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I slowly crawled forward another inch as the sentry's eyes looked the other way, freezing once more as he turned my way again. I had been stalking this sentry for nearly four hours now, since he had relieved the previous watch. I had stalked that one for four hours, as well as the one before that.

In all that time I had covered ninety two of the one hundred yards of killing field that surrounded the complex. I had bypassed three separate sensor systems, passing the last only an hour, and two feet, ago. Progress had gotten slower as I neared my goal. My light bending camouflage suit was good at a distance, but close up it would not easily withstand scrutiny. At least it was still dark and still raining. The scheduled late night rain storm was my biggest element of risk, if I was still in the field when it stopped, at this distance even these third rate sentries would be able to pick me up with their infra-red goggles, light suit or no.

The guards changed on time. It was another mistake, just like the regularly scheduled rain, changing the guards at regular intervals, but then nothing should be able to come through the field anyway. I was ready for it of course, and quietly slipped over the last eight yards of ground in a single flowing leap, passing behind the guards as they both turned away to log the shift change on their terminal.

I hit the ground rolling, bringing up with a thud against one of the concrete walls of an outbuilding. I quickly made for the shadows in case the guards came to investigate the noise. Muscles that had till now been held stiff, painfully protesting the quick movements every inch of the way.

Either they didn't hear it, or more likely they figured anything behind them wasn't a threat. In any case nobody came looking for me, so I continued to thread my way deeper into the compound.

The path was easier now. I had studied the route from a satellite reconnaissance photo, and our sources had said there were very few safeguards once the field had been passed. It only took me an hour to cover the distance from the outer wall to the inner city. I was quickly tiring from the efforts I had put forth so far, and was getting hungry too.

I spent another hour in the pre-dawn light searching for a safe place to hide and sleep the day away. The two places I had picked from the recon photo turned out to be too risky looking, but I did find a safe spot in an electrical sub-station. Sliding by the high tension wires made my fur stand up, but as the only way in was to pass within inches of twenty thousand volts, I felt I would be safe.

Once inside the vent ducts I quickly stretched out my aching limbs and then finished off the meager rations I had been able to bring in. The sensitivity of the alarms out on the field had dictated bringing very little, and none of it made from metal. After resting I would have to go see about 'procuring' some weapons more lethal than my claws or the twelve inch composite knife I had.

Curling up I quickly fell asleep.

I awoke quickly, as usual, and I knew where I was. I felt rested, if somewhat cramped, and after working out the kinks in the limited space, I crawled over to the entrance. It looked to be around four PM or so. I still had a lot of time yet before darkness, so I took my time putting my light suit on and getting out of my hide-a-way. The substation was deserted, not surprising as it looked completely automated, so I carefully made my way to the roof of the one small structure there and looked around. Keeping a low profile I surveyed the resort through the small monocular I'd been able to bring.

It was a very exclusive and expensive one, the servants being either Human, or female Animorphs. Quite a few of the former were obviously pleasure workers, even the males. All of the later were obviously so.

I could see a few of the guests lounging about or frolicking with their friends and the resort staff. I didn't see anything that looked sick or too perverted, but I wasn't naive enough to think that it didn't go on. It was probably just kept out of sight.

I could not see my target however, but that wasn't a problem yet. I still needed weapons before I could deal with that.

The resort complex was huge, covering over 1200 hundred acres of remote real estate. Other than the two heli-ports, there was only one road in. And while security was unobtrusive, it was still there. If I was seen anywhere, I would be killed instantly.

Not that there weren't any male Animorphs inside the resort complex, but I was positive that there weren't any male Leopards. The people who ran this place weren't going to chance having any of the more combative species inside. That's why the sentries were all human. I doubted I'd even see a female cat of any large breed in here for that matter.

While I waited for the sun to set I plotted on how I would get some food for my growling stomach. I also made note of the locations of the security points that stood out to my training, I then tried to figure out where the ones that weren't so obvious might be. By darkness I was ready.

Some might think it foolish to explore while the guests and staff were still about, actually their noise and activities would cover for my own. Getting to a water fountain and refilling my canteen was easy. Causing one of the serving girls to slip and drop her food was slightly more difficult, but not very.

No one noticed of course when the pile of steaks disappeared from the trash can, except maybe my complaining stomach.

I spent the next four hours comfortably in a tree on the edge of one of the restaurants and kept watch for my target. I could also see the entrance to one of the guard posts, hidden though it was. How to get a weapon and not have its disappearance noted immediately was going to be sticky. 

But time would tell.

At about one in the morning local time I became instantly wide awake as my target entered the restaurant, passing through it to the bar. Using my monocular I tracked him carefully, he was in the company of a very attractive Human lady, obviously not staff, with an attendant female Skunk morph who just as obviously was. One of his two ever present bodyguards was there, and that in and of itself was a nasty surprise. The resort usually did not allow guests to bring their own security. As this bodyguard was packed with more cyberware than the usual norm, even for a bodyguard, it was doubly surprising.

I desperately hoped that they had only allowed him the one.

I watched as they drank and danced, and did all those things Humans claim are fun. Never having done most of them myself, I really wouldn't know. When they finally left I watched the windows and waited.

The lights on ten rooms came on after he left. But the real payoff came an hour later when he and his lady came out onto the balcony of his twenty-third floor suite. As I'm not much of a voyeur, and they weren't wearing any clothing, I didn't watch their love play. But turned my attention to more serious matters instead: Weapons. I would need one if I was going to get by that bodyguard and survive this assignment.

I slid down the tree and prowled around the building for a while. I even climbed up the outside of the building to the 10th floor where the suites started so I could check the floor plan. It was late and I was undisturbed in my prowling.

My first break came when I found the floor's equipment cabinet. My second came when I was able to locate the security feeds. Using a few things I found in the cabinet and some other items I'd scavenged from the empty rooms I cross wired it into the building's management system and was soon displaying feeds from all the floors on the maintenance monitor.

That my target had disabled the cameras in his private quarters did not surprise me. But that the ones in his bodyguard's quarters were still active did. I guess they wanted to keep an eye on the muscle.I lit up the phone's light for a brief instant to make sure that what I was seeing was live and not a recording. Once I was sure of that I started planning.

It took me some time, but I was eventually able to find the trouble spots in the security system. One’s as complicated as this building's usually had a few. From the computer log I could tell they wouldn't stay that way for long, so I checked my watch and waited. By noon of the next day, all but one of the trouble spots had been fixed as the repair crew faded into obscurity and the Guests started waking up.  By six four new trouble spots had occurred naturally, and three more of my own devising. Two of those would help in my plan. The third was just for luck.

I waited until night was well established before I went up to my quarry's room; I had made sure they were out at that point. Once there I ordered a nice meal on the room's service. It was automated, so nobody would see me.

Of course I had added a bug to the system so that every twenty minutes the order would be repeated. This error was reported by the maintenance computer after the third order, and I suspected they would dispatch a repairman instantly. After all, it wouldn't do to have a paying guest's room overflowing with food.

I was waiting behind the door when the repairman came in the room and I broke his neck before he even saw me. I then fixed the problem and hid his body, taking the uniform, coveralls, hat, and the silenced forty caliber he was carrying. I had noticed earlier that the repair crews were also part of the security forces, another part of the unobtrusive security.

About this time I arranged for a few of the cameras on the floor to go out. That left me with a few more open spaces, including that of the muscle's room. I keyed an affirmative on the Tech's wrist coder when the maintenance report came in. With any luck he wouldn't be missed till sunrise.

Letting myself into the bodyguard's room I put a strong sedative in his toothpaste. I had noticed that he brushed his teeth while watching the security cam. I then ate some more of the food I had ordered, 'fixed' the camera, went back out into the hallway, and waited in the maintenance closet.

While I waited I rigged the tech's pocket computer to send out test pulses at random times. This would hopefully fool the computer into thinking that the tech was hard at work.

Eventually my target did show up again with his girl. I waited till the bodyguard brushed his teeth then killed the camera again. I was in his room shortly after the drug took affect. It wouldn't last long, but in this case, long enough.

I shot the bodyguard once in the head point blank as I passed through the room. His body tensed briefly, and as he died I could smell his bowels releasing before I had left the room. That's the down side of having a sensitive nose I guess.

The adjoining door to my target's room was locked, but a hard kick was all that it took to get inside.

"What is the meaning of this!?" was all he got out as I shot him in the head.

I shot the woman just as she inhaled to scream. I felt sorry for her, but not enough to risk my life by letting her live. I spent a few minutes pouring alcohol from the small bar in the room over everything that would burn. Making a crude fuse from a cigar of some sort that I found there, I then left the room.

I stopped just inside the door leading to the suite’s hallway. Reaching into my small belt pack I pulled out a plastic envelope containing a spent injector. Carefully ripping the plastic I let the injector fall to the floor without touching it. A good forensics team might find it after the fire, then again maybe not. But you never want to be obvious when planting evidence.

Odds were the first firefighter thru the door would crush it underfoot. If he was smart and stopped to grab it, he'd probably get a raise. I left the room then, and quickly made for the maintenance lift.

I had to duck and dodge several times. It was late and the maintenance crews were starting to show. Unable to get an empty lift I had to force open the doors and climb down one of the shafts instead. With all of the delays involved I was still in the shaft when the fire alarms went off. I changed my plans then and made for the basement instead of the second floor exit I had planned earlier.

The fire alarm triggered the simple bombs I had left in the closet I had been using. They weren't very big, they just helped to destroy evidence and create confusion. And of course cut power to the building. The emergency lights came on then, everywhere but the basement that is.

That had been the break I had made for luck. It was dark in the basement, confused too. Nobody noticed just what was wearing the maintenance uniform, they just figured I worked there and ignored me as they tried to evacuate the building.

Of course my yelling "Fire!" didn't help much either I guess.

I followed one group down an accessway to another building. Letting them get ahead of me before we came into the lighted basement of the next building. I kept tripping all the pull stations I saw to help spread the confusion. Then going down another tunnel I went up the first street access I saw.

It was easy to stay in the shadows and make for the wall then. I stopped to change back into my light suit on the way over. Once there I just snuck up behind the guards and took them out one at a time until I had a large enough hole to just run out the way I had come in.

 

*               *               *

 

Twenty exhausting miles of forest later I made it to the road. The sky was full of patrol craft searching every which way. I guess my efforts had been discovered. But they had very little to go on I hoped, and I wondered if this was just from the dead sentries, or if my target had been discovered as well.

A lone car slowed as it approached my hiding place. A quick look through my monocular confirmed the I.D. of the driver and I burst from the brush sprinting for the car. As I dove through the side window it sped back up.

"Anybody spot me?" I asked sitting up and straightening myself.

"No, I timed it with the search pattern. You okay?"

I smiled at the driver, she was a very pretty and petite Leopard morph. With a lovely combination of white and yellow on her face and a downy looking white underbelly. Not to mention a truly lovely pattern of spots all across her chin and muzzle. I was wondering why I had never noticed how attractive she was before.

"What are you staring at?" She asked glancing back at me as she drove.

"You," I replied stashing my gear in the special compartment in the car. I then climbed into the front and slid over up against her body.

"You're okay all right!" She laughed, then batted my hand away from her chest. "Watch it I'm driving!" She growled. "So I take it you were successful?"

"Very," I purred sliding my other arm around behind her. "When are we leaving and what's our cover?"

"We just got here six hours ago," she grabbed an Identity chain off the dashboard and handed it to me.

I put it around my neck.

"As for the cover, we're two friends on leave from the freighter Revocation."

"And just how friendly are we?" I asked nuzzling her face and slowly massaging her chest once more.

"What's the rush?" She asked sternly, "You never looked twice at me before this!"

"I never look at anyone while training for a mission." I replied quietly while licking her ear.

"You're just horny cause you killed," she grumbled.

"That too." I admitted and reached over to turn the car off.

"Hey! What the ..." She got the car to the side of the road without wrecking it. Not that I was any help.

She then turned on me putting up a vicious if brief fight, which I won easily. Her pride satisfied she then attacked me as lustily as I had been attacking her.

It was an hour later when a police car pulled over to check us out. I made sure they got an eyeful, and they weren't afraid to watch either.

"Excuse me," said the older of the two, he was Human and obviously interested. "What are you two doing?"

"Ummm," I said with a straight face, "Enjoying our leave?"

The younger one, who was also male but a wolf, snickered at that. He was looking somewhat interested at my partner himself. My friend was rather attractive and we had not bothered to untangle, or even cover, ourselves.

"Officer" said Azelett acting shy, (and it was a good act) "we just got leave six, ummm," she looked at her watch, "Make that seven hours ago. It's been a long time and the Captain doesn't allow fraternization onboard ship."

"How long?" Asked the wolf.

"Six months!" I growled loudly.

Azelett just nodded her head.

"Sounds like a real shit," muttered the Human surprisingly. "Let me see your ID's," he said louder.

We handed them over to the Wolf who ran them through his hand scanner.

"Checks out sir." He said and handed them back.

"Fine," he said then turned back to us.

"I'm sorry about your Captain, but if my boss saw this he'd have a stroke!" he said and laughed. I liked this guy already. "So you gotta move on and find something a little more private, or I'll have to take you in. Understood?"

"Yes sir." We both mumbled.

"Good, now don't linger cause we'll be watching!" He got his partner and they both got back in the car.

I untangled myself from Azelett and she drove off slowly. Once out of sight I pulled the gun out from under me and hid it back under the seat.

"Where in the hell did that come from?" she asked surprised.

"Pulled it when they drove up, just in case."

"You would have shot them?" She sounded more curious than surprised.

"If our cover wasn't good they would probably have shot us on the spot." I replied snuggling up to her again. "And we would have been in deep quanta regardless."

"Good point," she started scratching my chin with her free hand, I purred. "How long you been doing this anyway?"

"Ten years about." I turned my head slightly so she could hit a particularly good spot. I purred a little louder, "You?"

"Only two, but I'm mostly support." She gave me one of those sidelong glances, "Have you killed a lot?"

"Let's just say I've been busy." I replied, a little surprised at the question. I had stopped counting at twenty, mostly because it was pointless. Yes I had killed a lot, but who cared? That was my job, what the company paid me for. 

"Sorry, I didn't mean to be rude," She said noticing my expression. "I've just never worked with someone who was a, well.."

"Assassin?" I supplied. She was still scratching a good spot so I wasn't about to complain.

"... uh yeah. I mean, the people I've worked with before have never really killed anyone. But that's all you do, isn't it?"

I laid my head down in her lap then, took her hand in mine and placed it behind my right ear. She took the hint and started scratching again. The road was smooth and I was tired, so I forestalled further conversation by closing my eyes and going to sleep.

Murder takes a lot out of you.
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I was back again. Back in the war, or rather, the 'Conflict'. I was walking through the room, an automatic in my hand. As I went down the line it jerked in my hand and another person died.

They begged, they cried, some were mute, and others cursed me before they died. They were all weak from the gas and couldn't resist. There were six others with me, they had helped me get in, they had set off the gas even. But I was the trigger man, the killer. It was my job to do the execution, not theirs. I had to stop three times to reload, and some of the victims were even Human. I stopped counting when I got to twenty.

It was my real first mission, my first kill. And it was cold.

I awoke suddenly and all at once. It was dark and I knew where I was.

"You alright?" She asked quietly, we were no longer moving.

"Yeah fine, where are we?"

"Back at the ship. The recall came through as scheduled."

I noticed she was looking at me.

"Bad dream?" She asked looking concerned.

"Old dream," I sighed sitting up. I could see the Revocation's lights from the car.

"It didn't look good," She smiled and gave my head a rub, "Does it happen often?"

"Just afterwards. But I've learned to live with it." I got our gear together and opened the door, "Who's taking care of the suit and gun?"

"Local ops," She got out and closed the door. "Here he comes now."

A young Squirrel walked up, smiled at her, ignored me, took the keys and drove off.

I walked over and put my arm around her and we headed for customs. A very thorough check took place then, about an hour, and we were passed through.

"Sorry about the recall," The first mate said as we approached the ship. "But the Captain just signed on a rush cargo. We leave as soon as loading finishes."

This was all part of our cover of course. The sooner I was off planet, the better for all concerned. The only bad part was that I had to help with the loading as part of the ship's crew. Only four of them knew the real story, counting me. Not even the ship's Captain knew, but he knew how to follow orders, and did. 

Twelve hours later I stumbled into my berth exhausted. I hadn't been here on the trip in and everyone knew it, but kept their mouths shut. The local news was keeping a lid on the assassination so the regular crew would probably never find out.

My handlers had been kind though, I had the room to myself. But sleep refused to come and I could feel myself becoming testy. I knew what I wanted, company.

So I queried the computer and found out where Azelett was. It took a few minutes, I had to describe her as I could not remember her cover name. But the computer was patient, as computers are, and I set off to find her.

I caught up with her at her duty station, the ship was getting ready to lift.

"You look like hell, get some sleep." She whispered to me.

"In a minute," I growled. I was quickly becoming bad company. Sometimes I become very testy after a hit, and the lack of sleep wasn't helping any. I suspect that was why Azelett was there, to distract me and help calm me down. I know I enjoyed her scent and company, and so far it had worked.

I stood next to her through the launch, Revocation was a small freighter made for groundfall at planets with no space dock. Standing did not improve my mood.

"Okay we're off planet now, and you're off duty," I growled.

"And?" She asked giving me that sidelong glance again.

That didn't help my mood any, but I couldn't decide if I was mad or hurt. So I just put my nose in her fur and took a long sniff.

"You okay?" She asked sounding worried.

"Look, either do it for me, or cause it's your job. But would you spend the night and keep me company?"

"Sure." But she looked a little nervous, "Are you always this bad afterwards?"

"Only when I don't get any sleep." I looked at her again, "I'm not going to go ballistic so calm down okay?"

"It's not you," she smiled and suddenly I felt better, "silly."

We got back to my room and we both stripped and hit the bed.

"I'm not so bagged myself," she said straddling my buttocks and giving me a rubdown. "I got to sleep before I had to work."

"Lucky you," I murmured.

"Feeling better?"

"Yes," I replied as her fingers worked the tension out of my back. "But could you do me one favor?"

"I guess so," she laughed. "What is it?"

"My name is Jotun, would you use it Azelett?"

"Sure Jotun, if it's important to you." She whispered.

"I just don't want to be invisible to my friends," I sighed.

"What?"

"Nothing, goodnight and thanks."

 

 

I awoke suddenly, I knew where I was. But it was too bright and there was somebody at the door. I was flying through the air teeth bared, knife in my right hand, and claws out on my left instantly. As I grabbed his shoulder and started to bring the knife around my mind fully awoke and I realized who it was.

"Good morning Captain," I growled staying my hand. Then in a calmer voice, "Just what are you doing in my quarters? And why didn't you knock?"

"I will not have fraternization going on, onboard my ship!" He sputtered recovering quickly.

I looked at Azelett who was laying wide-eyed on the bed.

"Is he for real?" I asked. "I thought that was a fabrication!"

"No, he's serious," she said getting up. "I better ..."

"No!" I cut her off, "You stay." I turned back to the Captain, who I still had not released. I also still had the knife out.

"Unhand me Mister!" He ordered. "She's leaving and you are in trouble!"

I growled, "Your orders explicitly state that you are to leave me and my team alone." I brought my nose to his.

"Furthermore, I am not under your jurisdiction. This is not the time to harass me! If you do you will be held accountable for my actions. That is all in your orders! I suggest you follow them!"

I'll give him this, he didn't even bat an eye, so I let go of him and tossed the knife on the desk.

"I will not tolerate this kind of behavior on my ship!" He continued in a more civil tone.

"Your objections are duly noted," and ignored, I finished to myself. "I'll put it in my report, and if you continue to bother me, I'll go into some detail as well."

He thought about that a minute and stated to open his mouth.

"Later," I said pushing him out the door. "I'm sorry Captain. But I am still recovering." And with that I shut the door and locked it. He didn't try and open it, which he could have easily done. It was his ship. 

I then collapsed on the bed and started shaking uncontrollably as the adrenaline bled out of my system.

"Jotun! What's wrong?" Azelett gasped wide-eyed again.

"A minute," I gasped panting. It was more like ten.

"Are you okay?" She asked as I slowly settled down.

"I think so," I managed, crawling over to her on the bed. She looked worried as I got near, but she was in the corner with no where to go. I slowly slid up next to her and wrapped my arms around her warm body, nuzzling her throat and chin. I could see her tail twitching nervously, but compared to the way mine was dancing, it was still.

She found a comb and started working on my neck, which helped calm me tremendously, and from the look of it, her too.

"That's how they come for you." I said very quietly.

"What?"

"I said that's how they come for you. When you're tired and asleep. That was how they got Clem."

"Who are you talking about?" She was sounding concerned now.

"The competition, the other corps, maybe the Earth government, or some political group. Or just someone bent on revenge." Or maybe even my own company! In Corporate politics one never knew.

"Why would anyone ...", She paused a moment her eye's got really wide this time. "... That was why you attacked the Captain!"

"I've exceeded the normal life expectancy by two years now," I continued quietly. "Clem had made it to eleven when somebody got him. He took them with him, but it really didn't matter."

I looked up at her, "I'm the senior assassin now, no one still knows what I really look like. Hopefully no one ever will. But they sometimes know where I am and they want me."

"Has anyone ever tried?"

"Four times in the last three years."

"How do they find you?"

"Same way we find them. A hit on the building where I am, or a ship I'm traveling on. The corporations all like to keep a tight rein on people like me. So it's not too hard to find us when we're not working."

"You're a wreck!" She suddenly declared looking me over.

"It's not an easy job," I admitted. "And after shipping cargo for twelve hours, on top of coming off of a demanding mission of non-stop work, I'm worn to a frazzle."

She continued to sooth me and after a while I fell back asleep. I had expected to dream about one of the attacks on me, or worse yet Clem's death. But I had no dreams at all for a change.

She was still tangled in my arms and tail when I awoke. It's always nice to wake up without something having caused it. I watched her until she awoke, smiling at me as she opened her eyes. I started kissing and licking her fur then, slowly working my way down her torso. I lingered at her breasts, to her distraction, then tickled her belly as well. When I got to her pubes I had her noisily enjoying my efforts. I finally mounted her and she tightly wrapped her body around mine. 

We rode a steady rhythm and she growled, moaned, bit and clawed her way through several orgasms. She was so inspiring that after my first I was easily able to continue right on without stopping. My efforts were mutually rewarding, even if she was outnumbering me.

"You're quite an animal," I smiled at her afterwards.

"Look who's talking!" She laughed, "Not bad for somebody who looked like a basket case yesterday!"

"I get testy when I'm run down," I said defensively, "that's all."

"Well, you sure look good today!" She grinned.

"Lets hit the shower and get some food, I'm starved."

"Sounds good to me!"

We walked naked to the showers. Normally this is no big deal, we were after all, covered in fur. But I knew we both smelled of sex, and that it would piss the Captain off royally. Plus he probably made everyone wear uniforms or robes at all times.

We showered uneventfully, a rather cute Fox had winked at us as we entered the bathroom, but it was empty otherwise. Must have been about midshift I guess. Azelett did return the favor I had done for her on the bed, while I slumped back against the wall of the shower stall. We ended up coupling again in the shower, quite enjoyably, and I didn't care if anyone saw us either.

When we finally got dressed and headed to the mess, my stomach was complaining non-stop. They weren't serving yet, but they had heard of my run in with the Captain, which was no surprise on a ship this small. So it wasn't too hard to wheedle an early meal out of the cooks. They hated the Captain too; it seems the Revocation was not a happy ship.

After stuffing myself we went back to my quarters and contacted the other two members of my team. They were Shotoon and Rieselle. Both had come with me and not with the ship like Azelett, her job was to oversee the extraction. Their job had been to help get me there and get me in. They had both joined the ship as company 'passengers' a day before I had even hit my target. So they had no suspicions to dodge.

I had been working with the two of them for several years now. Azelett had been brought in as a last minute replacement one week before I had left on this mission.

"Good hunting Jotun?" Asked Shotoon after the door had been locked and the room checked for bugs.

"Very good. A little messy coming out, but good all the same."

"So you definitely got your target then?" Said Rieselle, it was her job to track the results.

"Yes, one shot. Point blank, in the head, with a slow velocity forty caliber using pre-fragmented anti-personnel rounds." I said dispassionately. 

Azelett started to massage my shoulders. Talking about it afterwards never bothered me, but as I loved a good rub as much as anybody, I wasn't about to tell her that.

"Any others?" She asked tallying notes on some coding device of hers.

"Quite a few," I sighed as Azelett hit a sore spot. Boy that felt good! "I first hit a repair/security type to get a weapon. Second was the bodyguard we called Beta."

"They let him bring in that tank?" Interjected Shotoon amazed.

"Yes, I was quite surprised. I didn't have to kill him to make the hit, but I didn't want him on my tail with all that gear. So I popped him next, I was able to drug him first." I wasn't going to tell them how, I never revealed my 'trade' secrets.

"Anyway," I continued, "I got my target third. He had a woman in the room with him and I shot her fourth." Azelett paused for a second then continued again. "If it's any consolation to you, I didn't enjoy it either," I said over my shoulder.

"On the way out I killed, hmm.." I had to think a moment. Just how many sentries was it? "Five sentries on the perimeter. I don't know how long it was before they were discovered, the fire probably confused things."

"What fire?" Said Rieselle.

"Oh, I set one in the room and a few others in the building to help confuse my escape."

"What about the injector?"

"I dropped it in a good spot, I think it might get found."

"Might?" She sounded upset. "What do you mean might? Do you have any idea how important that was? Or how much trouble went into getting it?"

"I was told to make sure it didn't seem planted!" I huffed back at her my ears flattening, "That means leaving it where it will stand a good chance of being damaged or destroyed! Anyway, they've got the best forensics money can buy, they'll find enough of it."

"You hope," she growled at me.

I smiled back until she finally softened. We were occasional lovers and I knew she had a soft spot for me. Women always seem to feel sorry for the dangerous guy who lives in a cage.

"So when are we due back?" I asked.

"Eighteen days till breakout," responded Azelett. "Then another week till we're in system. You'll be taken off at that point."

"Twenty five days then I guess," I smiled. "Not a bad vacation even considering the place."

"Now don't go giving the Captain a heart attack." Warned Rieselle.

"Too late, he already did!" Laughed Azelett.

"Oh I'm not talking about that!" She growled, "Jotun here obviously plans a little exploring of the female crew."

I just looked innocently at the ceiling.

"And that's not to happen!"

"Oh? Says who?" I asked innocently.

"Your orders as I recall Jotun."

"Funny, I seem to have lost my copy. And the computer is a total blank."

"Don't push your luck. It'll get you in real trouble if you do!" She warned and turned to Azelett. "Keep him occupied. If you can't or don't want to, try and keep anyone from finding out. If you need any help, call me. I'm not afraid to take him to task." She smiled evilly at me with that.

I just smiled back. She could be a lot of fun at times.

"Oh you'll behave, won't you Jotun? For me?" Azelett asked huskily in my ear.

"Maybe," I smiled wickedly. "But that Captain is an ass. Making his life 'interesting' would be fun!"

"I can handle him Rieselle," She chuckled. "Don't worry!"

The next eighteen days were enjoyable enough. Azelett did keep me happy and to be honest I enjoyed her company and learning about her. I didn't tell her anything about myself really. She wouldn't believe most of it until she saw it I felt, most people didn't.

I did have two brief liaison's with Rieselle. Even though she and Shotoon were pretty much an item, I don't think he minded. If he did he could have easily gotten them both reassigned, I'm glad he didn't though. I liked them both way too much and we had spent a few wild times together, the three of us.

I did notice two very cute ladies giving me the eye during this time. I had also been keeping a watch on the good Captain as I had plans for both of them. 

The first was an older black Leopard who was very aggressive about letting her wants be known. When we were four hours from breakout I hacked the computer and got her schedule changed. When she got back to her room wondering why she was off duty she found me laying on her bed smiling.

We had a very enjoyable time then. I'm pretty sure she knew I was behind it. That I would risk something so dangerous to have her made a big impression, I'm sure. She didn't know that I was immune from the powers of her Captain, and I of course wasn't going to tell. We got together twice more over the next few days, but I was discrete each time.

The other lady was a Gazelle of all things! She was pretty kinky too. Most leaf eaters don't associate with us predator types. Especially ones who’s genetically based ancestors were prey of my ancestors. I think she had a pretty good suspicion of what kind of work I did for the company too.

But the strangest part was that she wanted to be tied up and dominated. She claimed afterwards that the more fear I gave her, the more helpless that she felt, the more excited she became. 

