had been missing. His role had officially been to care for Bedford and his recovered grandson in a stressful situation and to be available in case of injury. The timing of his disappearance relative to the kidnapping was also very vague.
Livvy knew some of the truth. Bedford and Josephson were both dead, which meant that for LLE this was the best possible outcome. As far as she could tell, LLE might consider it the only acceptable outcome. She was afraid to ask, since it might diminish some of her personal satisfaction to know the actual details, but she trusted her partner�s sense of fairness, which in her experience was unassailable. He�d risked his life to talk to Williams, and he�d given her a week to prove herself.
She believed she knew how Josephson had died. He was probably the one who�d shot her with an illegal Stinger. She wasn�t sure about Bedford. He�d had a glancing, bruising blow to the arm and chest � Chris said he�d thrown a fireplace poker at him � and had two Stinger duoloads in him. Bedford had apparently stopped breathing at some point while Chris was up in the cottage and before the Med Techs had arrived. The only one in the room at the time was Williams, and he�d had a gunshot wound.
None of the guards, either from the mansion or the horse farm, were charged with anything. Apparently, they were all happy to be able to go on their own way to find the next wealthy employer. To justify the LLE raids, they were told that Bedford had had illegal hotlabs on his properties. They surely knew this was true, despite the official story that was fed to the media, and they were willing to accept it. The man who�d been paying them was dead; there was absolutely nothing to be gained from questioning LLE�s verisimilitude on other details. Among the subculture of professional security guards, LLE was known to have a very long arm, and the fact that both Bedford and Josephson were dead only added to LLE�s mystique. Surely its officers were dangerous to cross.
Livvy heard a rumor that the guard who�d thrown the armor-shredding grenade at her had awakened on Sunday morning in an alley in one of the roughest neighborhoods of the worst ghetto in D.C. with no memory of how he�d gotten there. He was naked and sore all over but there wasn�t a mark on him other than the new permanent tattoo on his forearm. In dark black antique script of the kind that might be used to print a bible on paper it said, �Absent in body but present in spirit. We know where and who you are.� He was smart enough to know LLE wasn�t just referring to the alley or his current alias. Sometimes there are no second chances, and he decided the life of a mercenary overseas had more appeal at this point in his life.
The memorial services for Bedford and Josephson were three days later, and were widely attended by a great many glamorous, youthful-looking and attractive people, but neither one had a family member present. Jesse was still too traumatized by his mother�s death and his own kidnapping, and only a very few even remembered John Bedford still had a daughter.

*****

While Chris was still in the Chief�s office Dalton stopped at Livvy�s desk with a fresh cup of black coffee, which she put on Livvy�s new desktop cup warmer.
�Nice work,� she said. �And all within your first five � or was it six? � days on the job. You really were thrown into the briar patch right from the start.
�So. Do you think you�ll be staying with LLE for a while? Now that Williams will be retiring on partial disability, we could use another body.�
�DE didn�t have anything to say about him?� Livvy asked.
�Why? Because he was at the site of a battle over a couple of hotlabs, or a kidnapped boy if you prefer, and wounded, by the way?�
Livvy frowned. �You mean even DE��
�DE, and all of the other squads, including Homicide and, as you already found out, Tactical,� Dalton said, and smiled at her, �know LLE handles its own cases in its own way. Things tend to get very messy if they try to step in, and sometimes it takes years to clean up the mess. LLE is accorded a certain amount of trust. We try not to abuse it.�
Livvy was still frowning as she looked up at Dalton. �You mentioned Williams retiring. Does that mean LLE is looking specifically for someone to partner Agnew?�
�Ah, no. That will probably be me or another LLE veteran. The Chief would never put two LLE rookies together. Despite everything that you went through in the last week, you�re still considered an LLE rookie. He�ll try to get someone in from some other squad to partner with Toscano. Or you, if you choose.
�One of the reasons McGregor isn�t a training officer is that the Chief likes to give the rookies a chance to actually get some training. You know, before they almost get killed.�
Meg looked down at Livvy�s desk and toyed with the coffee mug on the warmer. �McGregor will always count this case as a failure because Mickey Bedford and her bodyguard died. But personally, I can�t think of anyone else who would have even been onto Bedford in time to warn her. As far as the rest of LLE is concerned, you got your men, both of them. And Jesse Bedford survived, and you survived. Good work.�
�Th�Thank you,� Livvy said.
�Can you live with the fact that they�ll never say it?� Meg asked, jerking her head towards the Chief�s office.
�You�ve never met my parents,� Livvy said wryly.
Meg laughed. �Also, in case you�ve forgotten what I said before, let me remind you. LLE tends to be a career-snuffer. No one ever gets out alive, even if they want to leave. But it�s not too late for you.�
�I remember a warning to that effect.�
Chris came out of the Chief�s office and stopped at her desk. His face told her nothing. He nodded at Meg, who nodded back with a lingering smile and moved away.
Chris was moving even more stiffly than she was, although she supposed technically they�d call her manner of walking a limp. She hoped to be ready to go back into the field by the end of the week. McGregor, who had bony injuries, would need longer, even with accelerated healing sessions.
Chris raised his eyebrows as he looked down at her.
�You know, Hutchins, wounded officers are usually entitled to a few days off.�
�I�ve been wounded before,� Livvy said. �Worse than this.�
�But as long as you�re here, maybe you can find Brian Clifford and let him know he can go home and thank him appropriately. And don�t tell him anything about anything. He can read it in the papers.�
�Swell,� Livvy said. �I forgot all about him. I don�t suppose you�� She looked at his face, but he was already turning away. She thought she caught a half-smile.
�No, I suppose not,� she said. �Have a heart. I�m fifty-four. He�s a child.�
�You did say, didn�t you,� Chris said as he was sitting down, �that I should think of your face as a kind of armor?�
The Chief saved her from responding. �Hutchins. In here, now.
�Shut the door.�
Livvy sat in one of the straight-backed chairs and endured the Chief�s scrutiny. It lasted a little longer this morning, but even with her wounded leg she refused to squirm.
�Fatigue. By Saturday morning you�d been almost thirty hours without sleep. You did remarkably well before you got to the cottage. The clean-up crew that went in after you two and Jesse and the two bodies were out said that everyone else, even the guard you took down on the run and pulled into that stall had two solidly placed duoloads and no lasting damage. They may often be scuz but they�re still citizens.�
�Yes, sir,� Livvy said. There was nothing else she could say. She�d said it all in her first debriefing. Some barely recognizable bits of it were actually in the Chief�s official report.
�We could give you work � a lot of it � if you�d like to stay.�
�What does McGregor say? I mean, would we still be partnered?�
�McGregor. He can be demanding. We agreed the choice is yours. I could put you with Dalton for a while if you want.�
�Demanding? Ruthless is the word I�d choose,� Livvy said. She looked over her shoulder to where Chris was at his desk, checking, thumbing through some notes on a memopad. He wasn�t watching them. �I guess I can handle it.�
The Chief continued to regard her thoughtfully. �He also said you were a little clumsy in the field but that he�d become �accustomed to your face,� whatever that means.�
�Clumsy?� she asked.
�Something about losing a shoe, or both shoes, at a critical point? It doesn�t matter. Oh, and I�ve decided the two of you can keep the dog, too.
�Go,� said the Chief, waving her towards the door. �Just try to keep them out of trouble.�

***
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