So I jumped her in the bathroom on the night before I was to leave and dragged her bound and gagged back to my room. It was strange and a little fun, and she went absolutely wild. I had a hard time getting her to leave when morning came, and an even harder time understanding why she like it so much. It was okay, but I prefer my women more aggressive. Her quivering with fear could only excite me for so long, and the master/slave bit got a little too strange as well, even for me.

But it gave the Captain a fit 'cause I made sure he found out. I was all cleaned up and waiting for my 'ride' back to my base to show when he pounded on my door.

At least he knocked.

"Enter," I said calmly waiting for the fireworks.

"You've gone too far Mister!" He said loudly as he stepped into the room. "Rape is a serious offense on this ship!"

"Rape?" I inquired casually glancing up at him from the chair. "Who's saying anything about rape?"

"That crewmember you dragged bound and gagged into your quarters last night!" He exclaimed hotly. "That's a capital offense here in space!"

"Funny, I didn't know bondage was illegal," I replied smiling. "Captain, I can see you don't know very much about sex. True what happened here last night was a little perverted, well maybe a lot, but she agreed. Nothing illegal about that!" I chuckled.

I really like the way Human faces can change colors. They're so expressive! Whiter shade for fear, a clammy ruddy for disgust, and right now a truly remarkable red of anger. It was really quite fun to watch. I wondered if I could get him to turn green? I'd never really seen it, only read about it.

"And I thought I told you not to fraternize with any females onboard my ship!" He was gaining volume now. "I was willing to overlook your behavior among your own people, but not among my crew! That is a direct challenge to my authority! I'll have you broken for this!"

About this time Azelett showed up outside the door looking worried. A moment later Rieselle showed up looking mad, and Shotoon who was obviously trying very hard not to go into a fit of laughter. He always seemed to appreciate my antics.

"Oh really now Captain," I smiled and took out a file and started to work on my claws. "Do you really think the company is going to take the side of a sexually repressed highly frustrated old man, who suffers from feelings of inferiority?"

"You can't talk to me like that, you unnatural, test tube spawned, perverted bastard. I'm Human! I'm your master!"

He not only was red, he was starting to foam a little now as well.

"You obviously didn't read the equal pay statues or the recently passed Created Species Act." I smiled showing all my teeth. "Tell us the truth though. Doesn't it bother you that your wife sleeps with one of us animals when you aren't at home?"

Shotoon lost control at that point and started laughing hysterically. Rieselle clipped him one, and Azelett just looked scared and lost. I can be a real shit sometimes, usually right before going back to the palace.

"You filthy, lying, piece of trash! I'll skin you myself and nail your filthy pelt to my cabin door!" He hit the intercom on the wall, "Security! I want an armed detachment here right away!"

They came, made me spread eagle, chained my legs and arms up, and carried me down to the brig. Once there I was manacled to the bars at the Captain's insistence. He was holding my knife the whole time, babbling about the best way to skin a cat. The security guards were getting more and more nervous as this went on. Azelett was looking more and more desperate. And every time the Captain looked at me I had this huge shit-eating grin. Which is no mean feat when you consider that as an animan morph I have a Leopard's head. But then practice makes perfect.

I think that bugged him the most. I must have hit on his private fears with that last remark and now he wanted to scare me. I of course wasn't afraid, if he started skinning me he'd lose everything. They'd stop him before he could do anything anyway.

"You know, I never have skinned anything before." He smiled at me, "I hope you like it!"

And then the bastard actually started cutting me open!

It hurt like a bitch, as he started to cut from just below my neck to above my crotch, right down the centerline using only the tip of the blade. I looked at Rieselle and she had a hand on Shotoon's chest holding him back. No help there. Azelett was starting to gag, and the two security officers were getting antsy.

I just kept smiling, I wasn't having fun anymore, in fact it hurt like hell, but I wasn't going to give in now. And I sure wasn't going to let anybody see me squirm or beg.

"Oh you like that huh?" said the Captain. He was starting to get a little messy from my blood. And I didn't think he was all there anymore. "Let's see how you like this." He smiled back.

The guards started forward then, but Rieselle stopped them! I gave her a glance, but couldn't figure out what she was up to.

He started peeling back the skin next, starting up by my neck. I can't begin to describe the pain. I could barely keep from crying out, it was so bad. But I didn't want to give the Captain or even Rieselle the pleasure. The Captain was up to his arms in my blood, and I could see it starting to pool on the floor. I was hanging from the bars at this point, the restraints on my wrists being all that was supporting me. Azelett was busy being sick in the corner. He had more than six inches peeled back when my ride showed up.

"What in the name of God are you doing!" shouted Holt. He was Human and one of my 'Handlers'. What he was doing here was a little strange, usually he never got off the shuttle. But I guess they told him I was locked up and he thought he'd check it out himself.

I know one thing, it was the first time in my life I was actually happy to see my ride home show up.

"What?" The Captain seemed surprised. "I'm disciplining this animal!" He said. "I found him guilty of mutiny and this is his sentence!"

He was waving the knife around in front of my face during all this, and was no longer watching me. So when he got really close, I bit him.

"What the?" He looked at me shocked and stunned. I started to growl. He reached up then with his free hand to grab the knife.

So I crushed his wrist, driving my fangs deep into the bones. He dropped the knife and screamed. I wasn't feeling too well myself, as I held on and started trying to free my left arm. They must have grabbed him shortly after that, 'cause he only hit me a few times. I was having trouble seeing, from both lack of blood, and from that which was splattered in my eyes from his struggles.

Somebody started trying to pry my mouth open then, but I wasn't having any of it. I tried jerking my head around but smashed it instead into the bars behind me. They tried again, but I wasn't letting go of that wrist. Somebody plugged up my nose next and I was starting to have trouble breathing. But I wasn't letting go of that wrist dammit! I guess that it was shortly after that I passed out. 

 

 

I awoke suddenly, I was in pain, and I didn't know where I was. I opened my eyes and tried to roll to my feet.

I got my eyes open, but that was about it. Somebody had tied me to a table. I looked around, Rieselle was standing next to me, I was in the ship's Medical unit.

"Untie me." I stated simply.

"Against doctors orders," She smiled.

"Rieselle," I said quietly trying not to get mad, or whine. "Will you please untie me. I'll forgive you not stopping the Captain. But I can't forgive this."

"Threatening me now?" She was looking a little mad herself.

"Hey what did I do?" I replied while testing my bonds. My left shoulder hurt bad. "I was the one being turned into a coat!"

"I warned you not to mess with the Captain, didn't I?"

"So that was reason enough to stop anyone from interfering with his skinning me alive? That's a little petty for you isn't it?" I was getting mad now and my ears folded back angrily as I tried my legs.

"Stop thrashing or I'll pop you one," she said exasperated.

I noticed she was holding an injector, probably a tranquilizer.

"You wanted him fired, well then, the only way you'd get him in enough trouble was if somebody important caught him skinning you." She paused while this sank in. "I just gave you what you wanted." And then she smiled sweetly at me.

I thought about that a moment. It made sense I guess.

"Next time," I said quietly, "Don't."

"But you're the big hero now. You got the Captain fired, isn't that what you wanted Jotun?"

"Why should I care about these people?" I snarled, "I don't know them, I don't owe them! You know why I do this."

"I'm not so sure anymore Jotun," she replied sighing. "But you're getting worse. Usually you just get in a little trouble, this time you got in a lot and almost got yourself killed."

"Yeah, it was pretty stupid wasn't it." I looked around to make sure we were alone. "I really do like Azelett you know."

"I guessed as much."

"Well I guess I wanted to do a little showing off, and let her see what she was letting herself in for."

"So you acted like a total shit?" She said with a little venom.

"I am a total shit!" I admitted exhaustively, "Look at what I do! How I live! I wouldn't wish this on anybody."

"Oh it's not that bad. Really Jotun." She said soothingly.

"They pay you to say that, so please don't," I sighed. It was true too and we both knew it. "Untie me please Rieselle. If you care anything for my sorry ass. Please?"

She sighed and undid the straps, "You are a shit."

"Yeah," I smiled lamely, "but you love me anyway." I rubbed my wrists, my left shoulder hurt like hell. "Thanks, I'll try to listen to you next time."

I looked at the sloppy bandages on my chest, "Where's the Doc?"

"Taking care of the Captain," she smiled. "You're still only second class Jotun."

"How bad is he anyway?"

"The wrist is pretty well crushed, but he's sedated now. The security guys tranked him."

"Where's Holt?"

"On the radio to HQ, Probably discussing your fine."

"He would!" I growled.

Just then the doctor showed up.

"Who removed those restraints?" He asked looking at Rieselle.

"I did" I lied. "It's in my training, sorry."

"That's right Doc, I had nothing to do with it," Rieselle covered.

Hey, it's my team, even if I'm not always in charge. I take responsibility for everything.

"Well alright," he eyed me. "Let me get a sedative."

"No." 

He paused, "I insist," he said looking at me.

"No, nothing that will make me drowsy," I responded adamantly. "I can't afford it where I'm going."

He raised his eyebrows, "It's gonna hurt then."

"I earned it," I said simply.

"Okay then," and he peeled off the bandage with one quick pull.

"Ahhhhh!" I gasped and grabbed the edge of the table, sinking my claws right through the hard plastic. It hurt a lot!

He sprayed the wound with something and it helped a little, but not much. 

"You still sure?" He asked again.

"Yes Doctor," I gasped between clenched teeth.

He went to work then, pulling the skin back, cleaning the wound and then sealing the whole thing up. It was half an hour of the worse torture I had ever been through, especially when he cleaned it out! He then looked at my shoulder and X-rayed it.

"Some cracks and a partial dislocation. From the marks on your wrist's I'd say it happened while you were chained up." He got an injector out from a cabinet. "A little glue and a healing agent and it'll be fine in two or three days."

"Thanks."

"Sure, that's what they pay me for," he said giving me the shots.

"Can I ask you a question Doc?"

"What?" He looked up.

"Did he really deserve what I did to him?" I was curious.

"Who?" The Doc looked startled.

"The Captain, who else?" I asked tilting my head.

"I don't think it's my place to say," he dodged.

I reached over painfully and grabbed his arm lightly, "Say it anyway."

"Why? So you can feel justified in destroying his career? So you can strut around and feel tall?" He spit back knocking my hand down and heading for the door.

"No, that's not why," I said. 

He turned and looked at me.

"I won't say I didn't deserve this," I motioned to my chest. "I just want to know that, well, that he did too."

"The crew thinks so, isn't that enough?"

"No."

"Well then, what do you think?" And he left.

"I don't think, that's the problem." I whispered.

"You can say that again!" Said Rieselle from behind me.

She walked around the table and helped me up.

"They didn't give me any blood, did they?" I felt pretty light headed.

"Nope, so be careful. You're going to be a little weak for the next few days."

"Great, I guess I really outdid myself this time!"

She gave me a kiss, "Yep. Now come on, you have a shuttle to catch."

I groaned tail dragging as we headed out the door. "Holt's gonna bitch all the way back!" I looked at her, "Where's Azelett?"

"In her cabin I guess. She's pretty upset and blames herself."

"Great," I sighed. "Tell her I'm sorry okay? Explain things to her. I don't think she knows yet."

"I'll tell her you're sorry. But the rest is up to you."

"Good enough I guess."

She led me down to the shuttle lock. This ship was too small to have any kind of a bay.

"See ya' later!" And she gave me a quick buss.

"Bye," I grumbled.

I got in, sat down, and strapped in. The pilot looked back from up front and waved back, I nodded and closed my eyes trying to sleep. Or at least fake it. It was about a ten minute wait, then Holt showed up. He closed the lock and told the pilot to go, then closed the cabin door and sat across from me.

And waited.

For once I didn't open my mouth. Of course I'd never been skinned before either. Usually it was small stuff, like stealing the Captain's coffee mug. Or breaking some bully's arm. Just proving I was somebody special, somebody above the rules. Somebody better than the rest.

Sometimes I even believed it too.

"Nothing to say?" He said eventually.

"Why did you put me on that ship?" I asked him eyes still closed. I knew Holt, I could judge him by his smell I knew him so well. Sometimes I thought I liked him. I had stopped hating him years ago.

"It was convenient."

I opened an eye and looked at him, "Bullshit."

"It was in the right place at the right time."

"This corporation owns hundreds of ships. Anyone of them could have been sent." Suspicion dawned, but then I'm a very suspicious person by nature.

"You used me? Didn't you?"

"Why would we do that?" He looked surprised.

"If not the company, than somebody," I closed my eye. "Anyone who knows my file, knows I would get into a confrontation with that idiot. Maybe you got used too."

I could hear him pausing and considering it. The idea had merit, even if I was making it up.

"You're still in trouble though," he resumed.

"I expected as much."

"No visitor's for a month."

"Make it a week," I sighed, "I learned my lesson."

"This isn't negotiable," he warned.

"I won't go back then," I said opening my eyes and looking down at the floor. I meant it too.

"You don't have that option."

I looked up and stared him in the eye. "There are always options."

"Okay," he said after a minute, getting my point. He looked away, "Two weeks."

"Ten days."

"Fine, ten days."

I had nothing more to say so I leaned back and closed my eyes. I could smell the sweat on Holt, I had really made him nervous that time. I was surprised that I didn't smell any fear though. Maybe I had underestimated him. True it was a veiled threat, but it was a threat all the same.
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The rest of the ride back was quiet, I didn't debrief beyond my initial report to Rieselle anymore, just filed one word reports now-a-days. 'Succeeded' was all I felt they needed to know. If they wanted the gory details they could either ask my team or watch the newscasts.

We docked at the Palace some four hours later. I felt better for the rest, and despite being sore I dumped the sling on the shuttle. I walked out through the shuttle's lock, past the first set of airlock doors, past the receptionist, past the pair of company marines, then up to the security door. I put my hands on the scan plates and after the blast door opened I walked into the man trap.

After the door closed behind me I put my eyes up to the retinal scanner. A brief 'confirmed' from the computer and the second blast door opened. Anyone getting this far who didn't belong would have heard 'Good Luck' and the door would have waited twenty seconds before opening. During those twenty seconds those who were inside would have heard an announcement about the unauthorized visitor. It didn't happen often, but it did break up the monotony.

I looked at the 'Welcome Home!' sign that some joker had put up years ago. Brand I think, he was dead now anyway. Got caught trying to hit some corporate V.P. somewhere, still managed to get his target, but vaporized himself in the process. The resulting explosion took out three large buildings and a church however. Brand had always been a showoff.

As I walked down the hall towards my quarters I ignored those I passed in the halls. They were all newbs and I refused to acknowledge anybody here less than two years. Half would probably be dead by then so why bother? I hated losing friends anyway.

I opened the door to my rooms and went in. A careful search didn't turn up anything. I could tell a lot of people had been through in my absence, boredom makes everyone nosey. I didn't own anything anyway, everything in my room was standard issue, right down to the pictures on the walls. Possessions are both a key to your personality and a burden to carry. I couldn't afford either of those liabilities.

After satisfying myself that it was safe, I shut off the lights and went to sleep.

The Palace, ('Caesar's Palace' they originally called it because we all 'lived like emperors' there), isn't that really. It's more of a jail to those of us inside, a fortress to those outside, and a very well hidden company secret deep underground on the Earth's moon. It's where the Corporation keeps all of its most dangerous eggs, so it's a strong basket. As for those of us inside, well would you want thirty some-odd trained and ruthless assassins running around loose?

I didn't think so.

They supplied us with everything we wanted, more or less. But we never left, except to kill somebody. So volunteers for missions were never in short supply. We all hated it here and lived for the opportunity to get out.

I didn't leave my room for the next three days, not until I was totally healed. We had our own rules here, and as I was the oldest one alive, I now set them. Weakness was not a good sign.

I went down to the mess and ordered some food. I was pretty starved after my isolation, so I ate ravenously.

"I hear you got skinned!" Snickered one of the new guys sitting down across from me. He was a Leopard like myself. He had black fur, with a slightly squared head and a good build.

"I got bored," I growled. "Have you read the rules on my door?" I asked conversationally.

"Yes, why?" He asked curiously.

"Good, then you can't plead ignorance."

I threw my coffee in his face and jumped him. He was stronger than me, and almost as quick. But I had a lot more experience. I broke both his arms and a leg and left him lying on the floor. The medics would get to him soon enough.

"Why did you do that?" He growled in pain.

I just finished my food and left without answering.

"Rule one," I heard someone else say as I left the room.

Rule one wasn't originally mine, I inherited it with the position. Rule one was simple: 'If you haven't been here two years, don't talk to me. You don't exist.' When I had first come here years ago I had found it stupid. Now I enforced it. Hell, I even agreed with it. Strange how we change as we age. Maybe it was just this place?

I went down to the gym then and exercised. Next I read a book, ate dinner, exercised some more, then slept. The next day repeat, and the next, ad infinitum. There were only three other assassins that I had anything to do with, and as two of them were female, sometimes we never even spoke. Just grunted, moaned and tried to make ourselves forget for a while.

After ten days I went down to the visitor's area. Sure enough Azelett was there.

"Thanks for coming," I said smiling, "Come on in."

"Is it safe?" She asked looking at the guards.

"No, but nobody bothers authorized guests. It's rule number two."

"Well I'd like to thank who ever made that rule!" she smiled.

"You're welcome," I replied smiling.

"I should have known," she laughed.

"Well rank his it's privileges and all that."

"So I've heard. Shotoon filled me in some, and Rieselle most of the rest."

"Anything interesting at the debrief?"

"Not really, they confirmed your mission. Also, according to our sources they found enough of the injector to jump to the proper conclusions." She looked around as I took her down to the park. "Is it true that they don't ever give you leave?"

"Once they decide you're too dangerous, that's it."

"I'm surprised that nobody ever breaks out."

"No place to go, it's all vacuum out there. And besides we have no ident tags or identities even." I pointed to where her absent ID chain normally was. "Try and live without one of those on the Moon or even the Earth. You won't get very far."

"But you do exist," she chuckled and rubbed up against me. "You feel very solid to me!"

"Not out there I don't," I sighed, "but let's avoid that subject." We walked into the park then. It was a nice place, about twenty acres under a dome deep in the crater that our little Palace was set under. It was twilight, my favorite time.

"Oh!" She was surprised, looking around at all the dense forest. "This is amazing!"

"They do try and make us happy," I admitted. "And while the efforts often fall short, we all appreciate the fact that at least they try.

"Come on, let me show you my favorite spot." I led her to a nice secluded ledge on an outcrop in the crater's side. It was covered with grass and lilac bushes. I liked lilacs and had landscaped it myself.

"Nice." She said laying down next to me.

"I missed you," I said pulling her close and kissing her.

"You hardly even know me!" She smiled.

"Who can say that they honestly know anyone?" I smiled and started kissing her throat, "Ummm?"

"We're not being watched are we?"

"No, they don't monitor anything. We wouldn't stand for it and there's really no point." I had been working my way down her torso and was nearly at my goal.

"Okay, just wanted to be sure," she smiled down at me and scratched my head. "Swing your butt around here why don't you?"

I readily complied as my mouth had found its goal and I carefully went to work with my muzzle and tongue. She rewarded my efforts by taking me into her mouth and putting her own tongue to good use. We spent a long time there, making love and enjoying each other. It was full dark and very late indeed when we had sated our desires for each other.

"I hate to ask, but how can you stand it?" 

I could see her eyes glowing in the dim reflected light.

"By acting tough and a little crazy," I replied. "Like on the ship. I'll champion the most ridiculous cause, or the one least likely to be won. I fight for things I don't have and probably never will and don't even care about. Or just do the most insane thing I can think of to show off."

"Have you asked for a different assignment?" she tried.

"Of course, but they're afraid to let me go. As much for my protection as theirs. I've seen too much, too many people would love to get their hands on me."

"They're afraid of you, aren't they?"

"They're afraid of us as a group. I don't know if they're afraid of any one of us. At least they're letting the group shrink. When I got signed on there were one hundred of us, now it's down to thirty three."

"But they're still training, aren't they?"

"Not really, I think they want to get the number down some more. Things aren't as busy as they once were."

"They're not? Could have fooled me! When's training for the next one start? In a week?"

"Beats me, I just wait till they call me and tell me to show up. I don't look at the schedule anymore." I flicked my tail over and batted her nose with it while giving her a smile.

"But this is slow. Back during the Leverage conflict I once stayed away from here for eight months. And training, if you got it, was short and simple. We were losing ten to eighteen people a month. It's a wonder I survived. Then one day after the end of the war, they locked us down completely and changed the rules. No more passes, no more going out even when supervised."

"Why was that?"

"Somebody got scared. Rumor has it that one of the group snuck off and iced one of our own V.P.’s, but it could have been another company that did it."

"What do you think?"

"Oh, just more bureaucratic B.S., that's all."

"I meant about the V.P."

"I really don't know," I lied. I had a pretty good idea who did it. And why. We're all very loyal and protective of our corporation. Raised that way I guess. The VP in question was not doing things in the company's best interests. At least we didn't think so. So I suspect that someone decided to do a little house cleaning. I just wondered if it had been official, though I doubted it. Thing's like that just don't go on 'in house'.

"So do you get many visitors?"

"No unfortunately. Very few people even know this place exists, much less who's here anymore. That's why no one messes with visitors, no one wants that privilege taken away."

"Then why do you do it?"

"It's my job. What else can I do?" I nipped her ear playfully, "And anyway, I don't have any say in the matter, remember?"

We went and got some food then, and I brought her back to my quarters.

"Looks like an office," she mused. "All standard issue."

"Personal possessions are just a weight to slow you down." I chuckled, "and it makes it harder for the psych guys to figure you out."

"You really are pretty paranoid, you know that?"

"Wouldn't you be?" I laughed.

We sat around and watched a movie that was being telecast from Earth. Then the news and a documentary. I loved documentaries and was pleased to find out she did too. Then the news again.

I watched a lot of news, both to see what effects my work had, and to see where I might be going next. Corporate infighting was a major source of interest and entertainment on Earth. I had noticed that public opinion was finally getting sick of the bloodshed though. Too many 'innocents' were getting caught in the crossfire they claimed. 

It was here where I found out (as I often did), the reason for my last job and the identity of the unfortunate woman I had shot. She was a Senator of all things! Kind of funny when you consider that he was the biggest supplier of illegal drugs on Earth, where nearly everything is illegal. The newsies were having a field day with that one!

It was suspected that he was trying to get the government to outlaw, or try to at least, many of the drugs on frontier worlds. Most frontier worlds really didn't care or regulate drug use, and as my corporation did a lot of business in that market, I could see where they stood to lose a fortune. Not as much as he stood to gain however, illegal drugs always cost more than legal ones, that was just simple economics.

But I also found it a little trite. Time was we only hit targets to save lives, or in retaliation for loss of life. This should have been handled by the Dirty Tricks squad. I said as much to Azelett.

"Maybe there's more to it," she said.

"I don't know, nobody told us about any people he had killed, or if he even was planning to. They just stamped 'Secret' on it and sent us out. Makes you wonder."

"About what?"

"Just who's running the show."

"Oh, you're just being paranoid again!" She grinned and scratched between my ears.

I closed my eyes and rumbled contentedly. Life's little pleasures were priceless in my book.

Azelett stayed till morning, and I escorted her out. Visitors, the few that came, were allowed to stay as long as they wanted and got the royal treatment from everyone. The rules applied to the inmates only.

I was in a very good mood for the next few days, and spent the time working my way through my correspondence. Even though I didn't get out much, except for work, I did write a lot of E-mail on the company and public nets. The hackers were all curious, as the better ones quickly found I didn't exist! And because getting bogus accounts was next to impossible on Corporate systems, they all figured I was either really good, or important. So we traded secrets and lies and had a good old time. I learned quite a lot about computers this way, and in exchange taught them a lot about security systems.

Thanks to their teaching I had also managed to circumvent the log on my account, so I had unmonitored access to places I shouldn't have. It was in one of these that I found the order for my last job. I noted the authorization code for future reference, something I had rarely done before. Then I looked at my past jobs to see if any had the same authorization code. None did. That made me feel a little strange, I hadn't heard about any new guys in the organization. But then nobody was required to tell me whenever there was a change in staff. Probably nothing to get nervous about.

But when I went to bed later on, I still couldn't stop turning it over in my mind.

Early the next morning the phone beeped and I answered it.

"Jotun, this is Rieselle. We've got a job, report in one hour." She said without preamble.

"Okay," I replied and hung up.

I showered, groomed, put on my uniform (for a change), and got breakfast. Forty minutes after the call I strode out to the exit and was once more allowed to pass into the outside world. I was escorted by two Tiger marines to the conference room. They were both seasoned veterans and we knew each other from years of contact. Before the lockdown had gone into effect we had even gone drinking and partying a few times together. My antics had gotten considerably worse since those days of course, and they both probably thought I was more than a little crazy now. 

I know all three of us wondered what would happen if I decided to split and run for it.

The conference room was full, which surprised me. These things usually started on time, never early, and it was still five to. I looked around the room, my team was there and seated of course, so was Holt. But the rest of the people were new. They were all Human, two males and one female. The older looking male was fair with blonde hair and what used to be called the 'All American' look by Football commentators; he was tall and very strongly built, like an athlete. 

The other two were sitting where my other two Handlers usually sat. The woman was dark and striking, for a Human, athletically built and obviously, (to my trained eye at least, judging Human age, build, and condition were important in this line of work), not much older than me. I could also tell she was wearing a cross draw pistol under her jacket. I stopped and gave her a long appraising look, running my eyes down, then up, her body until I made eye contact. I locked gazes with her, and she then actually tried to stare me down, until she finally blinked.

Not a good sign.

I turned and looked at the remaining male. He looked young, but again my eye and experience told me he was older. He obviously had taken age treatments. He wasn't armed and smiled congenially when I looked his way. HE totally avoided eye contact.

An even worse sign in a Handler.

I turned to Holt. "Where are Don and Edward?" I asked ignoring the others for the moment.

"They've been re-assigned," he said looking up. "These are their replacements."

"Why wasn't I informed?" I asked quietly.

"I am sorry Mr. Jotun," said the fair haired one sitting at the head of the table. "That was my fault. We just had a staffing change here and unfortunately a few things got overlooked."

"And you are Sir?" I asked politely, turning.

"Bill Siedman, the new section head." I noticed the female got a little edgy when I did this and cleared her hand for a possible draw.

"This is Harold Westly," he continued. 

So I smiled reached across the table to shake the hand of the older male.

"And this is Jaime Pike."

I smiled and turned to shake her hand as well, then tightening my grip quickly snaked my left hand in and pulled out her pistol. I had it field stripped and laying on the table before she made it to her feet.

"I'm sorry that I didn't get the chance to say goodbye to them," I said walking over to my seat at the other end of the table and sitting down.

Jaime glowered at me and reassembled her gun. Harold looked shocked at her, then at me. I guess he didn't know she had it, or what he had gotten himself into. Mr. Siedman looked amused, which was intriguing in itself. He should have been upset with her, and me too probably. Holt looked worried, then relieved, like something bad had just been avoided. Or like he had just had a serious point proven. My team just looked curious, I know Shotoon and Rieselle had spotted the gun, Azelett probably had too.

I took this in quickly and puzzled it over.

"Quite a demonstration Mr. Jotun," said Mr. Siedman.

"Please, just Jotun sir," I answered smoothly

"Could I have my clip back Jotun?" Jaime demanded a little testily.

"No. Guns aren't allowed in this area." I looked at Siedman, "Unless you've changed the rules sir."

"Sure why not," he smiled at me, "I think my predecessor was overly cautious and it's time for some changes. After all, if we can't trust you here, how can we trust you in the field?"

"Thank you for your confidence Sir." I said tossing the clip to Jaime, who caught it neatly. I'd have to watch her. "I've been hoping to hear somebody say that for years!"

I decided I might like this guy after all.

"Now as to the mission," he began. "Your target is on New Hope, where he lives in a very secure mansion. This is a tough one, which is why we assigned you."

"Human?" Shotoon asked.

"Yes."

We all looked at each other, my team and I that is.

"Problem?" Asked Jaime with a slight edge to her voice.

"No, of course not," said Rieselle. "Vital statistics?"

The displays in the table came to life then, showing different views of the target, along with a list of identifying marks, height, weight, etc. He was five foot nine, one hundred and eighty pounds, seventy years old, and had taken extensive age treatments. He only looked to be about thirty five.

"Any pictures without a full suit? Naked, topless, whatever?"

"Why?" Asked Harold surprised.

"Identification," I muttered running the display through all the pictures they had, "Odds are he won't be wearing a suit when I find him. Any clothes or personal articles?"

"No," said Holt.

"Whaddya want that for?" Asked Jaime, "You gonna track him by smell?"

"Maybe," I mumbled studying the data. "Holt you must be slipping, didn't you fill these two in? And where are the envelopes?"

"Here." He tossed mine across the table, I opened it with a sharp claw and spilled out the contents. Rieselle, Shotoon, and Azelett were doing the same. "They're new, don't be rude."

"Well, do we have any of those?" Shotoon asked again for us. "The clothes or pictures that is."

"I think we can get the pictures, that's all," Said Mr. Siedman.

"Can you tell us why or what he did?" Azelett spoke for the first time.

"That's classified," Harold spoke up quickly looking at Mr. Siedman.

I looked up from the reconnaissance photos of the house I was studying, I always insisted on hard copies of everything. I looked Mr. Siedman in the eye, "That so?"

"Afraid it is. Any problems?"

"Nope," I went back to my photos and local maps.

"What's our budget?" Asked Rieselle.

"Five million," said Holt.

"And our level of authority?"

"Theta, is that okay?"

"I'll need a Delta if we're going to extract on time," Azelett spoke up again.

I looked at Rieselle and she looked back. A Delta was way more than we probably needed, what was Azelett up to?

"You sure?" Asked Holt suspiciously.

"Yeah, a Delta is pretty high for you folks," said Jaime.

I was beginning to think that her sneer was a permanent part of her personality.

"Our last job was a Beta," I said quietly going back to my display and info sheets. "If Azelett says we need a Delta for the extraction," and I looked back up and spoke slowly, "Then the show doesn't go till we get one."

"No problem," said Mr. Siedman surprising me again. "Anything else?"

"I don't think so," I looked at the rest of my people. They shook their heads. "Guess not."

"Fine then, I guess I'll be going." 

He got up and we all stood politely until he left.

I looked at Holt and my other two Handlers, their job was to be on call and provide me with things I couldn't get myself, now that I was working. They had other duties as well, such as discipline and such, but mostly they just interfaced with management to keep that extra layer of deniability there.

"I want a secure work room with a twenty four hour guard. Coffee, food and all the usual garbage."

"I already set it up," replied Holt. "You've got this one as long as you need it."

"Thanks, let me know what the schedule is for you three, and where I can reach you, Jaime, and Harold."

The rest of us set to planning, figuring, and eventually practicing our covers. It took two weeks, during which I slept very little and worked very hard. I spent quite a few nights sacked out on the table. This was normal for me, I was fanatical about preparation and detail. After all, it was my butt going in there.

I routed my requests mostly through Holt. Harold was next to useless, his mind always elsewhere. I think he was here solely to watch us and report directly to Siedman.

Jaime was just as obviously Siedman's bodyguard/muscle. That she was, was a joke in my opinion. I suspect that her good looks and bedroom performance had more to do with her longevity than her ability. She might look tough to the average person, but she wasn't star material.

Needless to say, we didn't get along and I always called her very early in the mornings with some request or another. I could often hear another in her room over the phone, I just wasn't ever able to figure out who. They kept very quite when she was talking to me.

Holt was both afraid of, and in awe of, Mr. Siedman. But he didn't care one bit for the other two, especially Jaime. So he was enjoying my subtle harassment of her. But for the most part I was too busy to give her a hard time. For all that this should have been a simple job; there was very little information available on the target. Initial reports seemed to also indicate that he was extremely well defended. 

Then again, if it was easy, they wouldn’t have assigned it to me. The lack of information made it clear he was someone important and calling for more intelligence data may tip him off if he wasn’t already. People who kept this much information off the net usually found out very quickly if someone was getting too curious about them. No, I’m sure it wasn’t going to be easy at all.
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Eight weeks later we were all on New Hope watching our quarry. The estate was well fortified, as our information had shown, and my target was elusive as well. We were posing as maintenance workers, that being an easy way to hide out in the open. Azelett had left yesterday to set up her part of the operation, she had given us a list of pullout dates and several pickup points. We'd notify her on which one we wanted, but none of us knew her plans. This way we couldn't talk.

I missed her a little, she had been keeping me company at night for the whole trip out. I was quite happy that she had decided to travel with us on the outward leg of this mission. 

"Well no matter how you look at it, getting inside that house in the time we have available isn't going to happen." said Shotoon.

"I agree with him Jotun," added Rieselle." It's going to have to be out in public."

"I guess," I sighed. "The question then is where and when."

"Well we leave in eighteen days according to Azelett and if we miss that flight we won't get another for a month."

"That should be enough," I hoped. Sitting around on forged papers for an Animan was a dangerous occupation. In theory we were able to buy our freedom, but on this planet it was still only theory. Nobody had actually done it here yet.

"Well enjoy it while you can folks!" Laughed Shotoon, "Think of it as a vacation Jotun, seventeen days in the sun!"

I grumped at that.

New Hope was an interesting place as planets go, I'd seen quite a lot, but few as dismal as this. First of all it rained everyday. Not like in a rain forest or some other tropical clime. This was a dreary dismal kind of a drizzle. It was cold here too.

At least the days were long, we were in the summer season now. I'd sure hate to be here in the winter! According to the fact sheets the snow was ten feet deep.

That would have made this a real challenge. So we set up shop in a small building down the road from the Estate. Shotoon had gotten the local intell people to help arrange that. And then we watched.

The first three days we were there he didn't leave the grounds once. That really had us worried. On the fourth day he left quite early in the morning and we followed him into town. He went to some kind of church, taking only three bodyguards with him. One, the driver, stayed with the car for the hour he was there. Next he went shopping and then had lunch. Afterwards he went home.

That was all for the next six days.

"Damn, doesn't this guy go anywhere?" Grumped Rieselle echoing my sentiments exactly. Shotoon was in town somewhere helping to keep suspicions averted. After all, we couldn't be seen staying home all day. It made things complicated, but we had to make it look like the apartment was empty most of the time. As we were on the top floor of a rather seedy building, it was nearly impossible. At least our neighbors worked all day too.

Our cover was that we were owned by one of the smaller and poorer local companies, so most people weren't surprised that we were being quartered in such lousy lodgings. After all, they were in the same boat.

On the seventh day he went out again, to church.

"Does this mean he's some kind of holy roller?" Chuckled Shotoon, who was with me today while I followed my target around.

"Either that or he feels he has a lot to repent for." I smiled and looked at the church. "Well I guess this is the place."

"I dunno," he said hesitantly. "In a church? Don't you think the company types might find it a little distasteful?"

I turned and looked at him. "What's it matter where it happens? I bet Siedman wouldn't care if I did it in his own mother's house!"

"Yeah," He said thinking about it a moment, "I'll agree with you on that. And those two he assigned us! They're even worse than Holt."

"You got that right," I said heading back towards the apartment. "I wonder why they really got rid of Don and Edward. I think Jaime and Harold were last minute replacements."

"Makes Rieselle worry," He admitted. "She's mentioned it several times to me already."

"What about Azelett?" I asked curiously.

"She keeps her mouth shut, I suspect cause she's still the new one here. But I think she's curious too."

"I got that impression myself," I admitted.

When we got back I started accessing the local City Hall's computer files for information on the church. Shotoon got some of his gear and went out to case the neighborhood around it.

By the time Rieselle got back six hours later I had my part all planned. The hard part was getting in, Animen didn't worship any gods for the most part. I guess when you're around your Makers all the time you quickly realize just how divine Humans aren't.

Also a lot of Churches just wouldn't let us in. I think they felt guilty about creating us. Those that didn't hate or fear us outright that is.

"What's up?" she asked looking at the printouts all over the table.

"He goes to church every Thursday." I looked up at her, "You don't have a problem with that do you?"

"I don't pull the trigger Jotun. You know that." She looked away.

"Yeah, and I do." I sighed and got up walking over to her. "Listen Rieselle," I said putting my arms around her. "You know I'm sick of this more than anybody."

"But nobody gave you a choice," she sighed. "Another year and Shotoon and I get rotated out. But not you."

"No, never me. Has it been four years already?"

"You're the first one we ever worked with who lived this long." She said quietly putting her head against my shoulder, "We'll both miss you."

"Yeah, me too. But it'll be awhile yet and the work never ends."

"That it doesn't, does it?"

"Have you two decided where you're going next?"

"Ship's security." She answered without hesitating. "I've had enough of this business."

"You and me both!" I laughed. "So sit down and let me show you what I have so far. When Shotoon gets back we can all plan our escape."

We spent the next six days setting things up. The hardest part was the day we would have to spend afterwards, waiting for our extraction. Both Rieselle and Shotoon wouldn't be able to leave early, as I would need their help.

Next came the Dye. As everybody in that church would see me, and possibly photograph me, some kind of disguise would be needed. Simply dying my fur black was the easiest. Even if they figured it out there were so many spotting patterns on Leopards they'd never ID me. We also made a few other minor cosmetic changes too, again just in case.

We broke into the church the night before and I found a spot to hide. Shotoon wired up a few remote control smoke bombs as well as some pepper gas. The smoke would create confusion, the pepper gas would send them running. I had a remote trigger for each.

My hiding place was in one of the air intakes for the heating system. We fixed it so it could open quietly. As it led out into the back of the church, most people's eyes should be facing away from me. I watched as Shotoon and Rieselle left. Then I laid down and waited.

I awoke suddenly, I knew where I was and what I was doing. I opened my eyes then peeked out through the grill into the church. The lights came on and I blinked. As I watched a priest came in followed by what I guess where acolytes. They moved to the altar, then spent a while setting things up.

After a little while people started to file in, I checked my watch and saw I had two hours yet before my target was expected to show. So I sat back and watched curiously. After all, I had never seen what happened in a church before, this being my first time in one.

It quickly became apparent that they were performing a ceremony of some sort. It was interesting, but I knew nothing about religion, so I was somewhat confused. After fifty minutes the crowd left, and a new priest came in. Then it started all over again. I noticed that at one point during the ceremony everybody stood and their attention was focused forward as they listened to the priest. Even he was facing forward, rather than back at the crowd. It looked perfect to me.

Twenty minutes after that, everybody left and a new group came in. This time I saw my target enter, bodyguards in tow. Both followed him down the aisle and one sat on either side of him. They did not seem as taken by the ceremony either, I noticed as it started. Fortunately I was blocked by the crowd every time they stood.

Eventually my time came, I slipped out of the vent and slowly walked down the aisle. I had my gun in my right hand, which was relaxed by my side. In my left hand I held the trigger for the bombs. Nobody noticed me at first, and the crowd was still blocking my view of the bodyguards and vice versa.

I was halfway there when a man came along side of me.

"Excuse me," he said in a hushed voice, "But we don't allow your kind in here."

I guess he hadn't noticed the gun yet. But then he was on my left.

"Why not?" I whispered back and kept moving.

"Because you are not divine creations of the Lord!" He whispered back upset.

I was three quarters of the way there.

"What makes you so sure that you are?" I quietly growled.

"Because the bible says .... HEY!" He yelped as I grabbed him and shoved him in front of me.

"Shhh!" I whispered holding my gun up in front of my face. "Quiet! You're in a church you know!" And I smiled wickedly showing lots of teeth.

He inhaled, so I triggered the smoke bombs. I came even with the first guard just as the guy in the aisle with me screamed and the smoke bombs went off. I shot the first guard as he tried to shoot me. The second guard was still turning as I shot him and all his shots went wide. My target just closed his eyes and crossed himself as I had seen so many others do here today. Out of respect I waited till he was done before I shot him too.

It was pretty noisy by now, a lot of the people were screaming. I think the second bodyguard had shot a few bystanders when he went down. The guy I had been holding was limp as well. He had stopped the bullets from the first guard and didn't look well at all. I let him fall to the ground as I sprinted to the rear exit. A couple of shots into the air cleared the crowd away, and I triggered the two pepper gas bombs, which were both in the back of the church by my exit.

I dashed through it a second later and dove into the back window of the waiting car. It took off down the street and around the corner. As I hid under a blanket they slowed and drove slowly for another minute, then pulled into a garage.

"Okay Jotun," Rieselle said. I got out and Shotoon had a full tub in a corner.

"Keep your eyes closed tight, this stuff burns," he warned.

I stripped quickly and climbed in dunking myself. My eyes did fine but my nose and genitals burned, and a few other spots as well.

"Damn!" I growled loudly as I surfaced and got out. "What is that stuff?"

"Solvent. Keep your eyes closed and hold still." 

He hosed me down with water next, then the two of them started in with towels. When they were finished they threw the towels in the tub and handed me fresh coveralls. I looked myself over quickly and was pleased to see all the dye was gone. Then I dressed and we went out a rear exit, Rieselle locking the door behind us.

"Bombs set?" I asked.

"Yes, both of them," She replied.

"And I double checked," He added.

"Okay, let's go!"

The bombs were firebombs, set to destroy any and all the evidence left behind. They'd go off in half an hour, unless somebody tried to force their way in. Then they'd go off instantly. We walked down an alley and crossed a street. Shotoon split off to get the van we had stashed.

You could hear the police sirens as they converged on the church. People were all starting to look out of their windows and businesses. Rieselle and I emerged from the alley carrying toolboxes as Shotoon showed up in a utility van. We got in and he drove off heading for the country.

"That was too damn easy!" I growled.

"So? I'd think you would be happy about it!" Rieselle said looking at me concerned.

"That's not what bothers me! Anybody could have done this Job. Why'd they insist on me?"

"I don't know about that. A lot of people would have went inside that house or tried sniping him in the street."

"Yeah and where'd all that blood on you come from?" Added Shotoon, "You were covered! It couldn't have been that easy."

I told them about the guy I had grabbed and the rest of it then.

"How many people would have thought of that?" he said when I finished. "You weren't wearing much in the way of body armor either. That could have been you on the floor instead of that guy who played shield."

"Yeah, I guess your right." I grumped. I grabbed Rieselle then and dragged her into the back of the van. "Well my part's done," I smiled kissing her as I pulled her coverall off. "So come here."

She returned my kisses with enthusiasm and helped me out of my clothes.

"Hey, what about me?" Shotoon laughed from up front, "That's my woman you know!"

"Find a safe place to park then and join us!" I said as Rieselle started running her hands down my body. She sighed as I started some explorations of my own.

A little while later we felt the van stop and Shotoon joined us. We both concentrated on Rieselle for a while, then they eventually focused on me, then Rieselle and I focused on him. I was by no means a jaded individual, and the occasion threesome was fun. Like I said earlier, they were very close friends.

It was a considerable time later before we were interested in moving again. When we did start driving we had less than twelve hours until pickup.

"How far away are we?" I asked Shotoon, who was driving again.

"About two hours, we still have a lot of time to burn."

"I wonder if the search will include our destination?"

"Hard to say, but why worry about it?"

"Just curious," I sighed. "Usually I could care less, but something just doesn't feel right. I can't put my finger on it."

"Just relax, We'll be out of here soon. So quit worrying."

I sat and brooded staring out the window. It was raining again and I watched the pattern the water drops made on the side window. I knew there was something I was missing. But what?

We got to the next town, dumped the van and went to our pickup point. Rieselle met us and took us to the spaceport. We met no search points, no extra security, nothing like that at all. Everything was perfectly normal.

I was quickly becoming a nervous wreck!

"What's got you jumping?" Hissed Azelett quietly.

"Nobody seems to be looking for us!" I hissed back.

"So?"

"Anything out of the ordinary worries me!"

I was so concerned that I didn't stop worrying on the shuttle ride into orbit or even during the docking maneuver. I didn't even notice what type of ship we were boarding until I was being led to my cabin by Azelett.

Or should I say stateroom?

"What the?" I asked staring. The best accommodations I had ever had were an eight foot by ten foot cabin. Usually I got a lot less than that. This was a good twelve by twelve, with the best of everything. Even a null grav bed!

"Surprise!" Said Azelett launching herself at me and knocking us both onto the bed. I was surprised too, somebody had left it on. If this was a trap I was going to do my best to enjoy it while it lasted. So I latched on to Azelett, who had already 'latched' on to certain parts of my anatomy.

It was a long time later before regular conversation was even considered, much less possible.

"What are we on?" I asked lazily. My worries momentarily forgotten.

"A large freighter," she smiled.

"With quarters like this?" I asked incredulously.

"Sure, most of them have them. They're for the paying customers and corporate big wigs."

"Well where are they?" I asked looking around, "The 'Big Wigs' and 'Paying' customers that is."

She grinned nastily, "I bumped them!"

"You what?" I laughed.

"Sure, why not? That's why I wanted the higher priority." She grinned evilly again. "I think I'll have a much easier time keeping you out of trouble too! This ship has a very large crew."

"So?" I was getting suspicious, she was still smiling.

"You're going to like this!"

"What?"

"I'm not telling!" She laughed

"We have ways of making you talk!" I laughed back and using my arms and legs got her pinned against the headboard. Null g makes for some interesting grappling. I then started tickling her, she of course retaliated, and one thing again led to another. Afterwards we were both too exhausted to do anything but sleep. So it wasn't until breakfast the next day that I finally got a real surprise.

"So how long till we get back?" I asked over a surprisingly good meal. I had only been on small ships and the food was often bland at best.

"Ten weeks," she purred.

"Ten weeks!" I said shocked. "It only took eight to get here! how slow is this thing?" I noticed a few looks from some regular crewmembers seated at the other tables. I ignored them.

"Calm down." She smiled again. "This ship is actually fairly fast."

"Then why so long?"

"We have a one week stopover at Alexandria." She looked at the expression on my face, "Close your mouth before you start catching flies."

There was an audible snap as I did so.

"Congratulations Jotun." she giggled, "You're going on a week's vacation!"

"What'll Siedman say?"

"I'm not telling him, are you?" She giggled again.

"Hell no!" I laughed out loud. "How did you, err ... Where did you get this idea from?"

"Oh the group I was in before used to do this once a year or so. We figured we earned it once in a while." She slid her hand down to grab the one I was making improper advances with. Well, improper in public. "And if anyone's earned it, it's you!"

I was in a positively good mood for the next four weeks. The idea that I was going someplace where I didn't have to work, and that I wasn't getting put into 'protective' custody was absolutely wonderful. I decided to forget about everything else and enjoy it.

Alexandria was an interesting place, it was one of the first planets settled and was fairly well developed as such planets go. We got the standards and practices briefing, I usually avoided those on a job, and then hit the streets.

The view here towards Animen here was fairly typical, we were second class citizens and property of our respective companies. This meant we'd have to keep a low profile when out in public, as the police would be hard on anyone who stepped even slightly out of line. Except in the Animan section of the city of course, there things would be a little easier, though not much. This was the way things were most places in the settled galaxy, and it was a pain, but it was still wonderful to be here!

"Well, where too?" Asked Shotoon as the four of us started out.

"A bar!" I said enthusiastically, ears perked.

"What?"

"A bar?"

"Yes, why a bar Jotun?" They all asked.

"I haven't been in one in years, and I want to go someplace crowded. Someplace just full of people!"

"Been alone too long huh?" smiled Azelett.

"Yup!" I grinned foolishly.

We asked around and eventually got directions to a place called 'The Water Hole'. It wasn't much to look at outside, or inside either for that matter. The furniture was cheap, worn and didn't match. But it had atmosphere, and it smelled good. Also it had quite a few people in it even though it was still only late afternoon.

I grabbed a table in the center of the room and flagged down the barmaid.

"Yes hon?" She asked giving me a wink. She was a petite grey fox with nice black markings on her muzzle, obviously very young too. Maybe ten or twelve.

"Beer!" I smiled back, "Lots of it too!"

"Right away!" she hustled off.

"Isn't she a little young to be working?" I asked the others.

"Not really," Volunteered Rieselle with ear flick towards the retreating barmaid. "She's probably free born and needs the money to survive. Their numbers have been increasing radically over the last decade."

"Why don't they work for a corp?"

"Most won't have them, no training. And many parents don't want them either, it costs a lot to send a child to school and you usually can't take them with you. Also the leverage conflict created a lot of orphans."

My tail twitched at that. I had a very big part in that I figured. I had killed enough folks during it, that's for sure.

"Sorry Jo," she sighed.

"That's okay," I sighed myself.

At that moment the first pitcher showed up.

"Better get more," I chuckled looking up from my seat at the waitress, "this won't last very long." I quickly poured it out filling our mugs and grabbed my own.

"How much?" She asked looking us over.

"Lots more I think," said Shotoon watching me drain my mug.

I refilled and started on another.

"And fast too," he added looking at the little bit left in the pitcher.

She took off to get us more, and I settled back to do some serious drinking.

"Don't over do it Jotun," warned Azelett.

"Why not?"

"Well, ummm." She thought a moment. "I guess you're a big boy," she sighed.

"Right!" I tipped my glass her way in a salute. "So drink up, let's cut loose for a while."

We sat back and started enjoying ourselves. I flirted shamelessly with the barmaid, who obviously enjoyed the attention. I was feeling no pain to say the least, and watched with interest as the bar filled up.

It was quite a crowd. This was obviously the local spot to go, as I saw a good representation of all the species. A few more barmaids joined the crowd, but none were as young as ours. I suspect they were moonlighting, so could only be here during nights.

I watched as the divisions started to become apparent in the crowd. It didn't take long to see what the different groups were, or their pecking orders. I suspect that our staking out the center table was intruding on somebody else's prime real estate. We did get quite a few looks from the regulars, I just grinned toothily at them and laughed a lot.

It was about midnight when our barmaid came over and sat in my lap.

"Yes?" I asked raising an eyebrow and looking at her.

"It's time for my break, so I though I'd check you folks out," she grinned foxily, which in her case was quite apropos.

"Where you folks from?" She asked running her hands through my chest fur.

"Our ship docked this afternoon," Growled Azelett.

"Oh," she looked at me. "You mated?" she asked quietly.

"Not yet," I smiled.

"Oh, okay," and she went back to tickling my chest.

It felt good too, I let my eyes half close. I could see Azelett was unhappy with it, so I rubbed my foot against hers for a moment. She calmed down a little bit then, I guess she realized that I wasn't serious about the Fox.

"What's your name by the way?" She asked. "I'm Sil," and she gave her hips a shameless little twist that got a rather loud inadvertent purr from me, and started Azelett back to looking daggers at her.

"I'm Jotun, that's Shotoon and Rieselle. The one planning your dismemberment is Azelett."

"Hi folks," she grinned and gave me another of those twists.

"Aren't you a little young yet?" I asked. My hands were safely on her back kneading her shoulders.

"Nope I'm thirteen," she replied, and kissed me.

For my part I kissed her back. Thirteen was old enough, about comparable to eighteen for a human. Animen were designed to mature early, hitting full adult growth at sixteen, I was fourteen when I had graduated from training and started working for the corporation.

"Trouble!" Hissed Rieselle suddenly.

I broke off the kiss and got my feet flat on the floor. From the corner of my eye I saw a very large Weasel approaching with several friends in tow. He was almost as tall as me.

He came up in front of me, with his three friends flanking me. They were two Coyotes and a Badger. Sil stiffened when she noticed them and tried to get up, but my arms had already tightened and she couldn't move.

I hated Weasels.

Rule three simply stated: I will kill all Weasels on sight. The company quickly learned that was true. Nobody liked them, you couldn't trust them worth a damn, and they enjoyed killing and inflicting pain. They were just too Human.

"It's bad enough you come here and take our table," He started. "But now you're messin' with my girl!" He growled threateningly.

Shotoon and Rieselle were already on their feet, hands on their knives. Azelett got the point and stood up too. I could feel Sil shaking now.

"I won't hurt him if you don't want me too," I whispered quietly in her ear.

"I'm not his and I hate him!" She hissed, "I wish I was rid of the bastard!"

I carefully picked her up and set her on the table. I then looked up from my chair at the Weasel and his friends.

"You and your friends better leave!" He growled again.

"I'm not going anywhere," I grinned ears perking up.

By this time a space was clearing around the table.

"The police don't come here kitty, so you can either walk out, or die here."

"Just you?" I laughed, "Or do you need your friends to help?"

"I don't need any help to kill you kitty."

"Hobb, he didn't ..." began Sil.

"Quiet," I said softly, she shut up. "That's twice you've threatened to kill me now." I started growling at him, flattening my ears and closing my eyes to slits. "If you get down on your knees and beg forgiveness, I'll let you live."

He pulled his knife then. I spun off my chair on my left foot, my right foot just missed his stomach. But the chair, which I was holding in my left hand now, didn't. He dropped the knife and I jumped him, punching him in the head several times backing him up.

He came back with his fists and claws managing to open a few small cuts on my arms. I responded with a flurry of my own followed by a spinning crescent kick combination and the claws on my right foot scored a deep gash on his forehead.

It was quickly becoming obvious to everyone around that this wasn't a regular fight anymore, as we continued to go at it.

He was pretty good, I'll admit. He had a lot of speed, more than a Weasel normally would, I wondered if he was on drugs or something similar. On the other hand I was slightly drunk and not as fast as I should have been.

My extensive experience was the only thing saving me. He telegraphed most of his moves and I just did the standard counters. But he still cut me up good. That got my adrenaline flowing and helped clear out the fuzz the beer had given me. 

I was giving at least as good as I was getting, and the effect was showing on him. He was slowing down and even getting worried. 

It took a while, longer than it should have, but he finally swung wide in response to a feint and I was able to duck under his arm and slide behind him. I grabbed him quick and got a good head lock on him then. A quick hard twist, accompanied by a sickening crunch and I dropped the body to the floor.

"Gods, I hate Weasels!" I growled and carefully headed back to the table. The crowd was deadly silent, but slowly started up again, like a machine winding back up into gear after a sudden unexpected halt. I grabbed a chair and sat back down and started licking my wounds. Those I could easily reach at least.

"You killed him!" Sil gasped.

"No shit," stated Shotoon. "How long 'til the police show?"

"They won't, they could care less."

I finished checking myself out. I had a few bad cuts and a couple of sore ribs, nothing major. I looked up and noticed that the body was blocked from view by the crowd. If it was even still there. The three side kicks were gone too, maybe they took it.

I looked over at Sil, wondering if I should hit on her or not. Azelett was looking daggers at me, and Sil seemed a little nervous.

"Come here," I said quietly.

She hesitated a second, then came over. I gently pulled her down onto my lap, and gave her a small kiss.

"I'm sorry if I upset you," I smiled weakly. "But I am not a nice person."

She started to look very nervous then.

"Now would you please bring us some more beer?" I smiled again and let her go.

"Sure, just a sec!" And she was gone in a flash.

"Would somebody please give me a hand with these cuts?" I asked pointedly looking at Azelett.

"No." She growled.

"What's got into you?" I asked taken a back.

"Not you!"

"Excuse me?" I said looking at Shotoon and Rieselle, no help from either of those two corners.

"What in the universe do you think you're doing?" she growled.

"Oh come on, I'm just flirting with the girl," I sighed.

"Not that!" she hissed. "I'm talking about that Weasel you just murdered."

"Hey, he asked for it! And besides, he was only a Weasel anyway. You know how I feel about them!" I growled back. This was really beginning to bug me. Plus two of those cuts were pretty deep and still bleeding.

"You're not at the Palace now Jotun. You're supposed to be on leave! You just can't behave like that!"

I looked at the other two, "You tell her!"

"You know he didn't stand a chance Jotun," said Shotoon.

"You could easily have knocked him out," added Rieselle. "There was no need to kill him."

"What?!" I hissed, I couldn't believe this!

"We are, or rather you are, on vacation!" sighed Rieselle, "And yet you've already managed to kill somebody and it hasn't even been a day yet. You're out in the real world now, you can't just kill every Weasel you come across, regardless of the circumstances."

"Fine." I said, it wasn't actually, but I was madder then hell and I hurt too. The last thing I wanted was to be fighting with my friends. Even if they didn't want to act like them.

So I got up and left.

I went to the back, past the bathrooms and straight out the back door. When I came to the street at the end of the alley I had to admit to myself that I had no idea of where I was going, or what I was doing.

I heard a noise behind me and caught a whiff of fox as I quickly spun around.

"Yes?" I couldn't totally stifle the growl that came out with it.

"You okay?" It was the Barmaid of course.

"No, why? What should you care?"

"Why don't you come home with me? I could take care of those cuts for you at least."

I caught another whiff of her scent on the breeze. She was scared and smelled it.

"You don't owe me anything," I sighed and turned back around and headed out into the street. "So you don't have to be scared that I'll try and collect." I turned left and started looking for an open store. It was late and I looked a mess, I needed a good First Aid kit. Or even a bad one.

"Wait please!" She caught up with me easily, I wasn't in any rush anyway.

"Hobbs was an out an out bastard, and did a lot of bad things. At least to me." She said quietly grabbing my arm.

"Owwww!"

She grabbed it where it was cut unfortunately.

"Oh! Sorry," she changed her grip. "Anyway, the least I can do is patch up some of those cuts."

"Okay," I said and let her lead me down the street and through a few alleys.

We cut through the machine room for a warehouse of some kind, and she unlocked a door in an accessway directly off of it.

"It ain't much, but it's cheap!" she said showing me in. I stepped inside. The floor was covered with worn rugs, my nose told me it was dirt underneath, and the ceiling was low and uneven. We were in the dead space between the foundation and the ground.

"At least it's roomy," I smiled. It was easily over a thousand square feet. "How'd you get it?"

"A small bribe to the janitor every month and he looks the other way." She smiled, "Now let’s see those cuts."

I walked over to a table and sat on a chair by it. She got out a rather expensive looking kit and set to work.

"It would seem that you know what you're doing," I observed.

"Mom was a medic and taught me what she could, and I have managed to get some education on my own."

"How'd you end up here?" I tried not to squirm as she cleaned the one really deep gash on my chest.

"Well, Mom got transferred and I couldn't go. So I just made do. I'm slowly getting training, so maybe I'll be able to get a better job in a few years."

"What about your Dad?"

"Who knows? Mom said she was never really sure what happened to him. She thought he died in the Leverage conflict. What happened with your friends in the bar anyway?"

She was gluing the gash closed and lining up the skin. I waited till she was done and had started on my arm.

"They were angry with me for what I did." I growled a little as I said it.

"I'm sure not!" She smiled askance at me, "Though it wasn't exactly what I expected."

"I hate Weasel's," I growled again.

"Why?"

"I don't want to go into it now," I sidetracked. "How many people will be upset by what I did anyway?"

"Not too many. Hobb was the local muscle and had killed at least one person that I know of, and probably several others that I heard about. The police really don't care what goes on up here, as long as they get their cut and it stays off the streets.

"So what got your friends upset?"

"Cause I murdered him plain and simple," I said looking at her.

"It looked like a fair fight to me."

"It wasn't really." I smiled, "If it wasn't for all that beer I drank it would have been even easier."

"You've done this before?" She looked up at me, eyes wide and ears splayed.

"Too many times to count." I reached over and put my hand under her muzzle, "It's what I do." And I leaned over and kissed her.
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It was still dark when I awoke, Sil was curled up inside my arms with her head against my chest. I looked at the clock on the makeshift nightstand and saw that it was actually after eight. Then I remembered that there weren't any windows down here, hence the darkness. 

Sil stirred a little and I looked down at the outline of her head in the darkness, the weak light of the clock more than enough for my eyes. I had to smile, she didn't ask any questions that I didn't want to answer. She just accepted things the way they were and lived with it. No worries, no fears, tomorrow will be a better day. I really appreciated the optimism of youth, and its vigor too! I smiled again when I thought about last night.

I just lay there relaxing with my nose in the fur of her head enjoying her scent and the moment. I tried to imagine what it would be like to have a normal life, living like this. It had been so long since I'd been in main stream society, I don't know if I could ever go back even if I did get the chance. 

I felt Sil start to stir, then stretch as she woke up herself.

"Morning, sleepyhead," I grinned in the darkness.

"What time is it anyway?"

"Eight twenty."

"Eight! Boy you really tire a girl out! I'm gonna be late for work." She hopped out of bed and turned on a light.

"Me?" I asked surprised, "You're the one who kept encouraging me!"

"Umm, welllll." Her tail curled down as her ears disappeared in embarrassment.

I laughed at her discomfort. "So where do you have to go?"

"Well, first I need to go up the street to the public bathhouse. We can take a shower there pretty cheap. Then I have to show up at the bar to help with the morning service."

"How many hours you work there anyway?"

"About sixteen a day, sometimes more, sometimes less. I need all the money I can get if I'm going to go back to school next year."

"How's the pay?" I asked getting up and grabbing my coveralls.

"Lousy, but it's the best I can get with the little training I have."

"What do you want to be?" I asked walking up behind her.

"I'm going to be a nurse I guess," She said with a heavy sigh.

I put my arms around her and kissed the top of her head, "But what do you want to be?"

"A doctor," she said simply.

"So why don't you?"

"I can't afford that kind of training, I'll be lucky if I can afford the nurse's courses." She gently freed herself from my arms. "I have to get going, I can't afford to be late Jotun."

"Call me Jo, please" I said following her out the door.

"Sure Jo," she turned and smiled. "So what are you going to do today?"

I thought about that, "I haven't the slightest idea. I don't even know where my friends are, just what day and time to be back at the ship."

"I don't think you'll have too much trouble finding them Jo."

"I don't know if I want too," I admitted putting my arm around her as we headed down the street to the Baths. "I kind of like the present company."

"I have to work Jo,"

"Well, how about a proposition?" I had an idea.

"I'm not a prostitute!" She said hotly and tried to move away.

I dragged her back, "Good, I wouldn't know what to do with one anyway."

"Yeah right," she said.

"Listen up, I'm on my first vacation in longer than I can remember and I don't know the town or what to do even. You show me around, and I'll cover your pay."

We went inside the building and paid the machine for a stall.

"Just as long as you understand you're not buying me." She reminded as I followed her into the same stall.

"I thought you were free!" I laughed and she turned the water nozzle in my face.

"Only to you Jo!" And laughed herself as I sputtered in the spray.

We played around in the stall and cleaned each other off, then headed outside.

"So what do you want to do?" She asked looking me over.

"I don't know, see the city, have fun, whatever. You're the one in charge, earn your pay!" I grinned. I noticed I was doing a lot of smiling lately.

"Okay, what's your budget?"

"I need to hit a bank I guess, but the sky's the limit!"

"Okay then, first a bank, then we get you some clothes. That coverall is just too plain!"

"What? I like it just fine."

"Typical male, no sense of style or fashion at all!" She harrumphed, then led me off to the nearest bank.

I made a withdrawal of some cash on my account. Even though I didn't really have a public identity, I did have a corporate account. They had to pay us, the law said so plain and simple. So while I might not legally exist I had quite a bit of cash. Go figure. 

"Think this'll be enough?" I asked showing her the wad.

"Don't flash that!" She growled.

"Why?" I asked putting it in my pocket.

"That's a lot of cash to be carrying around here, that's why! Somebody might decide it would look better in their pocket than yours."

"After last night you think anybody's going to mess with me?"

"Probably not, but not everybody knows about it either. Just how much do you have there anyway?"

"Ten grand, why?"

"Ten grand! What are you planning on buying?" She said surprised.

"What you don't think it's enough?" I asked pulling her leg.

"It's more than enough! Maybe you should put some back, don't you know what things cost?" 

Obviously it came off in my hand too. "Don't worry!" I laughed, "I just wanted to make sure I wouldn't come up short, that's all."

"So why not just charge stuff on your ident tag?" 

"Cause it's fake, or rather, a company blank. If I use it, they'll know I was doing something I shouldn't have been."

"A company blank? What's that?" I could see the confusion in her eyes.

"I wasn't kidding last night about my job."

"I didn't think you were, not after what you did to Hobb last night," she interrupted.

"Well, I can't have anything that ties me to my company, like a real ident tag, in case I get caught. So they give us ones that they can claim are stolen or forged on accounts of dead employees."

"So if you use it, they'll see a charge where there should be none." She exclaimed.

"Right, and as I'm not supposed to be here goofing off, I can't use it or they'll find out about it."

"So how did you get your money at that bank?"

"Oh, easy. I have a cipher account."

"You lost me again! What's a cipher account?"

"I give them the account number, which is kept secret of course. Then they give me a code that a computer generates based on a cipher that I picked when I opened the account. I simply convert it and give it back. If it matches it proves who I am."

"How do you convert it? I don't see any calculator in your pockets."

"In my head, you don't have to pick a tough cipher, just a good one."

"So won't the company track your withdrawal on that?" 

"Boy you are a curious one!" I laughed, "No, they don't know about it, I set it up behind their backs." I remembered that incident! They wanted to know where all the money in my account had gone! I told them I was donating it to the widows and orphans fund, as I didn't need it myself. When they investigated they found that I was donating, but they couldn't find out the amount and just assumed I was sending in all of it. 

"I had set it up just because I'm paranoid." I admitted laughing, "But now I'm glad I did.

"So let's go shopping!"

She led me off to the stores then, and by noon I had let her talk me into a couple of new outfits. Two of them were just fancy coveralls, which were what I usually preferred. But the rest were the height of local fashion, and I guess I did look good in them. I bought her a few things, so we'd look good together and then took her to lunch at the fanciest place we could find that would allow us to eat there.

"Not bad," I said looking around, "so just what do you think is good here anyway?" 

"Hey I don't know!" She giggled, "This place costs more than I make in a week!"

We ordered a lot of different stuff, to the disgust of our waiter I suspect. It was obvious that we weren't the usual type of clientele that they normally got, but after I slipped the waiter a hundred he stopped caring about what we did.

"Hey, this fish is pretty good!" Sil said, as we sampled the different dishes.

"Try some of this Grecc bird," I said trying not to make a mess of my new outfit. "It's delicious!"

She speared a portion off of the plate, "Umm, not bad. What's that over there?" She pointed to another of the plates.

"Defla Beast I think, they really do know how to cook here. This is better than any of the stuff I've ever had back home, and they lay out some good spreads there too."

"Now you know how the bosses eat huh?" She winked at me.

"Guess so! Maybe that's why they never eat with us!" I joked.

We continued to chat while we ate our meal, after we finished I sat back and relaxed.

"So now what, oh great guide of mine?"

"How 'bout a show?"

"Nah, I see enough movies on ship."

"Not a movie, a show - a play! With actors and a stage and such." She said exasperated.

"I've never been to one," I said surprised, "What are they like?"

"Come on and see!" She smiled and stood.

So I paid the bill, complete with a large tip, and followed her outside. She grabbed my hand then and led me off across town.

"What do you want to see?"

"What's playing?" I asked.

"Mostly Shakespeare right now, there's a festival going on. But there's a lot of new stuff here, including Heinrich's latest play from Earth.

"Shakespeare? I've heard of that. Pretty old stuff isn't it?"

She thought a second, "Yes it is, but it's still pretty good. You know, Hamlet is playing, let's go see it!" And she dragged me off.

We got there in time for the show, mostly because I flagged down a taxi when she told me how far away it was. I then asked for the best seats in the house, to the surprise of the Monkey who was working the ticket box.

"You sure?" She asked, "The back row is a lot cheaper."

"Yeah I'm sure, how much?" 

"Well, I have to charge you double if you want to sit up there, the management tries to discourage our type from sitting with the Humans."

"That's okay," I assured her. "How much?"

"Four hundred," She said. "each."

"Fine," I gave her the cash and got our tickets.

"Twelfth row, center. Enjoy the show, it's a classic!"

"Thanks!" And we headed in.

"Double for us huh?" I asked Sil as we handed our tickets to a surprised usher who took us down to our seats.

"Well of course, in the theater district many Humans don't like to see us hanging out. They feel we don't appreciate culture, as we don't have our own. And a lot of them still don't like to mingle with us."

"Then how come you're so familiar with the theater then?"

"Mmmm, well" she chuckled, "They don't mind us in the cheap seats. That's the real cheap seats in the balcony! The management needs the money and the actors like the applause."

"But I thought you were saving for training," I teased.

"Plays are my one vice," she admitted embarrassed. "I love the theater, the actors, everything about it."

We arrived at our seats then, and sat down among a surprised group of Humans. I nodded courteously, as did Sil, and we quietly took our seats.

"Ever read Hamlet?" She asked softly as we waited for the show to start.

"No," I admitted.

"You'll like it, lots of corporate type maneuvering and back stabbing."

She quieted down then as the orchestra started and the play began. I sat back and watched curious.

 

Afterwards we followed out the Human customers and discussed what we had seen.

"That was pretty impressive," I admitted. "That his Uncle could be so ruthless to get to the top, even kill his own brother. And that later he could turn them all against each other, and cause all their deaths."

"Well, he died too. So he wasn't too successful. But that's not the point of the play, it's about Hamlet and the tragedy that befalls him."

"I don't know, he blew it if you asked me. Too trusting of all the wrong people at the wrong time."

"But how could he have known? You have to trust people in life, he must have thought his family would be the ones safe to trust."

"I never had any family being a creche baby and all that, so I wouldn't know," I admitted sheepishly. "But that uncle, he was so like the corporate types I see every day it was chilling. During the Leverage Conflict I saw so much back stabbing going on it was unbelievable! This guy Shakespeare really understood Humans, that's for sure."

"Well of course silly," she laughed. "He was one!"

"Point taken," I laughed back. 

But it gave me pause to think, I hadn't read much of Human literature. Mostly I read things that would help me in my job, and about current politics, nothing that probed a little deeper in to the psyche of their behavior. I resolved to read and see a lot more of what this Shakespeare fellow had done so many hundreds of years ago. After all, if it still held relevance today, it must hold some startling truths that I could use in my own self preservation.

Especially as it seemed all of my targets were Humans lately. That in and of itself was a departure from the normal state of affairs, as they had said in the play: 'something was rotten in the state of Denmark', or my corporation.

"What are you thinking about?" Sil asked interrupting my revelry.

"Oh, just that I should read more of these 'classics'," I said and smiled. "Let's go find a party someplace, and not at the Water Hole either!"

"Sure, I know just the place!" And grabbing my hand, she took off again.

We eventually ended up outside a brick building on the edge of the Animen quarter.

"What is this place?" I asked looking in the windows.

"Oh, some kind of art gallery, the place we want is downstairs, follow me." And she led me around the side and down a concrete stairway. There was a large bear at the door, which was closed.

"Who's your friend Sil?" he asked looking me over.

"He's okay Raff, he's with me," she said.

"This the one that beat Hobb?" 

I noticed that he was standing in a defensive posture, I wasn't looking for any trouble so I kept my hands relaxed and in the open.

"He didn't start it Raff, Hobb didn't give him any choice."

"That's okay, I never liked him anyway!" He grinned and turned to me, "No fighten' in this place okay? Anyone starts anything, you just back away and the staff'll handle it. We don't like our customers to feel afraid, this is neutral ground."

"I can live with that," I assured him. "I'm here to relax."

"Then have a good time," and he opened the door and let us pass.

We walked down a short hall and through another door into a fairly large room. I couldn't help but notice the corridor was actually a man trap, I guess they made a serious effort to keep out the low life.

"Hobb ever come here?" I asked Sil.

"Once, after that he wasn't allowed. They didn't care for him much." she sighed.

"Caused you problems here too, huh?"

"You got that right. Let's change the subject, okay?"

"Sounds good to me," I looked around the dimly lit room, there was some smoke in the air, some of it tobacco, the rest was various types of narcotics. There was a stage at one end with someone speaking on it, and a bar along the entire adjoining wall.

There were also about a half dozen other exits from the room, where they went I couldn't tell.

"What is this place anyway?"

"Just a Club of sorts," she giggled.

"Of sorts?" I looked at the amused expression on her face, then I looked around at the people sitting at the tables. I was shocked to see quite a few Humans in the crowd, and that a lot of the clientele were pretty romantically engaged.

Sil lead me to a table against the wall that was near the stage, I sat down with my back to the wall out of habit, and glanced at the Wolf who was on the stage. He was reading poetry of all things.

"Poetry? From a wolf?" I said to her astounded.

"His own too!" Smiled Sil, "This is where our culture exists, down here out of the sight of the Bosses."

"I notice that there are a few of those Bosses in the crowd." I gestured with my head to some of the Humans.

"Oh, there are some who accept us for what we are and believe that Animen are more than just good workers."

"But they only come and show it here in the dark at night right?" I looked over them, a few noticed. The males wouldn't meet my eyes for more than a moment, and the females didn't want to look away. "You sure they aren't just here for sex and thrills?" 

"Most everyone else is!" She laughed, "So why not them? But a lot of them come here for more than that. They listen to what we say and make friends, they come back and maybe start to bring a few others by once in a while. It's slow, but so goes the road to acceptance."

"You sound like an underground political pamphlet!" I warned.

"It doesn't hurt to want to be equal." She said seriously.

"I don't know," I said troubled. "It's a Human's world and I really don't want to get involved in their politics. Their Corporate games are lousy enough as it is."

"That's your government controlled education speaking. They feed all the young ones a lot of propaganda in those courses. If my Mom had sent me to the Government schools like the law said, I'd probably feel the same way."

"Why didn't she?" I asked curious.

"Couldn't afford it, and found a loophole to keep from getting stiffed with the expense. That's all." she said nonchalantly.

 "Hi, Sil! Who's your friend? And what are you two drinking tonight?" Said the Otter waitress coming over to our table. 

"Oh, hi Beth! This is Jo, and I guess I'll have a beer." Sil smiled.

"I'll have a beer too," and I nodded over at one of the nearer tables, "And whatever they're smoking as well." I grinned

"Sure no prob, you too Sil?" She looked back at her.

"Yeah, why not. He's paying!" And we both laughed at that.

I watched her swish back across the room, "Another friend?" I asked smiling back at Sil.

"Oh, I work here on occasions too. So everybody knows me."

"They all seem to like you as well," I observed. "You do pretty well for yourself considering you have to do it alone."

"Doesn't everybody have to?"

"You know what I mean," I grumbled, "You weren't sponsored or raised by a Corp. You've done most of your growing up on your own, but you're going places, have a lot of friends, and seem happy most of the time."

"Nothing beats a positive attitude." She stated matter of factly, "That was the one thing my Mom taught me before she had to go, and I have to admit she was right."

"I'll have to remember that," I laughed.

We continued to make small talk, but shifted our attention to the stage. Our waitress returned with our orders, and we talked about the Wolf on stage as we started to relax. He was an interesting fellow all right, his poetry was kind of strange, but interesting too. 

When he left the stage a small band of musicians took it, and started playing Fusion after that. I had heard that there were Animan musicians, but this was the first time I had ever seen any. They were pretty good too, even if they were self taught, which I suspected.

We continued to talk and I ordered us some food. I found out about where she was hoping to go to school. And where she wanted to go, if she could have afforded Doctor's training.

"The worst part about it," she admitted, "is that I applied just out of curiosity and was actually accepted! True it's an Animan school, and there aren't any Human students at it. But it has an all Human staff! It's where all the local Companies send their people for training." she sounded pretty forlorn over that.

"How much does it cost anyway?" I was curious myself, my training had run a small fortune.

"A quarter of a mil," she sighed dejected. "I could never get that much cash even illegally. But I can afford the Nurse Medic school. That's only seventy five thou."

"You've got seventy five thou?" I asked surprised, that was quite a bit of money to earn from working in bars!

"Not really," She admitted shyly. "I've got about twenty saved, and no, I didn't earn it all at the Bars. Some of the local's have chipped in, and I've done a few things I'm not proud of. So don't ask!" She warned looking cross for a second. She softened then and went on, "but I think I can get a loan backed by one of the smaller local hospitals. It'll mean working for them to pay it back, but I should be free in clear in ten or fifteen years."

"That's not too bad."

"I don't know, I hate the idea of being tied to a company so long."

"It's not that bad, believe me." I said smiling

"You've never known anything else, I have."

That hurt! "Ouch!" I said.

"Sorry, but it's true. I don't want to give up my freedom. But I know I can't survive like this forever. I want more than just a hidden apartment under a building and waiting tables, or worse, for the rest of my life." she mumbled into the table.

"Hey there's nothing wrong with that," I reached over and put my hand under her muzzle, lifting her chin until our eyes met. "Everything has a price in life, and even they have to pay," I nodded towards one of the Humans in the bar.

"You know, you're making them nervous," She grinned.

"Who?"

"That guy over there with that Coyote. Every time you nod or motion at him he jumps. I think he's afraid of you!"

"Hell, most people are. At least the ones I work with!" I grinned nastily, and flagged down the waitress.

"Yes Jo?" she asked coming by.

"Another round for us, and buy that couple over there a round or two on me. Tell them I'm sorry if I gave them something to worry about!"

"Why would they think that?" She looked crossly at me.

"Oh, he keeps nodding at them every time he makes a point about Humans," laughed Sil. "Tell the poor guy he doesn't mean anything by it. Okay Beth?"

"Sure Sil, no problem. He's a new customer, wouldn't do to scare him away!"

She swished off again, and a few minutes later delivered a round to them, and then came over to give us ours.

"He said thanks, and wanted to know if you two were trying to pick them up." 

I looked at Sil confused. She laughed at my expression.

"Those doors over there lead to private rooms. A lot of groups use them if you know what I mean!"

"Oh," I thought a minute then gave her a dirty smile. "So you want to?"

"Sure, why not? It'll be fun!" 

Ah, the impertinence of youth! So we got up and went over to our new friends. He was Reg, she was Shirley and they were very interested. So after a little small talk we adjourned to a very comfortable private room with a very large bed.

It was interesting, and fun. The part that made it most interesting was that he was Human. I'd never been in any kind of situation with a human that wasn't work based before and that of course led to some interesting discoveries, and comparisons. For all that I had killed dozens of them, I sure didn't know much about them really when it came down to it.

But I was starting to learn.
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The next day Sil took me to another play, and showed me a few more sights of the city. At dinner that night, one of Sil's friends mentioned to her that a couple of wolves had been asking around about her.

"Ah, that'd be Shotoon and Rieselle!" I snickered.

"The two wolves who were with you in the bar?" Sil replied.

"Yep, I bet Azelett's asking around too!"

"Why are they looking for you? I thought they were mad at you?" She asked curious.

"It's their necks if I should skip, or get tagged." I smiled evilly at the thought. They'd be getting worried about now, tomorrow they'd be frantic! This would teach them not to ...

I stopped and thought about that, not to what? 

"What's wrong Jo?" Sil asked looking at me concerned.

"Will anyone tell where you live?" I asked.

"Nobody knows, so no, I don't think anyone will tell," she smiled. "Why, is there a problem?"

"Not really, I just don't run into them yet. Let's go out of town, I want to get away from it all for a while."

"Sure, I know a few spots I've always wanted to check out," she started.

"Fine, just as long as it's nothing too extravagant, okay?"

"Oh, it won't be! Don't worry." and she winked.

I knew I was in trouble.

The next day we caught an airbus and headed outside of the city. Sil refused to say anything, just had me pack a small bag with some of the things she had helped me buy. I watched as the ground below gave way to suburbs, the suburbs to forest and the forest turned into mountains. The airbus finally landed in a small town and Sil lead me down the street.

"Just where are we going anyway?" I asked trying to figure out what was going on.

"Just wait a second!" She laughed, "You really don't like surprises, do you?"

"No," I grumbled, "It's against my nature."

"Well just hold on a few moments more, okay?"

I nodded sullenly and kept trying to guess as we turned the corner and she walked up to a sign that said 'River Rafting Tour.'

"You're kidding!" I said surprised.

"Nope! It's a two day trip, and we're both going!"

"You've always wanted to go river rafting?" I asked surprised. It was after all, kind of strange in my book. 

"You bet! I hardly ever can afford to get away from the city, and when I do, it's nothing as nice as this!"

"Well, I have been spending way too much time indoors myself," I said thinking about the base on the Moon. 

"Fine," she smiled. "Then pay the man!" and pointed to the ticket booth laughing.

I anted up and we joined the group. There were twelve in the group including ourselves and we were split three ways. There'd be five in each raft, one guide plus two couples. They drove us to the launching point, gave us a 20 minute course on what to do, then set out.

I enjoyed it tremendously, so did Sil. We camped out under the open sky that night, the whole group sharing a big campfire. It was interesting to hear what the other couples did. Most were crewmembers from the many different ships that were in port. Fortunately none were from the one I was traveling on. When asked what I did, I just said security. It was more or less true anyway, I was just on the other side of the trade. Sil was nervous, so I just said she was in med school. That got a positive response, and Sil was even more embarrassed.

"Why'd you tell them that?" She asked me quietly later.

"Well, you are aren't you?"

"Nurse training isn't really med school. You told them I was going to be a doctor!" She said accusingly.

"We'll don't you want to be?" I asked surprised.

"Yes of course, but I'm not going to be, so don't lie about it. It hurts," she finished quietly.

"I'm sorry, but it did feel kind of good there a minute didn't it?" 

"Yes, it did. They actually looked up to me! Me, a young fox still in school, and they though it was great." She snuggled up against me in the sleeping bag. "Too bad it'll never happen."

"Whatever happened to positive thought?" I asked smiling.

"Don't tease," she grumped.

"Sorry," I said quietly, then did my best to take her mind off it.

The next day Sil was a little subdued, I think I knew why, so I let her have a little breathing room that morning. This leg of the trip was a lot more scenic and less active then the day before, with a two hour stop for lunch. We walked around and enjoyed the scenery, and did our best to avoid those couples who were trying to become part of it. 

We finished the trip by sunset, and were back at her place by midnight.

"So what do you want to do tomorrow?" she asked as we climbed wearily into bed.

"As it's my last day here, I have something special planned," I told her.

"Oh? How could that be?" she raised an eyebrow in curiosity, "You don't know anybody here, and I haven't seen you making any arrangements."

"Trust me!" I smiled, "It's a surprise."

"I don't know if I should be happy or scared," She laughed, "after seeing the few surprised you've dealt out so far!"

"There's an old Chinese curse that goes: 'May you live an interesting life'. Well, it definitely applies to me. Never a dull moment.

"You know I had a good time today, actually I've had a good time the last five. Thanks for everything, okay?"

"Hey, you paid for it," She grinned across the pillow. 

"Still, you didn't have too. I appreciate it, I've been so cooped up these last years that I've begun to lose touch with the real world. I've been living in a combination fantasy and nightmare."

"Oh, and I changed that?" she laughed.

"This whole trip has changed that," I said quietly, "and you most definitely helped." I reached over then and pulled her close.

Later that night I lay awake and thought about my life. I came to a few startling conclusions, ones that I wasn't too happy with either. Taking the time to reflect had shown me that I didn't much care for the image in the mirror. My friends were right, I was getting out of control. But in my line of work, what else could I do? I lived in an artificial environment, and I don't just mean the pressurized underground 'palace' they stuck me in. The job I did, the people who surrounded me, the things they told me. Rieselle had been trying to show me that last time, now Shotoon and Azelett were trying as well. Maybe they really were my friends, maybe I should listen more to what they said. Maybe I should tell them the truth.

I slept very poorly that night.

The next morning we went out to the showers as usual, got breakfast, then I led her off to the bank. I had made sure we were both well dressed that day, and when I came back into the lobby I was carrying a briefcase.

"What's in there?" She asked as we left the bank.

"Uh, uh, uh!" I chided, "No peeking!" Then I got a taxi and I handed him our destination on a piece of paper.

I could see that Sil was dying of curiosity, literally trying to climb out of her skin. When we stopped she looked out the window and caught her breath.

"That's the med school!" She gasped.

"Right, come on."

"But I can't ..." she started.

"Sure you can," I replied and dragged her out by the wrist. I headed up to admissions and walked up to the secretary at the desk. He was a fairly young squirrel, and looked up startled at my request.

"But you can't see the director of admissions sir!" He protested, you don't have an appointment!"

"Jo, maybe we better leave," Sil whispered in my ear.

"Hush," I told her quietly. Then I turned back to the Squirrel, "Excuse me a moment," and I put the brief case on the desk and opened it a crack. I took out a bill and handed it to him. He looked at it and his eyes widened.

"You were saying?" I asked politely

"It's the door at the end of the hallway." he gasped quietly staring at the bill. 

"Thank you," I smiled and gathered up Sil and my briefcase.

"What'd you give him?" She said petrified, "A twenty?"

"Hell no," I laughed. "A hundred!"

"What!" She gasped again.

I have to admit I was enjoying this terribly. I always liked shocking the hell out of people, and I wasn't even having to hurt anyone.

"Don't worry, just let me do all the talking. You said you were already accepted, so this should be easy." I reached the door and knocked.

"Come in," came from inside. We entered.

"Hello, I'm the director of admissions here. What is so important that you must see me personally?" She asked impatiently. She was an older Human, and no doubt didn't care to waste time dealing with Animen personally.

"I'm sorry mamm, I'll make this quick, I can see that your time is valuable." I started off smoothly. "I wish to enroll this Fox in your medical program. Full payment up front, including food, lodging and all incidentals that a student would face."

"I'm sorry, but we only take students who have completed our acceptance procedure," she stated flatly.

I motioned to Sil for her ID bracelet. "If you check this against your computer you will find that my fellow employee has passed your requirements and been found acceptable to this fine institution."

She looked a little flustered but checked it anyway.

"I see you're right, Mister ...?" She looked up questioningly.

"Good," I continued ignoring the question. "I would like to enroll her today then."

"But the quarter has already started, she could never catch up!" she was being stern again. "The soonest she could start would be in two months."

I picked up the briefcase and opened it, taking out the one bundle I had already taken a bill out of. I then turned it around to face her. I was rewarded by a surprised expression, which she quickly got under control.

"There is three hundred and ten thousand there. I believe that should not only cover all expenses mentioned, but hire a tutor for the next two months to make sure that she is fully up to speed by the next quarter.

"Correct?" I finished and looked at Sil, she looked like she would faint.

"Yes, I believe that is correct. What company do you represent Sir?"

"I'm not at liberty to disclose that information. That is why my employer sent me instead of coming themselves." I could see that worried her a little. "It seems they are about to diversify, and don't want their competitors finding out," I whispered conspiratorially. I could see she bought that hook, line, and sinker!

"I see no problems then at all Sir," she smiled.

"Fine then." I smiled back, careful to not show too many teeth, smiling at Humans always called for restraint. "I'll need a receipt for all that of course," I indicated the money on the table. "But this is for you giving us some of your undoubtedly busy time," and I handed her the small stack of bills.

"Oh I couldn't possibly accept this," She protested, but not that strongly I noticed.

"Please, my boss insisted, he always rewards people that help him." I could see that hit the spot and she quickly pocketed the money. She probably figured there'd be another one when Sil graduated.

"Thank you, one moment while I call the Bursar."

It took a few minutes, they had a guard come down and take the money. After counting it of course, and made a receipt out to Sil, which I took.

"Well Silestri," She said looking at Sil. "Welcome to Med school. If you go outside to my assistant, he'll get the ball rolling and get you started. You're in for a long day, the first of many I trust."

"Thank you mamm," Sil whispered, and I led her out of the room.

"Unn, Jotun, I really don't know what to say!" She was still in a daze, ears twitching back and forth confused.

"Thank you wouldn't hurt," I laughed.

"Why of course Thank You!" She said and threw her arms around me, giving me a hug that was more like a death grip. "But why? Why are you spending all this money on me?"

"Because I sure can't use it, and don't need it," I smiled and hugged her back, then gently pried her arms off. "Anyway, I've done a lot of bad things in my life, maybe this'll pay a few of them back."

I looked around the hall we were standing in, nobody else was around, so I gave her a kiss. "Listen, I hate long good-byes, and you have a busy day ahead of you. Remember that payment covers your board, so make sure they give you a room here. It'll be safer than that crawl space you're living in now. Also work hard, the next time I come through here I want to see a doctor! Okay?"

"Oh thanks again!" And she threw herself at me and kissed me again. Actually I kind of liked it and would have loved to linger, but she had a career to start. So I gently pried her off again and propelled her down the hall, back to the Squirrel's desk.

"Do your company proud!" I whispered smiling.

"But who are they?" She asked confused.

"I don't know, make one up!" I grinned and left. My last glimpse was of her sitting down and talking to the Assistant.

I then walked all the way to 'The Water Hole', and told the bartender he should call my friends and earn the reward. By the time they showed up I was quite smashed. No mean feat when you considered that they got there in under twenty minutes.

"Jotun! Just where the hell have you been!" Hissed Azelett, who was as angry as I had ever seen her, her tail fur bushed out like a bottle brush.

"Sorry, I didn't want to make you guys worry. Strike that, yeah I did want to make you worry at first. Now I'm sorry I did. But you were right, all of you. And I really did need some time off. Have a drink, relax, accept my apologies, okay?"

"You're drunk aren't you!" Accused Azelett.

"Damn straight!" I slurred. "But I'm on vacation, you said so yourself. Now are you going to make me drink alone?"

"Nah," Said Shotoon smiling and sitting down. "But you did have us worried there you know. Nobody knew anything, or at least they weren't talking!" He picked up one of the glasses I had sitting on the table and helped himself.

Rieselle sat and looked at Azelett who sighed and joined us. She picked up one of the other drinks and sniffed it, "what is this stuff anyway?"

"Velvet bomb. Guaranteed to take out a rhino. Try it!" I grinned lopsidedly.

"How many of these you have so far?"

"A lot, come on, try it."

She did, actually they all did, thought only Shotoon had two. We switched to beer after that, I didn't protest, I didn't want to pass out anyway.

"So where'd you go?" Asked Azelett icily, "And where's your little playmate?"

I was surprised she didn't say Bitch! She was steamed all right.

"I went and saw a play, heard a Wolf recite his own poetry, met some nice people with typical jobs, and went rafting in the mountains." I took a gulp of my beer, "Great huh?"

"And the Barmaid?" She asked again, just as icily.

"She's at school I guess," I turned and starred at Azelett. "I haven't hurt a fly since I saw you last. I've been very, very, very, good. Would you please accept my apology and let us all move on? I said I'm sorry and for once I actually mean it."

She wasn't ready to buy it yet, but I saw her jerk a little, so I think Rieselle had kicked her under the table.

"Okay," she said sullenly, "But we're still going to talk later!" She warned.

"Yes," I sighed. "There is much I need to say. But we have tomorrow for that, tonight lets party!" I laughed and called for another round.

Rieselle and Shotoon loosened up, and Azelett didn't try and play the ice queen all night. So I had fun, and I think they did too. We were unmolested the entire time, and made it back to the rooms they had rented by midnight.

 I was actually able to walk without too much help, but then I had thrown up in the Bar's bathroom before leaving, so there wasn't too much alcohol left in my gut.

The next morning found me with one hell of a hangover, I had forgotten to take any de-tox pills the night before. I was looking around for something to take when a knock came on the door.

"Who is it?" I asked quietly.

"It's Azelett, who else?" 

"Quit screaming and come on in, it's open!" I went back to searching my bag.

"What's with you?" She asked coming into the room.

"Headache, got anything?"

"That's what happens when you drink too much!" She said sternly.

"I'd pin you to the floor and make you come clean if I didn't feel so bad," I muttered. "What is your problem? Don't you like me anymore? You want off the team?" I sighed the last part.

"That wasn't a nice stunt your going off like that, it would have been my neck and you know it!"

"I don't see Rieselle and Shotoon holding any grudges," I retorted. By this time I found a pain killer and swallowed it without water. Hopefully it'd take effect before my head exploded. Corporate knows Azelett wasn't helping my head any.

"It wasn't their idea, it was mine! They wouldn't have gotten in half the trouble I would have! And who knows just how much that could be!" She was building up power like a ship getting ready to jump, and in my present condition I sure didn't want to see what would happen then.

"I would not have skipped, or left you to face the company alone!" I almost shouted it out. "I do not, and will not ever abandon any member of my team no matter how much they may have succeeded in pissing me off!" I was in her face now, my fur had all bushed out in anger and she suddenly realized I was not in a healthy mood.

"Let's get one thing perfectly straight! And that goes for you two in the hall," I added catching the scent of my other two team members through the open door. "You are called my handlers for a reason and you've all been in this business long enough to know it! I am the boss, period. And if you don't like my decisions or my behavior, or anything else about me for that matter, you don't call me on it in public! Or I'm gonna walk!"

I sighed and grabbed my aching head, the pain killer hadn't taken effect yet. "Look," I continued in what I hoped was a more reasonable tone of voice. "What was I supposed to do? Sit around and argue with you? Beat the living daylights out of you? 

"Because if I had stayed around that's what would have happened! It doesn't matter that you were right and I was wrong. It wasn't the place to discuss it."

I noticed the other two were in the doorway now looking at me, kind of differently too.

"What's with you two?" I asked concerned.

"You just admitted you were wrong," said Rieselle. "You're not dying or something are you?"

"Yeah you must be sick," teased Shotoon, "Cause you've never done that before! We thought all the apologizing last night was just because you were drunk."

I turned and looked at Azelett.

"What are you looking at me for?" She asked.

"I thought maybe you wanted to get a shot in too," I sighed. "Look guys, you're the only friends I have, and this week I finally figured that out. I also figured out a few things about myself that I really don't know how to deal with yet. So I would really appreciate all the slack you can afford, and your forgiveness as well. Please?"

"He's even getting polite!" Rieselle said acting shocked. But I could tell she was teasing me now too.

"What things?" said Azelett, "Just what have you figured out about yourself?"

"You really do like to pry don't you?" I asked giving her a slanted look.

"Damn right I do," she said putting her hand under my muzzle, "But you're right about us being your handlers and right now you don't look too happy. Give!"

I glanced at the others, then the door. They got the idea and stepped inside closing it.

"I've been lying to you all about something, and maybe myself a little as well." I started and looked at them.

"About what?" Shotoon asked looking concerned.

"About this damn job. I keep saying how I hate it and all that, well that's not exactly the truth. Yeah I hate all the controls they have on me, and I hate the place they keep me locked up most of the time. But not the job. Oh, no. I love the job."

I glanced up and noticed them exchanging glances with each other, so I continued.

"I enjoy the killing, hell I love it! It makes me feel like a god, knowing there isn't anybody I can't nail! I've never missed, did you all know that? Not once! I'm addicted to the whole thing, it's like a drug, and I'm not so sure I want to stop. Hell, I don't know if I could, even assuming they'd let me!"

"Well I'll be," Mumbled Rieselle. "I never ever thought I'd see one of you guys admit it."

"You knew?" I asked looking up quickly.

"Hell, yes Jotun! We've known you for years, how couldn't we? Even Azelett here figured it out already."

"Then why didn't you say anything?" My vision was starting to blur, I had to keep blinking my eyes.

"You know how thick your head is Jotun," She smiled softly. "The only way you'd ever believe it was if you figured it out yourself."

It took me a moment and a couple of deep breaths to compose myself. "Thanks for putting up with me and everything. I appreciate it. Friends?" I asked looking around.

"Friends!" They all said, and I gave them each a hug.

We packed our meager belongings and walked back to the spaceport, there wasn't any rush so we took our time. Azelett was back to being her old self, and was doing her best to cheer me up. It was working too, I felt like a totally different person walking back. I hadn't changed much really, but the little I had changed was the most important part. I had some true friends now, and I was honest with them. It didn't matter that they had known the truth all along, what mattered was that I wasn't afraid to admit it anymore.

You can't really be honest with yourself if you're not willing to be honest with your friends after all.

 

The next few weeks were some of the most enjoyable I had ever spent while returning. I didn't mind that I was going back, I mingled with the crew and even had fun. I kept out of trouble and just totally behaved.

"Holt's gonna be thoroughly confused." Rieselle said with a snicker the day before I was due to be picked up. "Not a single complaint, hassle, or incident. The man will just go crazy!"

"Maybe you should have me strapped to a stretcher under sedation!" I laughed, "That's about what he expects this time!"

"That or a corpse," agreed Shotoon. "But I'd rather see the expression when he shows up and there's nothing wrong!"

"So what are you going to do when you get back this time?" said Azelett.

"I was thinking of changing the rules at first. Now though, I'm not so sure that would be a good idea. It is an insane asylum even on its best days, but I am going to try and tone it down some. 

"The biggest thing I want to do is find a way out," I said determined. "I want to live in the real world again! It may still be the same old gripe I've always had, but for once I think I just might mean it." I laughed as I thought about it, I wonder if I could be happy in a regular job? Or if I'd miss the hunt and the kill too much to stay away ...

When the shuttle arrived I was waiting at the hatch to meet it. Holt never even got the chance to get off, I just walked right on before he had even gotten out of his seat.

"What, your weren't ready to rush to my rescue!?" I said acting shocked.

"Boy that was quick," He replied looking up and settling back down. "I suppose I should check with the Captain to see what kind of trouble you’re running from, but screw it." He turned forward to the pilot, "Seal it and let's go!"

I sat down surprised myself, I had expected Holt to go find out what kind of trouble I had caused. He was that kind of guy.

"You getting short Holt?"

"Whatever gave you that idea?" He looked back up from the report he was reading.

"Well, you've been here a long time and all that," I started.

"Cut the shit Jotun. It shows huh? I guess I should've expected you to pick up on it. Yeah I'm out a here as soon as we get back."

That was a shock!

"As soon as we get back? Then why did they even send you?"

"Because somebody had to bail you out of whatever you got into this time, why else?"

"They replacing you?" I hoped I wasn't going to be stuck with just Harold and Jaime, that would be trouble.

"No" he said and he smiled.

He knew it too, something was changing, I wonder what else he knew?

"Any idea what's going on here?" I asked quietly leaning forward.

"You're asking my advice?" He chuckled, "Why would you ever care what I think? Why should I tell you?"

"Because while we don't like each other, we've always played it straight and never lied," I growled back. "Now give!"

He sat back and thought a moment, then looked around. He noticed the open door to the cockpit, so he closed that. Then he leaned back and talked.

"Okay, we both know Harold and Jaime aren't here to help you. I think a lot of my duties will be pushed off onto your Field partners. Siedman is making you part of ‘his’ team, whatever that is. Just like Jaime and Harold are.

"He's a rising star that one, though why he came to this group I'll never know. He's got a few more people he's recruiting into his little network, none of the old hands like me though, all new people. That's suspicious too."

"Wait a sec," I thought about that. "Now you said he chose to come here?"

"Yeah, he's high enough up to have his say, he's a Junior VP but not that junior."

"And he's taking a personal interest in the Head Assassin," I said thinking. Some things were falling into place, but not all. "Do you think he's being sanctioned by the Board or the President?"

"I don't see how he couldn't be, at least by somebody at the corporation's head. Hell even the CEO keeps abreast of what goes on here. They all know your code name by heart I bet! 

"Anyway, something's up. What I have no idea, but I can say that I'm glad I won't be in the middle of it! And I can't say that I'm sad that you are!" He laughed at that, "Good Luck Jotun! I think you're going to need an awful lot of it."

"I have some advice for you, too." I said after spending a few minutes thinking about everything he told me. Something was nagging at me, but I sure as hell couldn't put a finger on it. "Get as far the hell away from me and this place as you can. It'll be better for your career."

"What, a parting threat Jotun? I'm surprised at you!"

"It's not a threat, it's a fact. I have a bad feeling about all this, and I also feel that people around me are going to get in deep trouble with corporate over this. Think about it, if a shakeup is coming, they'll need scapegoats. That means a lot of firings and demotions."

He thought about that alright! People like him couldn't leave the company, if he left the company might feel it couldn't trust him anymore, and with all that he knew about the corporation's seamy side, that would be fatal. So if he got demoted, he was screwed for the rest of his life.

"Damn, you got a good point there. But I've already been re-assigned to Kera, I think Siedman wants me where he can keep an eye on me. I'd never get past that."

"Oh, I can think of a way," I said smiling.

"What?" He demanded.

"Severe psychological stress, combined with some physical trauma as well." I smiled as big as I could. "From like if I was to break the both of your legs before we got back."

"You wouldn't." He gasped.

"Only if you ask me to." I laughed smiling. I was enjoying this way too much, I guess I am still something of a sick bastard at heart. But hey, change never comes fast.

"You lousy son-of-a-bitch," He swore. "Can I at least take some pain killers first?"

"Sure," I said passing him the bottle from my bag. "Don't worry, I'll make the whole thing real quick, you'll be in shock before the pain hits anyway."

"You know what the sickest thing about this is?" he asked as I got up.

"No what?" I stretched a little to limber up, I was going to make this as fast and painless as I could. I did owe him that much.

"I'm gonna actually be in your debt for breaking my legs!"

"Isn't life great?" I smiled.
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I was on 'no visitors' for a month after that. Siedman gave me a lecture personally about 'respect for fellow company employees', but I could tell his heart wasn't in it. 

The wink kind of gave it away. 

Holt was right about that, Siedman didn't like him and didn't trust him. Suddenly I didn't feel so guilty about maneuvering Holt into the position I did, and could see why he accepted it. The more I thought about it, the more I began to think that there was something wrong going on in the corporation.

So I spent a lot of time lying in my Lilac bushes and enjoying the open space while reading Shakespeare. I did try and see what I could find out about my last assignment and target. Nothing was mentioned anywhere in any of the newspapers about it. Even on the planet in the town where it had happened, and getting that info took the whole month! The local newspaper only had a sidebar on a disturbance in the local church. But our intell gave us a confirmed hit, so I knew it hadn't been a double.

I did see a few interesting changes in politics taking place on Earth: First, the Government was beginning to listen to the public outcry about the violence in Corporate maneuvering. Second, several Senators had retired suddenly and there were rumors of a scandal. Third, there was a big push afoot to increase the size of the Earth Government's Space Navy. And forth, there was a new anti-corporate political movement inside the largest political party on the planet that might affect the next presidential elections.

Azelett showed up exactly one minute after the prohibition on my visitors ended.

"Before you start!" I said jumping out of bed and grabbing her wrist, (well it was a minute after midnight!) "Let's take a walk." I dragged her out to the gardens, where I was sure nobody could hear or see us.

"How's Holt?" I asked quietly.

"Fine," she looked quizzically at me, "They transferred him out three days after you thrashed him, why?"

"I just want you to know before you go off on me that he agreed to it. Asked me to actually. He needed a good reason to get out, fast."

"And you were just too happy to give it to him weren't you?" She said looking at me.

"There was no love lost between us, true!" I laughed, "But I never really thought he'd take me up on it. I'd been hoping to do something like that to him for years, and to be honest, I think he got away cheap. Things are getting real strange around here."

"Coming from you that is pretty surprising!" she said smiling. "But don't worry about it, Holt told Rieselle when he saw how mad she got. Figured she should know I guess. Also your reputation is intact with everyone else here, they all think you're just as crazy as ever. Which considering the place, probably isn't a bad idea."

"So what's on the docket?" I asked leading her back to my room, I was pretty tired and wanted to go back to bed.

"Nothing yet, but we expect something soon. Something local."

My ears perked up, "Local? What makes you say that?"

"Easy, they're turning all of the jobs that are out of the solar system to the others. And there have been quite a few too!"

"Really?" This was a curious development, things had been slowing down until recently. Five to eight a month had been the average in the past, though I had noticed the palace had seemed a little empty the last few weeks. "Just how busy?" 

"About twenty this month, and another twelve planned for the next month already."

We were in my room by now I and I started to undress her, pausing to kiss her body every few seconds.

"Umm, that feels good," she sighed. "We all missed you Jotun," she moaned even louder as I moved lower.

I looked up, "I missed you too Az, I missed you too." Then proceeded to show her just how much. It's a good thing the rooms are all soundproofed down here, we both made quite a racket that night.

Azelett stayed for a couple of days, and both Rieselle and Shotoon showed up a few times over the next week to keep me company. With so many of the 'inmates' here suddenly out on assignment for a change, it was a lot more relaxed inside. I was still being very cautious however, it seemed the company was on one of its rare, and highly resented, bug planting sprees. At least they were keeping out of our private quarters. I think the Techs were too afraid of what we would do if we caught them in there.

I complained to Siedman about the whole affair and he apologized, saying that it was the fault of an over-zealous subordinate. It sounded kind of hollow to me, but the plants did stop. I let it quietly be spread about that I wanted one bug left in the Cafeteria, and another in one of the bathrooms. Mind games were an established tradition here, and I thought we should play a few on the brass for a change.

I conferred with Rieselle on my inability to find out anything on just who or what our last Target was. She found it a little strange herself, and told me she'd check a few of her private sources. 

My next assignment came a few weeks later.

"Greetings Jotun," Siedman said as I entered the conference room.

"Good morning Mr. Siedman," I returned. I looked around as I took my seat, both Harold and Jaime were there and I nodded at each. 

Neither said anything.

"Well Sir, what is the assignment?"

"This is another highly classified operation," he began looking over me and my team. "Your target currently resides on Earth, on the North American continent. He is heavily defended, and must be considered dangerous. This mission is of the highest priority to the corporation. You will be given an Alpha clearance."

I sat back and thought about that for a moment. Earth was normally off limits for most corporate encounters. Those that did happen were usually handled by luring the target off, or hiring a local Human contractor. I looked at the others, and could see my questions reflected in their eyes.

"The Corporation cannot afford to hire this one out," Said Harold surprisingly. "The gentleman in question controls way too much money and influence. Any local contractor would gladly sell us out for the money, and possible favors, such a move would bring."

 "Hey, I just work here!" I smiled disarmingly, I didn't like the fact that they might suspect my concern, even if their explanation made perfect sense. Earth jobs did happen after all, they just weren't common.

"So, Who, What, and Where?" Asked Rieselle.

"And Why, if that's allowed." Added Shotoon.

"The reason I'm afraid, is still under wraps," replied Siedman as expected. "But Jaime will give out the particulars. Now if you'll excuse me, I have other things I must attend too. Good luck, and good hunting Jotun!"

We all stood as he got up to leave and sat after he departed.

"Well Jaime, what have you got for me?" I asked looking over at her.

She tossed me a packet, and handed the others theirs as well. I picked mine up off the table as she activated the room's displays.

"Black male, age one hundred and six. He is currently out of town, but is expected to be at his house on the twelfth of April. The hit must take place there, this is extremely important! Intelligence has been working very hard to insure that this hit is overshadowed by certain events that will come about around that time. So you must hit on that day as well." She looked up at me, "Assuming you can of course."

I ignored the sarcasm.

She waited a second to see if I'd take the bait, then continued. "We have pictures of him from every angle, including those others you like," she sneered, "and several articles of his with his scent on them. Is there anything else you want?"

"How about a date?" I smiled back at her. I was getting tired of her attitude. But this was not the time or the place to deal with it.

"Go screw yourself!" She snarled back and left the room. Harold started to get up and follow as well.

"Not so fast there Harold!" I said sharply. He stopped and looked undecided for a second.

"Sit!"

He sat.

"Okay, we'll need a few things and you're going to have to handle that now that Holt's gone okay?" I pinned him with my gaze. "And you're not to tell anyone about that, understand?"

He nodded, "Of course Jotun, I understand that."

"I also mean Jaime, I don't want a third rate operative like her getting in the way. Now go and see if you can get us a set of train and bus schedules for the entire North American continent."

"The entire Continent?" He asked surprised.

"Of course, call me when you're done. Now go!"

He got up and left somewhat confused, once the door had closed we all started laughing.

"Bus schedules! Oh man, he'll be busy with that for days!"  Azelett said laughing. "Why'd you send him for those?"

"I figure he'll tell Jaime everything I said, and my insult combined with that bizarre request should keep her from interfering with our actual plans. At least I hope so!" I sighed.

"You're gonna have a show down with that one alright," said Shotoon, "and it isn't going to be pretty either. I don't trust her at all. Even if Siedman is putting it to her on a regular basis."

"He is huh?" I asked interested. I had suspected it of course, but there was no way for me to find out.

"We've been doing a little spying of our own lately," supplied Rieselle. "She's got a thing going with Siedman, so she figures she's got all the power that comes with it. Siedman for his part encourages her, she's been with him quite some time."

"But he's got a few other love interests," Shotoon picked up the slack. "So he does keep her a little off balance at times. For example, he won't give her any real authority over you, and so she resents you!"

"Really?" I was surprised by that. "What else did you all learn?"

"Well, still nothing on that last target. But I did find out this morning that three of the Newbs got tagged on their missions, and that half of those that went off were pretty messy."

"What makes that important?" I asked uneasily.

"They were all easy hits Jotun," Rieselle said. "You know the others, they shouldn't have come off so bad."

"So why did they then?"

"We don't know." Azelett admitted. "Something's going on though."

"Well, we all know that I think," Shotoon said and we all nodded in agreement. "But the question is: What?"

"Well, we do our jobs, but keep our eyes open too." I picked up my envelope and opened it with a well sharpened claw, "Back to the job at hand. Let's see what our own little problems are."

Jaime had actually done a thorough job. We had good pictures of our target, including some of his medical records with file photos. We had the plans of the house, and an assessment by the local intelligence ops as to what changes had probably been made. There were extensive maps of the surrounding area, a few pictures of the local staff, and even a shirt!

"Not bad, maybe she's better than I've given her credit for," I remarked surprised.

"I wouldn't have expected Siedman to have a slackers riding on his coattails Jotun. I would suggest you remember that!" Warned Rieselle.

"I will. So what do the rest of you think about this?"

"Well, I guess getting into the local area won't be too bad. This whole place is just wilderness, we can walk in. Or at least to the House's perimeter." said Shotoon.

"Extraction shouldn't be too difficult," noted Azelett. "You've got the New York City metroplex within a hundred miles of that park there." She pointed to the wilderness area on the map. "Once we hit that, we're pretty much home free. They might hate us with a passion in its environs, but the place is a veritable rabbit's warren. Most of the subsurface routes aren't even on the maps anymore, and it contains four major spaceports and fifteen minor ones."

"So the house is our biggest problem," I confirmed looking around at their faces. "Good, I can give that my full attention. I'm going to want a lot of special equipment for this one. We can't afford to believe the security assessment on this, it's probably incomplete. 

"We don't have too much time for this job either. It's the twenty ninth of March today, so we have to be ready to leave here in four days if we're going to be in place in time. I want to have at least five days to scope that place out before hand."

We started going over equipment lists then, I wasn't happy with the amount of stuff it looked like we might need. This whole affair was going to be tight.

The next few days were very busy ones and I found myself getting more and more frustrated as much of the equipment I would like to have had was unavailable by our leave date. My temper was getting shorter and shorter, and even my team was beginning to get upset. I finally took matters into my own hands and went to see Siedman.

"Mr. Siedman, I have a problem," I began bypassing his Secretary and walking right into his office. 

He was in there with several people, none of which I recognized. Jaime burst into the office right behind me, I hadn't seen or smelt her in the office, but she had obviously been nearby. I tripped her, and let her momentum carry her into the edge of the table.

"Opps, sorry." I said, making it obvious I sure as hell wasn't. Everybody looked quite shocked as her head made a very loud 'thunk' on the table.

"What is the meaning of this Jotun?" Asked Mr. Siedman, obviously unhappy about my interruption.

"Sir, I need to clarify a few things with you. It would seem that there is a problem with the current task."

"Wait here gentlemen," He said and got up. He walked around the table and led me out of the room, motioning for Jaime to follow as she picked herself up off the floor.

"Now just what the Hell do you think you are doing?" He glared at me.

"Sir, I am not being given any of the equipment I need to complete this mission. Somebody is delaying all of my requests," I looked pointedly at Jaime. I wasn't sure if she was behind it, but she was handy, so I pegged her anyway. "I cannot guarantee that I will be able to do the job, on time, at the specified place, if this problem isn't cleared up now!"

"What's a matter? Can't handle the hard ones?" Sneered Jaime.

I spun and punched her in the face, hard! She went down and didn't get back up.

"And that one is off of my team. I see her again, I hurt her, Bad!"

Siedman had looked like he was going to explode, but when I hit Jaime and knocked her out cold, he blanched a little. I was shocked by that, he acted like he had never seen violence!

"I'll see what I can do Jotun," he started off a little shakily, but quickly gained control and carried on. "But this job is of the highest priority. You must hit this target, period. That is imperative! As for the date and place, those are both highly important too."

Jaime groaned suddenly and he looked over at her again. I could see he was worried, and maybe even a little afraid.

"This behavior is unacceptable, but I can't afford to punish you at this time. There is too much at stake!" He looked back at me, "That goes for you too Jotun! Now go!"

I left, heading down the hall away from where Jaime lay. 

"I'm gonna make a rug outta' that damn cat!" I heard her swear quietly.

I couldn't hear Siedman's reply as he bent over and helped her up, but I really didn't care. I still had a job to do, and a lot of equipment still had to be gotten.

 

"Well, we got most of it," sighed Shotoon as we got ready to leave the next morning. "But nowhere near as much as we could have used."

"Ah that's always the problem with these rush jobs," I griped. "Never enough of what you need. We'll just have to play it by ear for the most part, and hope it all goes according to plan."

"What plan?" He retorted. "This thing is so full of holes I'm not sure we can pull it off Jotun! This is Earth we're talking about, not some backwater planet with lousy security!"

"So?" I asked looking at him cockeyed, "What does that have to do with it? We do as we're told, so this time it's local, who cares?"

He shook his head, "I don't know, this whole thing seems unreal somehow!"

I laughed, "This 'whole thing'! My whole life is unreal!"

We finished with our packing, got everybody together one last time, then headed out. We went down to Earth on three separate company shuttles. Not too difficult when you considered the amount of materials that get shipped back and forth. But it was still six hours until we were able to rendezvous and continue our mission.

The next step was actually fairly simple, we simply got in an automated truck, and when it passed by our destination, we jumped out the back. We had rigged the truck not to know we were in the back, and to slow down for an imaginary deer that was standing in the road. So traffic control never even noticed a problem.

It was well after midnight by the time we jumped, and there was no traffic on the road to speak of.

"Well, that went off with out a hitch at least!"  Shotoon said with a sigh. "Now it's just a matter of walking in. I hope this forest isn't wired!"

"Oh, quite worrying so much!" I groaned. "We both know that the environmentalist lobby would never let them wire a National Park! Even if the government could justify the funds it would cost, they'd spend it on votes, not wiring a forest for sound." And I headed off into the woods after examining the small Nav unit strapped to my wrist.

"Yeah, really, put a damper on it!" Rieselle grumped and followed me as well. He brought up the rear.

 

We hiked the remainder of the night, and a good part of the morning as well. Then found a secluded spot to sleep until the evening. We were pretty far from any of the busier parts of the Park, so were undisturbed. When dusk did start to fall, we were on our way again, and had reached our destination by dawn.

We set up our equipment then, and started to watch what went on in the house.

"Not much in the way of activity," mumbled Rieselle looking through the thermal scope. "You sure we got the right place?"

"What do you mean?" I asked looking over. I had been busy rigging up the listening gear.

"I only see a low level of heat throughout the place, I know it's early and all that, but it's only about fifty degrees in there."

"Maybe they're still in bed. How many of the bedrooms can you see?"

"Well, according to the layout we have, four of them should be visible from this side. The Servants' quarters and the other guest bedroom aren't visible from this angle."

"I'll go check," Shotoon volunteered grabbing the other thermal scope. "If there's something wrong, the sooner we know the better."

I turned to Rieselle as he snuck off through the underbrush and trees. "What is it with him anyway?"

"I'm not sure Jo, he's been worried about this mission."

"It's not like him though."

"I know, and it's beginning to worry me too, but things have been a little strange lately. Even you have admitted that!"

"Well, yeah, that’s true. But I've seen even stranger stuff during the Leverage conflict. So I'm really not that worried yet."

"Well I think it might be safe to humor him a little bit, and be just a little more careful this time," She grinned over at me as I finished my work.

"I'll try," I grinned back.

"It's cold over there too!" Said Shotoon a few minutes later as he came back through the brush. "I don't like this!"

I thought about it a few minutes while he and Rieselle both looked at me. "This could be a bonus you know," I started and they both looked quizzically at me. 

"How so?"

"Easy, tonight I can go in and look the place over good. See what kind of alarm systems and such they have. Then when they show up for whatever it is they're gonna be coming here for, we'll have a better advantage."

"What if they don't show?" Asked Rieselle.

"Then we get to go home after a few days of rest and relaxation," I laughed.

"What if it's a trap?" Said Shotoon.

"Relax, ok?" I sighed, "You know I'm careful. And stop worrying about traps. Nobody knows we're here."

"We hope." He muttered. 

I just sighed and went back to work. 

It took us all day to get things set up like I wanted. It's not that there was very much, it's just that we had to be very careful, the house was only a half mile away from where we were staked out. As dusk started to approach, I started to get ready for my little reconnaissance mission.

"You got all your gear?" Shotoon asked.

"Pretty much, do you think I should take anything else?" All I had was a pair of non-metallic binoculars, a non-metallic lock-pick kit and an accompanying kit of small security tools that should get me by any alarm systems I'd likely run into.

"Got your knife?"

"Of course!"

"How about a radio link? Think it's safe enough?"

"I don't know on that one," I admitted. I wasn't as worried as Shotoon was, but I still liked to play it cautious myself. "What do you think Rieselle, would a radio link be too much of a chance?" She was the one monitoring the local channels, so she would probably have the best idea.

"I don't think it's a good idea," she frowned, "there isn't that much local radio traffic up here, anything that takes place is sure gonna stand out if somebody happens to be listening. If it's a trap," and she looked pointedly at Shotoon, "then somebody is sure as hell gonna be listening too!"

We looked at each other, Shotoon and I. 

"Good point," he said quietly. "Look you two, I'm sorry if I'm being overly paranoid. I know that's usually Jotun's job," he gave a wry grin when he said that, "but I just can't shake it."

"That's okay," I replied. "Well, I'm off. Hold down the fort you two." I smiled and slipped away into the bushes.

I took my time as worked my way down the mountain side. It wasn't much of a mountain really, and we weren't up all that high, but why take chances? The forest was a nice old one, with little undergrowth for the most part. It had a nice rich smell, and I could pick up the scents of the local wild life fairly easy. It was perfect, just the kind of place I could really enjoy. I hadn't been in an Earth forest in over ten years, since I had been through my original training. Too bad I couldn't stay.

It was full dark by the time I got down to the grounds surrounding the house. I hadn't seen any security up till now, so I took my time searching the perimeter. I did turn up a security fence, of a fairly good design, and in good repair. Nothing I couldn't easily deal with though, so I quickly bypassed it and went on to the house.

The house itself had a much more sophisticated system then the grounds, but it was obviously more for burglary protection then for anything I would have to worry about. It still would make it a little more difficult getting inside though. I took my time and examined all the entrances. I then climbed up on the roof and carefully checked the second story as well. I was getting ready to go inside when I heard the sounds of a car approaching.

I jumped off the roof and hit the ground rolling to my feet, I ran to the perimeter fence and cleared that in a dive. Turning around I removed the jumpers I had set on the fence to cover my passing, and then found myself a good vantage point to see what was going on.

I listened as the car came down the driveway and pulled up in front of the house. I waited for the driver to shut the headlights off before I risked a peek. I could see two people getting out of the car, neither of them were my target however, that was fairly obvious. I watched as they went up and opened the house up, then they started carrying in all sorts of things, mostly paper sacks. It took me quite a while to figure out what they were doing until a stray breeze blew the answer my way. Food, they were bringing in groceries. Quite a bit too, apparently more people were coming from the amount they were bringing in.

They didn't talk too much however, just the usual mumblings of overworked servants everywhere. That they were Human made it much more likely that this was the place my target was coming to. He was a fairly powerful person, and on Earth that usually meant Human servants. Animen servants weren't too common, we weren't very well liked by the upper social classes on Earth. Actually I don't think the other classes cared much for us either.

Eventually the male came out and pulled the car around to the back and parked it in one of the out buildings on the far side of the property. I watched him go up into the house, then cautiously cased the grounds again. I stayed outside the fence this time however. 

After watching them through the windows for a while, I satisfied myself that they were nothing more than they appeared to be and headed back to join the others.

"That was close!" 

"Not really," I told Shotoon. "I heard them long before they got there. Also they're just the servants. Somebody is obviously on their way up soon!" I smiled nastily and they both laughed.

"So maybe my fears were unfounded then?" He sighed.

"I sure hope so! Pick anything up on the microphones?"

"Not much really, the place is totally blanketed, and I'm afraid to use the laser on the windows. This guy's supposed to be important, so I'm sure he's got detectors all over the place."

"I did see a few, but the place isn't all that secure. I don't think we'll have too much trouble getting this one done, this place looks like it was made with more worries about industrial espionage than with efforts such as ours." 

I stretched my muscles a bit and gave a little yawn, "I'm gonna sack out a while, wake me if anything happens." Then I laid down on the ground and went to sleep.

 

The next two days were pretty uneventful, the two servants cleaned the place by the end of the first day, then spent the rest of that one and all of the next enjoying themselves romantically. I wonder if their boss knew what they did while he wasn't around? Probably not, but they obviously lived first class when he wasn't there. I was so impressed, that I resolved to do everything I could to avoid having to kill them too.

After all, we working stiffs have to stick together, right?

The next day security showed up, and I mean SECURITY. Ten armed guards, with a lot of equipment.

"You better start worrying again Shotoon," I groaned. "Because things just got harder!"

"What is all that doing down there?" He asked amazed as we watched them unload. "That's a lot more than a guy like this should have!" We looked at each other, the three of us.

"Well, back to planning I guess," Rieselle sighed.

"I guess," I said forlornly. I had begun to believe that this whole thing was going to be a cake walk. Not anymore.

My target showed up the next day, it wasn't hard to miss him. We easily pegged him through the binoc's and watched him meet the guards and walk around the grounds with them.

"Hold on a sec guy's," Rieselle suddenly whispered from over by the listening gear.

We got as silent as we could and waited until he had gone inside the house.

"Check this out!" She started, "They don't work for him!"

"What?" We both said surprised.

"That's right, they're on loan or something for the party he's having tonight. Something about an important guest."

"Who?" I asked.

"Didn't say, they also didn't say where they were from. I couldn't make out all of it, but they should be gone by morning."

"Fine," I said. "Let's lay real low then. Tomorrow's our due date, so we'll just wait for them to go away."

"What if they don't?" 

"Let's not borrow trouble Shotoon," I replied. "But don't worry, I'll think of something if they don't."

So we laid low that night and watched the party from our vantage point. Quite a few people showed up, most of them appeared to be attached to one person or another. Probably part of somebody's entourage. It was fairly obvious that the people at the party below were all very important. 

"How many do you make it?" Rieselle asked Shotoon when the cars finally stopped coming.

"I'd say there are about four big wheels with three or four hanger-on's each, another six minor wheels with one hanger-on each, and another three unescorted. Add in our boy, the staff, the servants and the guards, about fifty two."

"I make it to be about fifty three myself, did you count that driver in the limo out in the driveway?"

"Where? Oh I see him now. Okay then, fifty three it is! Want to take a look Jotun?"

"Naa, I honestly don't care that much. I'm just kind of surprised that none of them flew in, and that there isn't any press about. Recognize anybody?"

"Sorry, I don't keep track of who's who on Earth. How about you Hon?"

"Nope, but they sure do look important! I suspect that this is probably some kind of secret meeting, nothing really important as things go, after all we know about it! But I bet the general public wasn't invited, hence the lack of media coverage." She turned and smiled at us. "Too bad we can't risk firing up the laser, I bet we'd be able to sell coverage of this party to all the local papers!"

We all chuckled a bit at that.

"Take a few pictures, just in case," I suggested. "Who knows, right?"

By two AM most of the guests had left. By noon the next day the only people left were my Target, the two servants, a group of three people, two of which were obviously staff to the other. And of course, the guards.

None of which showed any sign of leaving.

"Looks like this is going to be harder then I thought," I sighed as we sat waiting for the day to end.

"Sure does," Rieselle agreed. "What are you going to do if they're still here come nightfall?"

"Tough call, with ten of those guards down there, I'm sure not going in like I'd planned, that's for sure. I'll need a lot more equipment. It'll be tight with what we've got."

"Don't worry anymore Jotun," Shotoon interrupted. "They're leaving."

"What?" I got up and went over to the other scope, sure enough a bunch of them were packing up their gear and going.

"What's with the other bunch?"

"I'm not sure, but those six are definitely going. They took down all of the perimeter sensor stands, and the two auto-guns they had set up."

"Hmmm, just the expensive stuff, but they left the rest. I think I can handle that. That one last big wheel isn't budging though. If he doesn't get going soon he may find himself a footnote in history sooner then he would like."

By five I was heading down to do my job, Rieselle and Shotoon were packing gear and getting ready to leave fast. The four guards and the remaining guests were still there, but I couldn't afford to wait any longer. It took me a couple of hours to get where I was comfortable, the departed guards had left enough stuff around to make things tricky. The only bonus was that it was more gear than four people could really work, so most of it was on automatic. That made it fairly easy to fool them, or at least avoid them.

Once I made it to the fence I had to be a lot more careful, I was circling around to the back when suddenly the front door opened and out came my target with his guest and one of the guards. The other three guards were spread out on the grounds. 

"Well Mr. Kanarr," the guest started. "My boys are in position, want to see what they got?"

"Sure Senator, sounds good to me!" My target replied, and took a sip of his drink. I didn't like the sound of that and I quickly readied my weapon. 

The Senator turned to the guard next to him. "Give the word Bill."

I put my lips to the blowgun and just as I shot out my dart the hillside up by where our camp had been lit up with a fire fight. I saw the dart hit my Target, and him slap at it. Nobody heard it at all over the noise and he was too distracted himself to realize what had happened. 

Then I realized what had happened, the camp!

"They're both dead Senator!" The guard reported, "Never had a chance according to Hastings."

A cold wind swept through my soul, both dead. I reloaded my blow gun, time for some collateral damage.

"Only two Bill? I thought our man said three?" 

Just then my target started to stagger a bit.

"You okay Eric?" The Senator turned and I hit him in the back of the neck.

"Oww! What was that?" he slapped at the dart and it shattered under his hand. "I've been shot!" He exclaimed in shock.

I reloaded a third time, my last one, and just missed the guard as he dove to the ground, pulling the Senator with him. My target was in the process of noisily expiring by this time.

I turned and ran.

"Open fire, we're under attack! The Senator's been poisoned!" I heard the guard yell.

The forest behind me lit up with gun fire as they fanned the trees, I felt a burning sensation in my shoulder as I was hit, then another smaller one in my chest as I caught a ricochet or something from a tree in front of me. I didn't stop for an instant however, I just ran for all I was worth.
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Eventually I had to stop of course, I was bleeding too much from the shoulder wound, and even a little bit from the chest. It took me about fifteen minutes to fashion a crude bandage on my shoulder. I couldn't move it too much, but I managed to stop the bleeding, so I wouldn't be leaving an obvious trail anymore. 

The chest wound was easier to take care of. It was just a sliver of lead, the bullet must have shattered on impact with the tree. I could reach the wound with my tongue, so it was easy to clean it and stop the bleeding. Some of my ancestral holdovers did have their benefits.

Then I looked around, it was dark, probably about three in the morning. And I had no idea at all where I was. I took inventory as I started moving again; I couldn't hear anybody trailing me, yet, but that didn't mean they weren't back there somewhere. I had the Binoculars, some lock picks, a knife, a blowgun, fatigues and an equipment belt. None of it was metal, and the belt and fatigue shirt were now doing duty as a bandage.

My thoughts clouded briefly as I thought of Shotoon and Rieselle, so I forced my mind onto the more pressing need of my personal survival. The trees were too thick to see the stars, so I really couldn't be sure of which direction I should be heading in. But I knew where I shouldn't go, so I picked a new one and carefully started heading further away.

It was about an hour later when I started to hear sounds of my pursuers. I wasn't sure how far back they were, but as soon as I heard the baying of the bloodhounds, I knew I was in deep trouble. I picked up my pace again, the adrenaline helping to overcome the pain and weakness from my wound and loss of blood. What I needed was to find something to break the trail, the trees were out with my shoulder wound, so it would have to be water. I just hoped I'd find some soon.

I started running harder and harder as I heard them slowly catching up with me. They had to know I was hurt, so I was surprised that they were pushing so hard to catch up. I tripped and sprawled out onto the ground again, I had been getting clumsier by the minute, my endurance nearly gone. I got up and topped the rise I had been climbing, then started down the other side as fast as I could.

Suddenly the smell of water filled my nose as the breezes shifted for a moment. Water! That was why they were pressing, there must be a stream up ahead. River, I corrected as I suddenly distinguished the sound from the wind that was rustling the trees. I redoubled my efforts and speed, hoping to make it down before they caught up. 

I quickly realized I should have been more careful, the loss of blood had not only weakened me, but had affected my night vision as well. Too late I realized I had gone over the side of a cliff and was falling. 

I hoped that the water would be deep enough ....

 

I woke up, I had no idea where I was, but I was in trouble and hurt severely. I tried to stand but the pain in my leg and shoulder wouldn't let me. I was laying on dirt and rocks and I could hear the sounds of water and dogs barking. I remembered where I was.

I had missed the water by a good fifteen feet, my left leg was broken, my shoulder was bleeding again, and I don't know what else. I could see a large rock next to my head, I was lucky that I had missed that at least. I started dragging myself to the water, I could hear my pursuers almost at the top of the cliff. I was almost in the water when I heard one of the dogs go over the side with a loud yelp. It hit with a thud and a crunch, hopefully dead, as I made the shallows.

I made it into the current as they opened fire from the cliff top. I took a deep breath and going under I let the current carry me along. By the time the burning in my lungs was so bad that I had to surface, I had been carried around a bend and out of sight. It had been close, too close, and I wasn't safe yet. The river was cold, very cold. But I couldn't walk, so I'd have to stay in it as long as possible. My head felt light, and dizzy, the fall hadn't helped that at all. The only thing keeping me conscious was the pain of my leg every time it hit bottom. I felt things really couldn't get any worse.

Then I hit the rapids.

As rapids go I bet they weren't bad ones. But that was little consolation in my condition, and the waterfall at the end didn't help either. At least it was only a couple of feet high, but the panic that preceded it was the worst of my entire life. By now it was light out, and the river had cut into a narrow gorge. The sides were steep and at least eighty feet, I managed to pull myself out with my one good arm and crawled up onto a rock. The sun was warmer than the water, but it was still early in the year. I did what I could to dry myself, then dragged myself into the dirt and the brush and tried to get warm.

I must have dozed off, because I awoke shivering and sneezing. I was stiff and sore, my leg was swollen from the knee to the ankle. My shoulder wouldn't move. I had at least five broken ribs, and every sneeze was more agony than I had ever known.

If they had found me then I would have begged them to shoot me, and been happy about it too.

Night was falling, I must have slept the whole day away. I surveyed my situation. In good shape I could have easily climbed out. In my present condition, not likely. My pursuers would have to know that too, so this was probably the safest place to try. So I did. I made it forty feet up by sunrise, forty feet of the worse agony I could imagine, falling once and wrenching my one good shoulder. On top of that it started to pour sometime during the night. I found a small overhang and packed myself under it as tight as I could.

By noon, I had tried twice to throw up everything in my stomach, which was nothing, and was burning up with a fever. The rain had only gotten heavier, and I started to think seriously about dying. But I wasn't sure that a forty foot fall would do the trick, even onto the sharp rocks below. 

I was thinking about it seriously, trying to decide if maybe I should climb up a little higher first, just to be safe, when I saw a canoe coming down the river. I made myself as small and invisible as I could, without even thinking about it.

I could see three men in it. The first and third ones were more concerned with steering the boat. The second one was scanning everywhere with a scope of some kind, probably a thermal. They all had machine guns and grenades. Definitely loaded for bear, or in this case cat.

I pulled away from the edge and scrunched down as deep as I could. Hopefully the rain would help screen me, the rocks were cold enough as it was, and any blood or scent trails had long ago been washed off.

"Anything?" I heard one of them ask quietly, I once again thanked my ancestors for my ears.

"Nothing, but I don't see how it could have gotten this far alive."

"My thoughts too," chipped in a third voice. "The body will probably turn up down by the Delaware."

"I don't know," said the first voice, "They build those guys tough ..."

"Listen," Interrupted the second voice, obviously the one in charge, "We know it was shot from the blood, and that fall over the cliff messed it up good. Couldn't even walk anymore. If it didn't drown, it'll freeze to death."

"Well if you say," was all I heard of the response as they moved off out of ear shot.

I breathed a sigh of relief, then did everything I could to stifle the sneezing fit that hit me. I managed to be quiet, but the pain caused me to pass out. When I finally re-awoke, it was clear, and a little warm. The sun was out, and I felt as weak as a newborn kit. I crawled back out into the sun and looked up at the bridge.

Bridge. I hadn't noticed that before. It was only an overpass, not very wide, and made of concrete. I noticed there were paths leading from it down to the edge of the gorge on the opposite side. None of them led all the way down however, but if there were trails like that on this side, maybe I wouldn't have too hard a time getting out of here. And the road meant transportation.

I was trying to decide what to do when I suddenly realized I was being watched. I snapped out of my mental fog in a rush of adrenaline and looked at my discoverer. I pushed myself back into cover as I realized it was a Human.

"Oh my god!" she exclaimed. "Are you alright down there?"

I peeked out, mind racing. She wasn't armed and looked to be young. Not a child, but still young as Humans go.

"No!" I croaked out, surprised by just how bad I sounded.

"Wait here, I'll go get help!" she said and started to turn around.

"NO!!" I cried, and she stopped and turned back to look at me across the gorge.

"What?"

"No, don't go! Don't get any help!" I pleaded.

"Why not?" She looked concerned and a little wary, I had to think fast. Not easy in my condition.

"Lynch mob." I managed to croak.

"Lynch mob?" She was still concerned, but now more confused than suspicious.

"I got attacked by a bunch of men the other day. They knocked me off the bridge. If they find out I'm not dead ..." I trailed off.

She got real mad all of the sudden, I waited to see what she'd do next. Lynch mobs weren't uncommon in some areas. I just hoped this was one of them, and that she wasn't!

"Those bastards!" She said, and I breathed a sigh of relief. "But I can't leave you there! You'll die!"

And I sure couldn't let her leave, she'd talk. Then I really would die. "Do you have any rope?"

"I think so," she started, "But you can't climb, and I'm on the wrong side of the gorge."

"Go up top, tie it to your car. Then throw it from the bridge."

"But how will you get up."

"Pull me up with the car," I gasped.

"Oh!" She brightened, "Wait there, I'll be right back!"

"Like I can go anywhere?" I mumbled and laid back down.

It took her longer than a moment, and I really started to get worried, but eventually a rope came down on my side of the gorge. It took me a few minutes to grab it, and as I wrapped it around myself, its condition made me start thinking that a climb might be safer after all. I had just finished tying it off when I felt a hard jerk and was pulled off my feet. I bounced off the wall a few times, and cracked my head on the bottom of the bridge, but I did make it onto the pavement. Where she stopped the car before I had been dragged more than ten feet. 

All things considered, I wasn't the slightest bit upset.

"Oh, you okay?" She asked running up to me, then turned white as she got her first good look. "What did they do to you?" She gasped.

"Beat me up, and tossed me over," I lied. "I'm not really sure, I was unconscious most of the time."

"What should I do?" She really looked worried. I felt sorry for her, somebody should have told her not to talk to strangers, if she only knew what she was getting herself into.

"I need someplace safe, where I can call my company and get help," I started crawling for the car, I could hear traffic coming.

"My dad'll kill me if you mess up the car," She started.

"Fine, open the trunk, I don't care!" I moaned and she turned white again. "Help me up."

I have to give her credit, she wasn't afraid to grab my arm and let me lean on her. I got inside the trunk, and untied the rope, laying down as the car passed.

"Close the trunk and go!" I gasped as I saw brake lights. "That might be one of 'em coming back to finish the job!"

She slammed the lid, then I heard her jump in the car, and take off. I tried to relax, now what?

After an eternity, she finally shut off the motor and got out of the front. I heard the sound of a garage door closing, and then she came over and opened the trunk. I had thought about killing her and just taking the car, six months ago it would have been automatic. But I wasn't so sure of myself anymore. 

Besides, I was weak and had lost my knife.

"Where are we?" I asked quietly.

"My folk’s summer house, it's safe, nobody's around."

"For how long?"

"A couple of days at least."

"Fine," I grabbed her arm and she started a little, "Sorry, help me out please?"

"Sure," she said embarrassed.

It took longer than I would have thought, but we finally made it inside. I had her take me straight to the bathroom, I didn't want to get the house all bloody. Once there I asked for a first aid kit, and a phone. She went and got both.

I looked at myself in the mirror while I waited. I was a real mess! I didn't look anything like myself, I was so cut up and swollen in so many different places. The bandage on my shoulder was still there, but was totally blood encrusted. There were patches of fur ripped out all over as well.

"Here," she said entering the room again. "Is this good enough?"

I took the phone first, "Its fine, thanks. uhh?"

"Oh, Rosalyn," She smiled supplying her name.

"Thank you Rosalyn, I'm called Draco."

"You’re welcome Draco." She hesitated a moment, "Can I ask you a personal question?"

"Sure," I wondered what it could be, a lot of things went through my head.

"Why do you Animen always have such weird names?" 

I laughed, for the first time in days, then gasped. My ribs hurt too much! "I'm okay," I said waving her back, "just a few broken ribs. The answer to your question is simple, we don't pick 'em, the nursery attendants do." I tried to smile, "And some of them have very active imaginations."

She smiled back and I started to dial the phone.

"Um, excuse me for a moment," I said but she didn't seem inclined to leave. I guess I'd just have to be careful about what I said.

The phone rang once and was picked up immediately, "Hello?" I recognized Azelett's voice, this was the emergency line and I was happy that she was still manning it.

"Hi, this is Draco. Sorry I'm late," I started. I heard a sigh of relief on the other end.

"Are you okay?" She asked concerned.

"I ran into some really bad trouble, and I'm in bad shape." I heard an intake of breath, "Fortunately a very kind woman helped me. I'm at her house now, but I really don't want to press my hospitality."

"Okay Draco," she sounded worried, "Just tell me where you are, and I'll be there right away."

"Umm, I honestly don't know," I looked over at Rosalyn. "Where am I?"

"Oh I can give them directions!" She smiled.

"Fine," I turned back to the phone, "My savior here will tell you where it is. I'll talk to you later.

"Okay, put her on. I'll be there as soon as possible."

I handed the phone to Rosalyn, who started giving directions. I eavesdropped as she went out into the living room, so I heard her say: "Listen, he really needs a doctor, those rednecks did a real job on him. I think he's been stabbed too, but I'm too afraid to ask. What? Oh, okay. You know, I've never met a Morph before, and they're not as bad as everybody says."

There was a little more in that vein, obviously she didn't know just who she was talking to. I went back to trying to clean myself up, it wasn't easy, and eventually I just laid down in the tub and went to sleep. I woke up for a moment when somebody put a blanket over me, and quickly rolled up in it. I fell back asleep warm and reasonably content.

I awoke to a knocking on the door, and opened my eyes to see Rosalyn and Azelett examining me from the doorway. Azelett looked sick as she looked me over.

"Like I told the lady I talked to on the phone," Rosalyn was saying, "They must have done a real job on him."

I started to carefully unwrap myself, it wasn't an easy job. Seeing my difficulties Azelett came over and helped.

"Did you see any of it?" Azelett asked.

"Oh, no. I found him in the gorge west of here that they threw him in. It's a miracle that he survived."

"He won't think so when he gets back," growled Azelett. "He wasn't supposed to go sightseeing on Earth alone. Some of these off world guys just don't know any better it seems."

"Hey," I protested weakly, "I was just minding my own business, I swear!"

"This happen a lot?" Rosalyn asked.

"More than we like, it seems some people just refuse to learn their place." She looked at the ruined blanket, and my body as well. "The company has authorized me to pay any damages on the spot, and don't be afraid to pad it a little," She smiled then. "He's paying for it, so the company sure doesn't care."

"Well, I don't know. He's been through a lot already ..."

"Give her a couple thou," I said quietly, "She deserves it for saving my life. I don't mind."

They both looked surprised, and Azelett handed her the cash.

"Give me a hand, and let's go. I don't want to cause anymore trouble here."

"Sure," and Azelett took my arm and just hoisted me up over her shoulder with a grunt.

Rosalyn just looked on in surprise as Azelett lifted my body into a fireman's carry.

"Oh don't worry," She grunted, "I'm stronger than I look. Get the door please Miss?"

We went out and down the stairs, with Azelett dumping me in the back of a small van. I grabbed her wrist before she walked off.

"Thanks Rosalyn," I said. "You might want to get started on that mess I made in your bathroom, before your folks find out. They'd probably have a fit if they found out about this." I smiled weakly.

"Oh, yeah!" She said wide-eyed and ran back into the house.

"Why'd you do that?" Azelett growled.

"If I wanted her dead I would have killed her myself," I sighed. "Let's go."

She closed the back door of the van then went around and got in the front. She didn't say anything till we were well away from the house.

"Rieselle, and Shotoon?" She asked quietly.

"Both dead," I whispered.

Her breath caught for a second. "You sure?"

"I wasn't about to go back and check, but I heard their people report it."

"How'd it happen?"

"I don't want to talk about it right now." I growled. "How far to a doctor?"

"How do you feel?" She asked keeping her eyes on the road ahead.

"Dizzy, sick and in a considerable amount of pain. I've got a bullet in my shoulder and I think the wound is infected. Also I broke my leg and I don't know what else."

She reached into a pocket in her coveralls and tossed back a vial. "Here take one of these," She turned and looked at me, "better take two."

"What is it?" I tried opening it, but only one of my hands was really working right.

"Painkiller, a strong one."

"Do you want me dead by any chance?" I asked. I was still having problems with the vial. Finally I gave up and just bit the top off, shattering the hard plastic.

"No! Why?" she asked confused, turning to look for a moment.

"Watch the road," I said grabbing three of the pills and swallowing them. "Somebody does. We've been given up by somebody in our organization. Trust no one, I'm going to sleep."

"Great," she mumbled.

Whatever was in the pills was strong, I was feeling giddy in almost no time and passed out shortly afterwards. Several times, I came too, the first is when Azelett dragged me out of the van and into another vehicle. The next was when she dropped me while going up a stair.

"Sorry!" She gasped as I moaned.

"S'okay," I lisped, "Can't feel a damn thing anyway."

When I finally came back to the real world, we were in a room in the dark. There weren't any windows, and it smelled damp and rotten.

"Where the hell are we?" I asked trying to sit up. 

Big mistake, I nearly screamed with the pain.

"In New York City, you've been out for about six hours."

I noticed the bandage on my shoulder had been changed. "How bad is it?"

"I couldn't get the bullet, it's pretty deep and the bone's been shattered. The leg is beyond me too, I just put a splint on it for now. You've got a fever and the wound is starting to fester, I drained it and gave you an anti-biotic, but you need a doctor."

"So why aren't we back at base?"

"This is as safe as I could find, there are government checkpoints up everywhere. Animen are being round up on sight, at least all the cats are. You poisoned an Earth Gov Senator, they're not sure if he's going to live, and he's going to be messed up for life even if he does. 

"You did kill the other one however, so your perfect record is still intact."

I growled at the sarcasm in her voice, "I didn't sacrifice them! They were the first friends I ever had. Maybe the only ones." I looked her over slowly, "If you want out, go! Hell, find a phone and tell them where I am. I'm not going anywhere soon. If you think that little of me, I don't want you around."

"I'm sorry," she turned away, her tail drooping and ears flattened in shame. "But I'm scared. The first two safe houses I set up were compromised. So were all the escape routes that I had planned on paper."

"Then just where are we?" I waved around at the surroundings with my good arm.

"I didn't commit everything to paper!" She grinned deviously. "I'm not that naive!"

"Well, thank the powers that be for that!" I sighed. "So now what? Can you get a doctor here? What happens next?" My stomach growled then, even though my head was still splitting.

"I guess you eat, here." She tossed me a ration pack, I opened it and started to force it down. It took a major effort of will to eat, it tasted like crap and my stomach was rebelling for all that I was starving.

"Ugh, what is this stuff?"

"Deep space emergency rations. They're cheap and easy to come by, but the taste leaves something to be desired."

"Especially when you're sick." I sat up a little and drank the water she offered me.

"I'll see what I can do about getting you a doctor, or whatever. But we're in it deep Jotun, real deep."

"I know," I groaned. "If you have to run, run. Don't worry about me. This is quickly becoming everyone for themselves, what's left of us that is." I looked up at her, "I mean that too, if you have to cut me loose to survive, do it."

I laid back and closed my eyes, "Good Luck."

"You too," She whispered and placed her hand on my head as I fell asleep.

The next time I awoke, the fever was back and Azelett was still gone. I checked my watch and saw that a whole day had gone by. I crawled over to the pile of food bags, and looked for the med kit. What was there wasn't much, and I fell asleep again before I could do anything more. I awoke a few times more on and off, getting more and more feverish all the time. 

I was starting to have delusions now, Shotoon and Rieselle were the first to show up and they weren't pretty to look at either. I'd seen bodies cut to shreds by machine guns before and they looked worse. Other people showed up too, some of my old team members, some of the other assassins, both dead and alive. But mostly my victims came to visit, to crow at me in my moment of pain and defeat. To laugh as I died.

Azelett showed up too, she looked normal and stuck me full of needles and looked worried. She kept trying to tell me things, but the noise of the others kept drowning her out. Eventually of course she helped them put me in my coffin and nailed down the lid.

That was worse, the noise got louder and louder, but I was too weak to do anything. My victims weren't around to gloat any more at least, but I could hear the wailing of their voices. So this was eternity, a small, dark, noisy place. It was cold too, and I could barely move. At least the box was padded with stuff, lots of stuff. I noticed that I was packed in pretty tight, and getting tighter. I couldn't breath, I tried gasping for breath but my chest was being pressed too tightly. Things started to get quite cramped as I passed out of being. My last thoughts were, if I'm already dead, what's happening now?
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I wasn't dead of course, just drugged. It turned out Azelett was able to come back for me. She put me in a box and had me shipped by unpressurized freight to the moon. It took three days and I was nearly dead when I got there, but I got there all the same. 

She didn't however.

It took a month before I was even allowed to regain consciousness, another three weeks before I was allowed out of the hospital. Azelett had used some fairly potent drugs on me to slow my system down, then sealed me in plastic. The day I spent in Deep space transit hadn't been the tough part, it was the two days that the crate took in the company mail system to get to the right place that nearly killed me.

Nobody in intelligence ever found out what happened to her, one of them even suggested that she might have been the spy. I would have killed him for it if I had been strong enough; instead I just gave the doctors a lot of interesting reconstructive work to do on his face.

Nobody ever suggested that to me again.

Once I finally made it back to the Palace, I locked myself in my room and for the first time in my life I cried. I didn't venture out until my stomach forced me too, and even then my forays were brief and far between. 

Eventually I did come out of my shell a little, Dara had started coming to my room again and wouldn't stay away. Teri had died in the latest surge of work, actually about half of the whole section had been wiped out. So she was the only one of my 'lovers' left alive. As she was another assassin, I was surprised she even wasted her time trying to help me. We weren't a very caring and sharing bunch.

Especially to each other.

Eventually I rejoined the world, or what bizarre piece of it that I actually lived in. I was back to spending nearly all my time out in the garden, I rarely slept in my room anymore. Dara was still hanging around, actually I noticed everybody who was still alive was at the Palace. There were only about eighteen left, so it wasn't exactly crowded. I hadn't seen Mr. Siedman since I came back, or any of my other 'Handlers' for that matter. My entire debriefing had only been that one conversation with the Intell people. It wasn't right, but then everything was getting strange, if such a thing could be possible here that is.

I was lying among my Lilac's when I heard the intercom say "We have an uninvited guest! Attention, we have an uninvited guest!" I was wondering who or what could be crazy enough to still try and break in here when a large explosion shook the complex.

"Attention, we are under attack! Attention we are under attack!" The computer started, until another explosion cut all power. I could hear the sounds of small arms fire being exchanged, and quite a few smaller explosions. We were being raided! 

I grabbed the Lilacs and started ripping them out for all I was worth, then dug through the dirt another foot or so. It was tough going with the gravity plates dead, but I still managed in the lighter gravity. I quickly found what I had buried so long ago, my 'escape' equipment.

Spacesuits and weapons were not allowed inside of course, the company didn't want us leaving without permission. But I had managed to sneak in an assault rifle over the years, one piece at a time. Along with that and some other stuff I had taken a survival balloon, which the company allowed us to have, and hidden it all out here. 

While I had been digging and loading my rifle, a few of the other senior assassins joined me as well. I wasn't the only one who had taken these precautions. We waited until the firefight made it to the garden's entrance, then opened fire as the attackers tried to move inside getting a brief glance of what looked like Earth Force’s armor. That pretty much stopped them cold as we all had excellent cover and could hold them off for a long time. It didn't take the opposition long to figure that out.

I was sitting in my un-inflated balloon, waiting for the attackers to figure out the next step. It didn't take them long, and a few minutes later a projectile came in and hit the heavy plastic dome. The explosion blew out several of the larger panels exposing the entire garden to vacuum. I saw the heavy emergency doors close off the doorway as I quickly sealed myself inside my balloon and turned on the oxygen.

Now came the tricky part, getting down on all fours I rolled and bounced my way over to the hole in the dome. The others queued up behind me, as I checked the opening through my plastic viewport. It didn't look too bad, so picking my way carefully, I rolled through.

I then immediately fell the one hundred or so feet to the bottom of the ridge below. It was a little scary, but in the moon's lighter gravity, it was about the same as a sixteen foot drop in one G. I hit and rolled of course, rolling was all one could do in this inflated ball anyway. I then watched to see which of the others survived, mostly out of curiosity. All four made it.

Then I looked at my compass and headed off on my own as we all split up to try our individual ideas out.

It was tough work moving across the crater, after several hours I started to develop some really terrible cramps from being on my hands and feet. My ancestors might have been good at moving on all fours, but the genetically redesigned me was better at walking upright like my Human creators. After twenty hours I had to stop and give it a break. As far as I could tell, I was making progress to where I wanted to go. But I had no idea of exactly how far I had gone, or had left.

I checked my re-breather, I had another 40 hours of air left, and took care of a few bodily functions, trying hard not to make a mess. Then it was back on to plodding painfully across the lunar surface. 

What I was heading for was one of the cargo warehouses that were scattered everywhere across the moon's surface. The palace had been situated among quite a few of them, many of which belonged to other corporations as well. This made it easy to explain the traffic that went in an out and the vacuum helped to keep out unwanted visitors of course. But even with this being a 'populated' area, things where still spread out on a grand scale, and I wasn't making for the nearest one either. I had fifty miles to travel before I got to the entrance I hoped was safe.

Eventually I rolled up to the airlock I had hoped to find, some sixty odd sleepless hours later. The CO2 indicators on my rebreather had started to show dangerous levels, and I knew it was more a matter of luck that I had made it this time. 

Now I'm sure you've all seen the rescue balloons before, probably in some deep space disaster movie. They're just a round globe that holds one, sometimes two, people. It has no arms or legs, and while tough, is extremely cheap to make. They had been designed over a hundred years ago by the now defunct NASA for their Space program. The low price made them ideal back then, and kept them popular now. Also I think rescuers liked the idea of having the accident victims all nicely wrapped up. Less trouble that way.

So here I was outside the airlock door with no hands or manipulator to open it. Or so one might think. There is always a work around, if you bother to look for it. I took out a long heavy glove that went up to my shoulder. At its end I had made a wide flange a long time ago. Then I got out a tube of vacuum cement. Wonderful stuff actually, stays tacky until exposed to vacuum, then it seals in seconds. Trying hard not to get any on my fur, I coated the flange. Then taking my knife in my hand I slit open the side of the balloon. The rush of air pulled my arm out, and the glue quickly sealed around the base. Viola! Now I had an arm.

I rolled closer to the Airlock then, and with some careful maneuvering, and a little cursing, got my hand on the controls. Once inside I quickly got out of the balloon as the pressure came up. Gathering my gear together I moved out into the warehouse.

It was empty inside, except for the automated storage equipment, so I quickly found a place to stash the balloon and rebreather, I didn't want them found right away, then I found myself a place to crash. I had barely fallen asleep when I was woken up by the lights coming up all over the place. I crawled over to a better vantage point, and looked out into the warehouse.

What I saw was a guard searching the stacks, he didn't look too worried and was making a beeline for the lock I had used. I must have set off an alarm when I came in, I hadn't thought of that. I was really tired I guess. So I grabbed my gun and started stalking him, no rest for the weary. 

It wasn't too hard to sneak up on him, he was fully suited up and didn't even have his helmet open. I couldn't tell what type he was, but he seemed about bear size. I was able to get quite close to him before he even noticed me. When he turned around I held my rifle up to my shoulder.

"Don't move." I said quietly. He put his hands up slowly. I reached forward and opened his helmet. "For your sake I sure hope you didn't call this in yet." I kept my voice low so it wouldn't carry.

"You kill me, they'll know it!" He said unafraid. 

I looked him over, he was a bear alright. A fairly old one too, probably had been retired out here where they could afford to lose him. "You're a P.L.M.D. aren't you?" I asked quietly.

"A P.L.M.D.?" He looked confused.

"Old Human joke, Polish Land Mind Detector. It means you're expendable, they don't care if you get killed, 'cause they'll still find out there's a problem in here."

"So what are you going to do?" He looked me over, I know I was a sight. I also stunk from being in that damn ball without any plumbing.

"You're going to tell them that the lock hasn't been opened. It was just a false alarm. Then you're going to help me get to the city. I'm not looking to kill anyone today, and at your age I doubt you're looking to play hero."

"And if I don't?"

I lowered the gun, "I'll just tie you up and take your suit. What does the company charge for something like that nowadays?" I could see his mind working that one out, most companies charged for lost equipment. "Like I said before, I'm not looking to kill anyone. Or even steal anything for that matter. I'm just trying to stay out of trouble."

"Then why are you here?"

"You don't want to know," I smiled. "So what's it gonna be?"

"They only pay me to keep the place from being robbed," he smiled and put his hands down. "If you're wantin' to move on anyway, I don't see why I should tell anybody. It's not like you stole anything," he looked around, "or even damaged anything! 

"Come on, I'll take you where you want to go." And as I listened he called in the report I had asked him to.

Who ever said Bears were stubborn? "Would you unload your gun please?" I asked following him, "It'd make me feel a lot safer." 

He did as I requested, and then I let my own rifle point at the floor. When we got to the main lock I looked out the viewport and checked his vehicle. It was unpressurized and ten feet from the lock, this was going to be a problem. I should have realized it would be something like this when I saw him in the suit, to tired to think straight I guess. I turned and looked at him, he was pointing the gun at me.

"You're not to bright you know," He said frowning.

"Actually I'm tired, very tired." I sighed, "I've been running for my life all day. So what are you going to do?"

"Call in the company police I guess."

"I'll kill you if you do," I warned quietly.

"You mean you'll try," He frowned again. "I've got the jump on you boy. And I'd appreciate it if you'd drop that Machine Gun of yours."

I shook my head, "No. You won't shoot me unless I make a jump on you. You're not a killer."

"You sure about that boy?" He showed some teeth.

"And I won't make a jump on you if you don't turn me in," I continued. "I just want to live. Is that asking too much?" I could see this wasn't getting me where I wanted to go. I really didn't want to kill the old bear, but if he didn't change his mind soon I was going to have to.

"Drop it," he warned again.

I sighed and tossed the gun at him, he nimbly dodged out of the way and laughed, "I'm not that dumb boy!" and then jumped in surprise as it went off when it hit the ground. I had filed off the safety a long time ago, I didn't believe in them myself. I knocked the gun in his hand aside then and jumped him, he wasn't able to put up that much of a fight.

"Drop the gun!" I growled with my knife to his throat, "Or I will kill you!" I grabbed it as he did. "Now strip!" He silently complied with that order as well. I tied him up good, then looked for another one of those damn balloons. I found one and stuck him in it. "Okay now, before I zip you up, listen closely. I'm taking you with me, if I'm found, I'm sure you'll buy it in the ensuing firefight. So with that in mind, where's a safe place to head?"

"Make a beeline for the city, it's on a ninety six degree heading. And pull the fuse numbered four under the radio. It's a remote tracking beacon." He grumbled, "you'll never get away you know."

"Hell, you don't even know what I'm running from!" I growled.

"You're one of those escapees from the penal mines!" He growled, "So don't think I don't know who you are! They got news out on you folks all over."

I stopped zipping him up for a second, "Did they have any pictures?"

"A few, but none of you that I recall."

I let out a sigh of relief, "That ain't what I'm running from. If it was, you'd have been dead long ago. I'm a company spy that got blown, and if I get caught with what I know, I'm dead. Plain and simple." I finished zipping him up and let him stew on that.

It didn't take me long to go over the vehicle. I found the fuse he was talking about, and another tracking device he hadn't mentioned. I shook my head at that, you couldn't trust anyone these days it seemed. 

The ride to the city was uneventful, I thanked providence for that. Once there it was a simple matter to simply transfer in through one of the Airlocks. 

Imbreum
City was way too large to monitor all the locks effectively. Also, this time I remembered to disable any telltales there may have been on it. Once inside I dumped the suit, unzipped my friend, then made him suit up and leave. Once outside I jammed the lock so he couldn't get back in, and as I had disabled all the radios I knew I wouldn't have any trouble from that quarter for a while.

Then I literally ran and hid.

It took me two more hours, but I was finally able to get myself deep into the city. I had kept the Bear's coveralls and credit chain, so I didn't stand out too badly. I was even able to buy myself another coverall in the first fifteen minutes, which I figured were safe. Once I made it to an empty hall deep in the city, I opened an Airway shaft and crawled inside. I'd have to do something about my stink soon, but first I laid down and slept for the first time in days.

 

I woke up slowly, I knew where I was and what I was doing. My watch told me it was twelve hours later, but I didn't feel guilty about over sleeping. I changed coveralls, dumping the Bear's, but I kept the ident chain. I wouldn't be able to use it, but I'd be more conspicuous without one. Then I slipped quietly back out into the hallway and moved off like I belonged.

Next what I had to do was get a shower, I probably smelled and looked pretty bad. Hopefully everyone would think I was just coming off shift. The problem was money however, fortunately I had food for a few days yet, even if it was emergency rations. But I'd have to start making some changes quick. Crypto accounts were illegal on the Moon and Earth, so I couldn't even tap into a bank. 

What I ended up doing was going up to one of the entertainment areas, and rolling a drunk Leopard. I swapped I.D. chains with him, then got myself a room. I didn't have the heart to let him get found out however, they might mistake him for me and kill him. So I dragged him in with me, took my shower, got myself straightened up, and got a few hard credits out of his account. Then I gave him back his bracelet and left him asleep on the bed. He'd wake up later on with one hell of a headache and no idea what had happened. 

It would have been safer to kill him, true. But my conscious had finally found its voice for the first time in my life and I just couldn't do it.

Then I went and found myself a pay terminal, and locking the booth I paid for ten hours time and went to work.

I was able to access my dummy accounts without too much trouble, and I immediately started to look for clues. On my last job the approval had come from the same place as before, which was still not normal company sources. I looked through all the other files I could find, or crack, and found that in the last three months ninety percent of all assignments had that same number. 

Those assignments didn't really make sense either. I downloaded a list of all the targets, and what information I could learn about them, then sent out a request for information on my own last three targets to some of my net friends. Next I started a search on Siedman. Six hours later I was still looking. I had found out that he was transferred out one day before we were hit. At his own request! I also found out that the hit had been carried out by the Earth government, I had thought that the people in armor had looked human, but I only gotten that one glance.

Continuing along I learned that casualties had been high, many staff members had been killed in the attack, a lot of Human ones too. And the company had been able to put some distance between itself and the division, but not enough. 

Looking further I found that the Senator I had hit was still alive, and expected to recover, but not fully. Too much nerve damage from the bio-engineered poison I had used. Several other corporations were being accused of maintaining hit squads of their own, but only mine had been raided.

Eventually I decided to make an attempt at my own personal account, but found it gone to my surprise. Then I went back to check some of the accounts I had raided just a few hours earlier for the information on the targets, and I found those being destroyed as I watched. Somebody had sent in a virus, and it was specifically going after the accounts which contained that code number I was so interested in.

On a hunch I logged into one of my front accounts deep in the companies secret computers back on Earth. I didn't go there often, the lag was a royal pain. And getting there from this public terminal took a bit of skill as well. Once there I took a chance and sent a message to an account that was as secret as they come, a corporate vice-president's. I had found it on a lark one day, using information I had stolen off a desk a long long time ago. The message was simple: Who is TU952-4RIZ99E? 

That was the ID I had seen on all those orders. One which I had not been able to uncover no matter how hard I looked. I had cultivated that company official by sending him important information every once in a while. Eventually he started asking me questions. I didn't always know the answers, but I had never asked him for anything. Maybe now I'd get some payback.

I went back on the net then and looked for the reason for the raid. The Earth government was saying that it was a response due to pressure brought on by the people from the amount of innocents being killed. Insiders said it was due to a highly placed government official being wounded, and a close personal friend being killed. My last target no doubt. And corporate rumors among the trenches of the different corps was that Earth was just trying to grab more control over the Corporations and the other settled worlds. 

After spending an hour wading through all this I decided to call it quits and get some sleep, it was late now with most people off shift. As I got out of the booth and walked by a news prompter I was startled by an unexpected sight: My face!

I quickly bought a copy and ran off to my hiding place in the air shafts. 

Activating the device I looked over the feed. It was a still picture of me alright, taken in a briefing room at a low angle. Fairly recent too. It didn't take me long to backtrack the angle in my mind and figure out who had taken it. 

Jaime.

The story itself was a fabrication, but that didn't matter. It said I had gone berserk and killed several people, two Humans included, and that I was free on the moon somewhere. I was glad they had lied on that part, if they had told the truth, who knows how many assassins would have been on my trail. They mentioned several of the others that had escaped with me as well with pictures of the same type. They had similar stories, all ones designed to cause us to be shot on sight.

I wonder if anybody on the moon wondered why there was such a sudden outbreak in violent crime?

But what confused me was where the stories came from. It couldn't have been Corporate, they would have used our Corporate ID photos which were kept on Earth at Headquarters. But the story had been supplied by the government, which had been informed by my Corporation of our transgressions and subsequent escapes. Jaime worked for the Corporation, or rather for Siedman, I realized. But he did work for the corporation. That's where the pictures came from originally.

So was somebody high up selling us out? But not high enough to access our personnel records? Or was this just Jaime pulling her own strings? Was Siedman involved? Why would he be though? He had gotten out the day before the strike, I realized. Maybe he was involved too. It was obvious that Jaime was, and it couldn't have been just her spite for me, the pictures of the others were there too. 

The biggest question was however: Now what? I was out on my own and I didn't know who I could contact in my company. I had a contact that went back to my base, which was now destroyed. It may have been re-routed to another spot, Corporate Intelligence was unaffected by this whole turn of events, being located on Earth itself. I had a feeling though that I had been left to my own devices on this one however. The company was trying to put as much distance between itself and my old division as possible. 

So going back was out for the moment.

I couldn't stay here either. My face was being spread all over the moon, and the spotting pattern on a Leopard's face was as individual as a finger print. I couldn't even risk going to buy dye at this point. Earth was out, period. For that matter so was any other place in the Solar system.

That left the colonies. Odds were that my description would not have gone out there, after all I couldn't book passage on a ship as a morph. Our travel was highly restricted in the Earth's system, and I didn't even have an ID bracelet to buy a ticket. But that got me thinking, and suddenly I had an idea. And there was really only one place to go of course.

I went back to the computer booths late the next evening. I was just about to turn the corner when I decided to peek first. I ducked back quickly when I saw the peace officers standing guard. I then spent the rest of the night getting the same result at every terminal I went to. The net was tightening I guess, they wanted to make sure they got all five of us before we got away. 

So I'd have to act fast.

I staked out a place by one of the Morph bars, and waited for my prey. One showed eventually, a monkey tech who was still carrying his equipment from his day's work. He was inside only about an hour, so he was still fairly sober when he came out. I nailed him as soon as he was out of sight of the entrance. Taking his gear I stuffed his unconscious body behind a vending machine then split. 

He hadn't much in tools, but he had a pocket computer, which was what I really wanted. Back in the vent work I found an access panel to one of the cable runs. A little splicing and I quickly was on line. I accessed one of my dummy accounts, then got the shipping schedules of all the local Corps. After finding the ones going where I wanted, I spent six hours hacking into their cargo manifests. I found one leaving in thirty hours with exactly what I needed.

Next I wrote a quick little note, and got it logged onto a fast packet that was due in system in the next 24 hours. My message should show up before I did, hopefully. I just hoped I wasn't asking too much.

I cleaned up my mess, and headed for the locks next. I knew the Monkey had to have been found by now, I just hoped nobody was thinking what I was. They were of course, all the locks where under heavy guard, with everyone going in and out being checked.

"Damn!" I muttered and snuck back off.

I was kicking myself for not keeping that suit I had, and didn't know where to get a new one. Things were not looking good, that's for sure.

I found a quite spot and took a breather to consider the angles. Well, I thought, let's split this out. First I need a suit. Second I need to get out. Sounds easy enough huh?

It was early in the day now, so I went to the Animen quarters and started breaking into rooms. Not that easy, even if they were all empty. I didn't find anything, they had taken their suits with them.

So who would have a suit that they might not be wearing?

Tourists! Of course!

I made for the hotels just as fast as I could, which wasn't very. I got as close as the city air shafts would take me, and I saw that they were under guard too. 

The Hotels that is.

Nothing serious, but I think they were afraid of a hostage situation. What, with four or five escapees running about I figure the paying guests might have been a little nervous. But I was getting desperate, I had about twenty four hours to get to that damn warehouse and do my thing. I was still wondering what I was going to do when suddenly all the power went out. And I do mean all. I quickly made for the back entrance I had been watching while the emergency lights started coming up. I made it through the door before the guards on the door figured out what was going on.

I was lucky, they didn't see me sneak past. They were just Humans and they weren't wearing any night gear. Who'd expect a blackout in Imbreum
City? It was just luck, and I hoped that one of my former comrades hadn't just run out of theirs. It was obviously the work of one, but a bad move in my book. Attracted way too much attention.

I went straight up to the penthouse suites overriding the alarms, there were a lot of them too. Crime must be high around here I guess. After the day I had been having I figured I wouldn't find anything, but I did. Two very nice high quality suits. I took them both and quickly left.

One I stashed down a waste chute keeping the extra air tank, then went back to the door I came in. The lights were all back up by now, so I just called the guards in from behind the door. They weren't expecting anything of course, trouble came from outside, not inside. I just left them laying in the corridor, I only needed a few minutes to get away and they never really saw me. All of these live bodies shouldn't point to a killer like me anyway, right?

I made for the surface then. I put on my new suit and strapped my gear to my back, what little I had. I headed for the site seeing spots, all those little domes you can go to and look outside while eating dinner. Or whatever. I had to wait a long time for the hall to be clear so I could slip out of the vent work, then I quickly made for an open one. Once inside I quickly went to work on the pressure sensor, and the life sensor. Once it thought nobody was there the lights dimmed, then I got the door closed and locked.

After that I just blew out the glass with the gun I had taken from the bear. It took two shots, but it went. With the pressure sensor out, it wasn't reported so I walked away unmolested, across the Lunar surface.
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It took about six hours to get where I wanted to go, breaking into the warehouse in question was easy, they were in the midst of loading, so I just waltzed in. The expensive suit I was wearing made me look like some kind of VIP, and I kept the face plate dark. I found a piece of equipment in the back that was large enough to hide in. So when nobody was watching, I did. Then I fell asleep and caught up with all that sleep I had been missing.

I awoke briefly when they started moving my hiding place, and again when the shuttle I was in boosted up in to space. Once I was weightless I was able to sleep through all of the other transhipping that took place. My suit chronometer said twelve hours had gone past when its low oxygen alarm finally went off. I changed bottles and waited another ten.

When I finally crawled out I was in a ship’s hold. The Fort Worth if I had planned right. I quickly checked the manifests on some of the cargo and had this confirmed. Next I started searching for the particular crate I wanted. It took me quite a while to find it, fortunately the hold was pressurized so I was able to dump the suit. What I had planned would have been a lot tougher if the hold hadn't been of course, but it was common for holds to be pressurized. Most cargo couldn't take hard vacuum.

Once I had the crate in question, I emptied it out, changed the shipping label and prepared it for my occupation. I had added this one by manipulating the cargo lists, it only contained lead weights which I hid in the hold. My next search went fairly quickly, it was a container holding three hibernation units.

Removing one and transferring it to my crate took me a whole day. I had to be careful, there was always the chance of a crewmember coming in to do an inspection. I finally got it all set, climbed in, and resealed the crate from the inside. Next was the tricky part. Hibernation units have a lot of problems associated with them. One was their cost, it was quite high. Another was their survival rate, which wasn't so high. Units such as this one were normally used by hospitals in the treatment of certain diseases and disorders. A supervised unit was quite safe, ones running on automatic weren't obviously. But it was a chance I would have to take.

I set the IV bands on my arms, injected myself with all of the prep drugs, turned the unit on and pulled the door shut from the inside. In ten hours the unit would reach its steady-state. At that point there would be no indications from the crate that its contents had changed or were under power. I fell asleep pretty sure that nobody would find it before then.

After all, my luck was in.

 

*               *               *

 

I stood on a vast plain, looking off into the distance. I started to walk, but I couldn't move my feet. This worried me until I noticed that I was moving anyway. I sped up faster and faster until everything was just a blur, with the wind burning my face.

Suddenly I stopped. I was in the middle of a graveyard, a fairly large one too. I read the inscription, the name was familiar and the epitaph gave the reason - Killed by Jotun. I looked around at the others and noticed the ones nearby all bore similar descriptions.

"I didn't know one dreamed in hibernation," I said to myself.

"Well now you do!" Replied a non-descript Human who suddenly appeared behind me.

"Not the obligatory dream sequence!" I laughed. "What next undead from the graves?"

"Oh, no. Nothing so passe." He smiled. "I'm your conscious."

"Get out of here." I laughed again, "You're Human. Why the hell would my conscious be Human?"

"He's your Corporate supplied conscious, Jotun." I turned and saw Azelett standing on my right side. "I'm your actual conscious now."

"Ah, she's just a newcomer," smiled the Human. "I've been here since you were two."

This was all pretty weird. I knew I had been subjected to some company programming, but this? It was like something out of those old pre-corporation movies I used to watch as a kit. I guess I must have an overactive imagination. 

"The Corporation supplied you?" I asked astonished.

"Free of charge!" He smiled again. "I didn't always look like this however. She forced me to change."

I looked at Azelett.

"Yes, he used to look like you."

"Like me? Why?"

"So you wouldn't question of course," He laughed. "You had to follow orders and do your job no matter what. Can't have any loose cannons you know!"

"So why are you still here? If Azelett is my real conscious now, how come you're still on the job?"

"He has a different function now," smiled Azelett, "and I'm not really Azelett. I'm a part of you, you just choose to see me this way."

"Same here," smiled the human. I noticed now who it was, one of my instructor's from my creche days.

"Mr. Tomson! That's who you are." He smiled as I named him.

"The same."

I thought a second, "You have a different function now she said. What is it?"

"Loyalty my Cat. Loyalty."

I suddenly remembered just how much I hated the way Mr. Tomson had always called me that. He never called anyone 'son' or 'daughter'. It was always 'cat' or 'wolf' or 'skunk'. I don't think he exactly liked us.

"But I defended my own you'll recall. I was loyal to my students and I was very loyal to the Corporation."

"And he's here from the Corporation." Added Azelett.

"Free of charge," He smiled again.

"Why is he still here?" I asked her, "Can't you get rid of him?"

"No."

"Why not?"

"Cause you don't want him to go. You have to face it Jotun, you're still a loyal company employee."

"And don't you forget it either," He scowled. "Something is rotten in the state of the Corporation." He said badly mangling Hamlet.

"So? What's it to me?"

"Everything," They both said together. "It's the only way you can get out of this mess and you had better start doing something about it!"

 

Damn, I hated company programming! Was the last thought I had as everything faded away and I dreamt no more.
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I was cold and I hurt all over. Not hurt as in 'pain' but hurt as in 'sore'. That was it, I was sore and stiff all over. Cold too. And the bright light was killing my eyes, I tried to close them and found they were not open. And a drink, I definitely needed a drink and I didn't care who I had to kill to get one!

"Water!" I said. Even to my ears it sounded more like 'Wun', and I could barely hear it.

"Water!" I tried again louder, it sounded the same but it was slightly noisier then the previous effort. It also made my throat hurt, I tried to move and couldn't. I heard a loud noise then felt somebody touching me.

"Jo, can you hear me Jo? It's Sil."

"Water," I croaked again. This time it sounded almost like the word.

"Sure, drink this." I felt something wet at my lips, I started sipping. "That's right go slow Jo."

I drank all that she offered. It tasted strange, a little sweet as well. It made me tired.

"I have to go out soon, so if I'm not here when you wake up don't worry. Everything's fine and you'll be okay. You're just in hibernation shock. Now go back to sleep.

"Okay" I mumbled, and quickly did.

The next time I awoke things were a little different. I could open my eyes, and I saw that I was back in Sil's old apartment under the building. It looked pretty much the same, but didn't smell strongly of her. Obviously she didn't live here anymore. I tried to get up and immediately got faint and fell to the floor. I was weak as a newborn cub.

I rested on the rug for a while, then spent the better part of an hour getting myself back up on the bed. Once there I noticed a note that I had missed before.

'Dear Jotun' it began. 'I have to be at classes most of the time, and in my rooms for a lot of the rest so I can't be there often now that you are past the worse. Only Raff knows where you are, I did not want to trust anyone else with the knowledge as I felt it was safer that way. And it's obvious that you're in trouble or you wouldn't have risked something as dangerous as hibernation in an unregistered box. So don't worry. Drink the liquid in the pitcher it's a mineral replacement, you need it. If you want food eat the stuff in the cooler next to the bed. Sorry it isn't any better. See you soon!   -Sil'

My thirst and hunger fought briefly with thirst winning out handily. It took me a few minutes, but I was able to get the pitcher over to my mouth and drank deeply from it. After I carefully set it down I opened the cooler and looked inside. It was full of meat and high protein rations, I grabbed a little of each. As I pulled them out I noticed something else, a gun.

It wasn't the one I had brought out of the palace of course. I had dumped that along with all of my other equipment back on the Fort Worth. The crate I was in had listed 'Biological Samples for medical experimentation' on its manifest. A gun and computer just didn't fit that category if someone should decide to inspect. A leopard was even pushing it, but I had been hoping that Sil would be able to grease the wheels with the money I sent her ahead of me.

I ate the food first, then checked the gun. It was loaded and had a note attached. 'Please don't shoot me! - Sil'

I smiled and stuck it under my pillow, safety on. Then went back to sleep.

I awoke later to somebody scratching my head. I knew where I was and I could smell who it was.

"Sil!" I breathed opening my eyes and smiling. "Boy are you a pleasant sight!" I looked her over, she really did look good. More mature too. I guess school was agreeing with her.

"You've looked better Jotun!" She laughed, "But you've looked a lot worse too." She finished quietly. 

"What made you decide on such a jack brained stunt? Don't you know how dangerous that was?"

"Things went Tokyo in a bad way," I sighed. "It was the only way to get out alive I could think of. But it couldn't have been that dangerous!" I smiled, "After all, it worked didn't it?"

"Just barely." and she rubbed the fur on my head again. "I got your letter the same day the ship came in system of course. So I only had a few days to get that crate out and someplace safe.

"When I saw what was in it I almost died, it took weeks to get it stabilized and your system in order. Those things don't work well without constant maintenance Jo. And getting you out wasn't easy either, your body wasn't in good shape by then."

"It seems good now," I said suspiciously.

"Yeah, well I'm good at my work!" She smiled.

"Obviously, how goes your studies anyway?"

"Wellll, that's going to take a little explaining Jo."

"What! You didn't quit I hope!" I started to sit up a little upset. She easily pushed me back down.

"No, of course not!" She looked uncomfortable, "I wanted to wait a little longer to tell you this."

"Tell me what?" I asked eyes narrowing.

"Don't get upset now! I spent a lot of time on you and I don't want you to ruin my work. Doctors orders!"

"Doctor's orders? You haven't been in school a year yet! And just how 'long' has it been?" I noticed that she looked a lot more mature suddenly.

"I graduated last year Jotun, fifth in my class too."

"Congratulations" I said confused, the trip onboard that ship couldn't have taken more than a couple of months. Two actually. She read my mind.

"You got here thirty one Earth months ago."

"What?" I looked up at her. "Why?"

"I said you were in bad shape when you got here. You needed a Doctor, a good one too! It wasn't hard to get you stabilized. My basic med training covered that. But getting you out alive and healthy, well it wasn't going to be easy. Wasn't in fact.

"And who could I trust? Certainly not another Doctor! They all work for somebody around here! So it was safer to keep you down here in cold storage until I learned what had to be done. Then I did it. I uncrated you last month, and spent weeks doing surgery on you. You wouldn't believe the excuses I had to come up with either. Really interrupted my internship as well."

"Damn," I sighed closing my eyes. "Almost three years gone. Now what?"

"Well you're alive and after this long whatever you're running from should be safe." Sil smiled and opened up the cooler.

"Now eat. I gotta run back to my rooms soon. They've been getting a little suspicious down at the school with all the time I've been spending away the last month. So I can't stay long."

She fed me then until I was stuffed, then gave me a shot to help me sleep. I watched her smiling face as I quickly dozed off.

Three years. 

That was all I could think of when I awoke the next day. Would anybody still be after me? Probably. But who? The corporation? I know they hated loose ends so it was a safe bet.

The Earth government? Maybe, but they weren't known for being so thorough anymore. At least not three years ago. Hopefully all concerned thought I was dead. I'm sure nobody would have thought I could go three years without surfacing. I knew I sure couldn't have.

I ate lunch and prowled around the crawlspace a little. 'Crawled' was more like it, I was too weak to stand up without getting dizzy yet. I was surprised at how much stuff there was. I found the crate, the hibernation tank, an operating table, and enough stuff to run an operating room. But then she already told me she had.

I looked over the shaved portions of my body, except for my head, feet and hands, I was nearly bald. A lot of it had started growing back already of course. I guess she just decided to get it all out of the way at once, but a lot of spots had been reshaved recently. And the scars! I counted twenty new ones before I gave up, at least they wouldn't show when my fur grew back. I guess she had been busy with me at that.

But three years. There was no way to get around that. I sat down and ate and drank some more.

Now what?

"Jotun?"

I was instantly awake, it was Sil at the door.

"Yeah, hi." I smiled as she came in.

"How's my patient doing?" She smiled.

"Pretty good I guess," I sat up and gave her a hug. "Few more days and I'll be up and around again."

"I'll be the judge of that!" She grinned. "Now strip!"

"I always liked my women direct!" I chuckled and carefully peeled off my coverall.

"I haven't got the time Jo sorry," she said apologizing. "And I'd hate to give you a relapse!" She grinned then. "Let's check those vitals and see how you're doing." And she preceded to give me a quick but thorough physical.

"You're pretty good you know that," I said when she had finished. "I've been worked on before by the best, and you're right up there."

"Thanks," she looked embarrassed.

"It was tough wasn't it?"

"Yes it was."

"Was I the first one you ever cut open?" I looked up at her face.

"Ummm, well ..." she looked pretty nervous.

"I was wasn't I?"

"Well the first one that was still alive. They still won't even let me do most minor surgeries! And you wouldn't believe some of the stuff I had to do on you! If my instructor knew she'd have a heart attack!" Sil laughed.

"Scared you huh?"

"Like you wouldn't believe! Want to hear the worst part?"

"I don't know," I admitted, "You sure you want to tell me?"

"Well, it was your body," she sighed. "I had to practice on you a few times first."

"What do you mean by practice?" I asked raising an eyebrow.

"Oh, you know," she looked very uncomfortable.

"No I don't! Spill it."

"I cut you open a few times, and looked around a little."

"Just where?"

"Well, see that scar on your leg?"

"Yeah."

"And that one on your shoulder, the one's here and here," She pointed to two spots on my abdomen. "And that one on your chest, that one was a horror story!"

I was feeling a little queasy about this all of the sudden. It's one thing to hear you were 'practiced' on. Another thing totally to see the evidence.

"Why was it a 'horror story'?" I asked trying not to get sick.

"I was practicing for your heart operation,"

"I had a heart operation!" I was shocked.

"You were a mess when I got you!" She said closing her eyes, her tail and whiskers twitching, I could see she was getting upset. "You had a major blockage in your Aorta. Not to mention a few minor ones in your lungs! Its fine now, but I had never dealt with any of this before, I couldn't just go in cold!"

"Calm down!" I shuddered. "Sheesh, I never though I'd hear something that could get me upset!" I grabbed her hand. "Listen, it turned out fine. If you felt you had to do it, well that's good enough for me. But please don't tell me about it!" 

Why are Doctors such ghouls anyway? What do they teach them in medical school?

"I'm sorry," Sil sighed. "I just feel this need to unburden myself on the whole thing. It wasn't easy you know."

"How much money is left in my account by the way?" I asked changing the subject.

"About ten thousand credits."

"That's all?" I wasn't upset, but there had been almost half a million in it when I went under.

"Do you have any idea how much it cost to get you through customs without being searched? I had no idea what was in that box, so I didn't take any chances."

"I can see that your equipment expenses were high too." I motioned to the stuff under the tarps in the back of the room. "Don't worry about it Sil, I'm not getting on your case about it," I reached over and gave her a one arm hug. "I'm alive and I can get more. I hope you've been paying Raff good."

"He refused any money. I'm his friend."

"Well, I'll give him some then," I smiled. "You should open up a clinic with all that stuff." I motioned to the pile in the back.

"I might. After all it is paid for!"

We both laughed at that. Shortly thereafter she left to check back in at the teaching hospital at her school.

The next week passed pretty quickly for me. I was getting stronger every day and by week's end was able to stand without difficulty. A few days after that I was able to go outside and start looking around.

The city hadn't changed much in three years, not at all that I could notice. I cleaned out my account and bought a few things, then I tapped into my emergency fund. It wasn't as big as the other account, there was only fifty grand in it. I gave half of that to Raff for helping out Sil. He didn't want to take it, so I threatened to beat him up if he didn't.

"Yeah right!" He laughed ponderously and slowly looked me over. "In your condition?"

"Its Sil's work you'd be ruining," I warned smiling. "Now just be sensible and take the cash."

"Some things money can't buy Jotun." He rumbled on slow and deliberate.

"Then use this for those things it can! Listen, you helped me out and I appreciate it."

"I helped Sil out," he corrected.

"And I appreciate that even more," I continued. "I'm just trying to show you that."

"Your money won't do that. I know how you earned it."

My eyes narrowed and I looked around to make sure no one was listening. Then I dragged him over to a table, we were at the bar he was bouncing for. That same one were I had seen that wolf reciting his poetry.

"What do you know," I asked looking straight at him, "and how?"

"I was there for most of the operations, I assisted" He said looking back at me. And down too. Even sitting he was a good two feet taller than me. "You talked quite a bit when she had you semi-conscious."

"What exactly did I say?" I asked tightly.

"Lots of stuff. Sometimes it was conversations, but mostly it was about jobs. Like you were reading a report."

"How'd she take it?" I could see he wasn't bothered by it.

"She's scared of you. What do you think? I would have let you die, but I couldn't suggest that to her. She loves you I guess."

I was shocked at that. All of it. "What do you think?" I asked looking back at him. I had left the pistol at home and part of my mind was suddenly quite aware of that fact. Old habits die hard I guess.

"About what?" He just stared at me as calm as ever.

"About me. If you even heard half of what I've done you shouldn't be sitting there so calmly. What do you have to say?"

"You're her friend, and she's mine. So I won't do anything, yet. But once you're better you had better move on. Or I will."

I sighed and sat back. "Raff, I'll be honest. I can't stay here too long. I've got unfinished business to take care of, whether I like it or not.

"And the truth is, I don't anymore. But I gotta warn you, old habits die hard. So I really don't know what's gonna happen to me next. But don't ever come after me, it's not a lifestyle I think you'd care for."

"You may be right about that. But I have to protect my friends."

"I am right. But a friendly discussion will be a lot more persuasive than anything else. Trust me on that, okay?"

He looked me over carefully. Weighing my soul. Raff suddenly climbed several notches in my estimation, I got the impression that only his speech was slow.

"For now I will. Later, who knows?" He said and smiled widely.

"I'll take what I can get," I smiled back again. "Now if you'll excuse me I think I have an explanation to make."

"What's there to explain?"

"My life." And I walked out the door.
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I finally caught up with Sil at the School. I went and sat outside until she came out for a break. She saw me and came over to sit on the bench, obviously surprised by my presence.

"What are you doing here?"

"Hoping to see you." I said looking at the ground and not making eye contact.

"What's wrong?" She asked concerned, "You're feeling okay aren't you?"

"I talked to Raff today," I began.

"Oh?"

"And he told me about my talking. And what you heard."

She shuddered, "I heard a lot more than him. Especially that last week. I thought you guys had mental blocks on that stuff."

"Me too. Anyway if you want me to go, I'll go."

"No Jo, you don't have to leave its okay."

"Then spend the night with me," and I looked up into her eyes.

"Ummm," she hesitated ears twitching.

"I need you Sil, I really do. Sorry," I looked back down at the grass. "But if you find me revolting now, hey I'll understand. But you knew what I did before, it didn't seem to bother you then."

"But I hadn't heard it in detail, and so many cases! Jotun, I counted over fifty!"

"It's more like three hundred and fifty," I admitted and heard her gasp. "But it's over, one way or the other. I've got to go set a few things straight. But after that I'm done. No more."

"Why not be done now?" she took my muzzle in her hand and turned it back towards her eyes.

"I was used foully there at the end," I noticed her incredulous expression. "Hard to believe huh? But I was, even for what I do, and I have to set that straight. And revenge a few people who were just thrown away and wasted. My company didn't used to be like that. I started out as a response to the attacks of other companies. But that went awry I guess." I sighed and looked back down at the tip of my tail which was flicking against my leg.

"And I don't really have much of a choice. I'm compelled by my training. And sooner or later somebody will turn up looking for me."

"You sure about that?"

"If you misplaced or lost a nuke you'd go looking for it right?"

"You got a point there I guess Jo."

"So please, spend the night? I'm the same Leopard you slept with before, even if you're not the same Fox. I do have feelings you know, and I'm lonely."

"And you're whining!" she laughed ears perking back up. "Don't worry. I'll be there, I don't fear you Jo. Though Raff may think I'm crazy."

I went back to the room then, and waited quietly for her to arrive.

I didn't know what my next step would be really. I was healed for the most part, but I'd have to start exercising to get into top shape. I had lost some weight and muscle tone over the last month, or rather last three years I reminded myself. Fortunately hibernation hadn't apparently taken too much off of me, I guess that I had Sil to thank for that.

So a month or so to get back in shape. Then what? I didn't have enough money to go back to earth. Assuming I could buy passage of course. But that was where I had to go. And traveling in hibernation was definitely out of the question.

Also, who'd come looking for me? I know that I had left a trail that could be followed. That is if somebody wanted to spend enough money to follow it. How much would the Corporation be willing to spend to find me? I thought about that one for a while.

A lot I finally conceded. I was the top assassin, and I was known for having one hell of a temper at times. The people who set this up would be worried, and so would the Corporation. Once I surfaced I could expect a lot of attention real fast.

"No use worrying about the inevitable," I sighed to myself. So I went back to the number one concern, money. I'd have to talk to Raff about that I guess. He'd probably know who needed what, and my skills weren't exactly marketable on the city jobline. But I'd have to avoid any assassinations. That would stand out too much.

I puzzled all this over for a long time.

I picked up Sil's scent as she knocked on the door.

"Come in Sil."

"What are you brooding about?" She asked smiling, ducking under one of the ceiling beams.

"Oh, nothing. Just where do I go from here stuff."

"Any decisions?"

"Well, I need money and I need to go back to Earth. I can't find out anything out here, I'm just too far away."

"How are you planning to get there?" She asked as I stood up and walked over.

"Beats me. Lets go eat!" I smiled and did my best to forget about my troubles.

"Okay. What do you feel like?"

"Lot's of food! You pick."

"Follow me," She said with a smile and sashayed out the door tail swaying.

"So how has life been treating you these last few years anyway?" I said as I hurried to catch up.

"Not bad, but I've been real busy. School was tough and it took a lot to get though it."

"Well now you're an intern so it should get easier right?"

"Wrong, now it gets even harder. And it'll be worse when I make resident I expect."

"Why's that?"

"Look around you. These people don't have any Doctors down here. Sure they can go to some company hospital. And get company care at company prices. Most can't afford that."

"So they've started coming to you?" I had my arm around her and noticed I had been drawing looks. Suddenly I revised my opinion on who was being looked at.

"Over a year ago," She sighed. "But I do get a lot of respect and nobody harasses me."

"Why not?" I asked curious.

"Well there's Raff for one. And then there are those stories about a crazy Leopard who killed the last person who bothered me!" She smiled as she said that.

"People still remember that?" I was surprised, "Anyway, you weren't even in school then."

"You know how stories spread Jotun, at least you should! Anyhow, I encouraged it a little bit."

"You're kidding!" I said surprised.

"Sure why not?" She grinned, "It helps keep the nasties at a distance."

We continued to walk through the streets, it was dark now and it wasn't much longer till she pointed out our destination.

"Seafood? Sounds good to me." I grinned, and followed her in.

Dinner was a quiet affair. I was trying to stuff myself for all I was worth, and she didn't have much to say. Afterwards we walked around the town a little and stopped at some small quiet pub for a few beers before calling it a night.

Once back at her place I quietly took her in my arms and kissed her. She melted against me and held nothing back, it was a very enjoyable night. 

I awoke when she did the next morning, and after a very hurried session she had to leave for school. I myself did calisthenics for a while, then headed off for the public baths. For the entire week after that all I did was train. 

Sil did show up the next weekend, and we once again had an enjoyable time. I was quickly getting my stamina back, and she gave me a few follow up exams. The next two weeks were spent in the same fashion, with myself in seclusion. I figured that as long as I kept a low profile I was safe for now.

By the end of the third week I figured it was time to poke my head out of the nest and start seeing what I could find. 

I couldn't find much, it turned out. I didn't have a real ID, so I wouldn't be able to find a job, book passage on any type of plane or ship, rent anything, or even get a library card. Of course cash would let you do a lot of stuff, and I could read at the library if I wanted to. But I needed an ID. A good one too.

So I went to see Raff.

"You look better," he said when I came into the bar.

"Clean living," I smiled at him and ordered a beer.

"Must be hard getting used to," he grinned back.

"Listen Raff," I dragged him out of earshot of the Badger working the bar. With a guy that tough back there I wondered why they even bothered with a bouncer. "I need a fake ID, a good one too. Best they make."

"So?" he looked dumbly at me.

"Don't give me the dumb act Raff. The only way I'll get off planet is with one and you know it. I also need a job."

"I don't think we need anybody killed." He growled down at me.

"Stuff it okay?" I growled back. Along with my health my temper had come back too. "I'm not looking for that kind of job, but anything else that pays big."

"I don't think I can help you Jotun."

"So tell me who can, and knock off the innocent act. I did a little checking and I know it's a farce." 

He looked a little surprised at that. I was bluffing of course, I hadn't done squat. But I could see scars on his arms that didn't come from claws or knives, so it wasn't hard to guess.

"Okay, I'll introduce you to Sal. He can help you on both of those scores." He headed for the bar and mumbled, "Anything to get you away from Sil."

It turned out that the Badger behind the bar was Sal. So I grabbed a stool at the end of the bar and we talked quietly.

"What exactly do you need?" He asked looking me over.

"A good ID, one that will stand any test."

"That's not cheap ya' know."

"Of course I know." I growled quietly, "I also know how to check them. So it better be a really good one."

"It's your money," He chuckled.

"That brings me to my second problem. Cash, I need a lot of it."

"Soooo?"

"So I need a job that pays a lot of it. Under the table would be best of course."

"Jobs like that are usually pretty dangerous. And illegal."

"Soooo?" I looked him in the eyes, "No hits. Anything else is fine."

"How do I find you?"

"Tell Raff. He knows where to get me."

"That might not be a good idea. Raff don't like you very much you know. Can't figure out why he hasn't broken all your bones either."

"Because that would be a bad idea," I smiled evilly, "and he knows it."

"Raff afraid of you!" He chuckled, "I find that hard to believe!"

"Neither did Hobb," I said quietly, and had the pleasure of watching his eye's widen then narrow.

"Well that explains why Raff tolerates you. He hated that one more." He poured me another beer, "This one's on me. I'll find you a good ID. We'll see what's up in the way of work."

"Thanks." I sat back and drank it, thinking about my next step. I didn't doubt Sal's ability to find me a good identity, there were always people wanting to hide, and there were always people with connections willing to make money off of them. The big question for me was what then? As long as I did nothing, there was little chance I'd be found. But I needed money, and that meant doing things, illegal things really. There was already a rumor about me floating around. Intel may or may not have heard about it, but with me being seen with Sil people might start talking. And I didn't want her involved in this.

Then there was Raff, he'd start getting antsy the longer I stayed around here, he was tolerating me because of Sil, but he knew if I stayed there'd be trouble. So I could expect him to start pressuring me to go as well. And I'm sure he'd take the time to make sure he had his pressure nicely prepared too.

Then there was my corporation. Odds were good they'd figured out what ship I'd gotten on, so they probably had narrowed it down to a handful of planets. Sooner or later I'd do something that would end up in a file somewhere, and trip a computer's profiling alarm. 

So a job around here was out, I'd have to leave this city and head to one of the others on the planet. One with a decent spaceport as well. And it would have to be soon. At least I'd been keeping a low profile, anyone asking questions about Sil wouldn't be getting many answers, the locals would cover for their Doctor, but I'd need to be sure to leave enough of a trail that if anyone did come looking, they'd find it and not waste anymore time around here.

I shook my head and finished my beer looking around the room at the customers. Having to worry about other people for once did complicate life. But I owed it to my team. 

 

 

The following day I walked into the bar and Raff just pointed to a booth in the back. I walked over and looked at the Rat sitting in it. I had never met a Rat before.

"Hello," I said sitting down.

"Hi," she said looking at me. "Who do you want to be?"

"Don't you mean who are you?" I was caught a little off balance by this remark.

"I don't care who you are. I just need to know who you want to be. And if you've got thirty grand." She smiled.

"I've got it. When do I get my ID?"

"Got a name?"

"Sure, Indra." I smiled.

"Indra? What kind of name is that?" She looked puzzled.

"Why should you care?"

"Well it does sound like something that could only come out of a creche," she shrugged. "So Indra it is. Show up here tomorrow, early."

"That quick?" I growled suspiciously and laid my ears back.

"Cool it Cat," She slid away a little. "I work fast. I have to. But it'll be good, I guarantee it."

"What about getting my vital statistics on it?" I was still suspicious.

"That's the easy part, and why you gotta get here early before they open. The hard part is the tab and the database info. So just be here. With the cash."

"Sure," and I got up and left.

I spent the remainder of the day in the local library researching all of the cities on the planet. I was mostly interested in shipping and cargo operations in each, and the type of outfits that served them. There were really only two places worth going and I finally just flipped a coin when I couldn't easily decide.

I ended up back at the warehouse around four, and waited for Sil to show. 

"Hi, Jo." She smiled when she finally made it. "Sorry I'm a little late. Busy day."

"That's okay," I smiled back. I meant it too, I was taking up too much of her time, I was sure. "How long you off for this weekend?"

"I've gotta be back tomorrow morning," she sighed, "no rest for the weary I guess."

"Well, lets go get some dinner, then I'll see what I can do to make you feel better!" I grinned.

"Sure sounds good!"

I took her down to a local place I had noticed earlier in the day. The food was as good as it had smelled and not too expensive either.

"So how goes your life?" She asked as we ate.

"Not to bad, but I'm nearly out of money." I admitted.

"So soon?" she looked surprised.

"Buying an identity is just about going to wipe me out," I said ruefully. "So I'm gonna have to find something pretty soon."

"There are lots of jobs out there Jo."

"But I need transport fare back to earth, that isn't gonna be cheap."

"Yes, I can see that. Maybe you shouldn't go." She didn't look up as she said that last part.

"Sorry, I've got to. You know that. Anyway I have no idea what I'm going to do yet, or how I'm going to get back. I just wish I knew how long I had."

"For what?" she looked up, ears twitching curiously.

"Until they start looking around here for me." I replied quietly.

"Don't borrow trouble," she advised and changed the subject.

Later that night while I was giving her a backrub, I told her I would be leaving soon.

"Why, this place is cheap. Why go elsewhere?"

"I can't afford to get you tied to me any more than you already are Sil. Like it or not, I'm gonna start developing a rep around here if I stay. If people think you're important to me, it could be bad for you when the corporation comes looking. Besides," I chuckled, "You need to spend more time on your schooling."

"I can't say I disagree with any of that," she replied truthfully. "But I still feel I owe you for all this Jo, and that I shouldn't turn my back on you. Even if you do worry me at times."

"I worry me at times!" I laughed, "Will you miss me?"

"Of course," she admitted. "Will I still get to see you?"

"Maybe, but not for a while. At least Raff will be happy."

"That he will I guess."

"Just do me a favor and stay away from here, if you need anything from this place, send Raff to get it. And if anyone ever does come asking about me, tell them everything. I came, you owed me, you helped me, and I left. And make sure they know that Raff doesn't like me."

She shuddered a little, "Do you, do you think someone will?"

"I honestly don't think so, you're too high profile, but if they do I want you to be honest with them, and be sure to let them know you were afraid of me and more afraid I'll come back. They'll believe that."

She nodded, "Okay."

I leaned down and kissed the back of her head, "Don't worry, I'll be fine."

I slept well that night, I didn't expect that I'd ever see Sil again, and I knew it would be better for her that way.

 

 

When she left the next morning I said a quick goodbye and told her I would miss our Sundays together and her too. Then I left for my appointment. I hated long good-byes anyway.

The door to the bar was locked when I got there. I knocked on it and was rewarded with the sound of somebody quietly padding up to it. After a little fumbling with the bolt it opened and I saw the Rat from the day before standing there nervously.

"Well don't just stand there!" She hissed reaching for me, "get in here!"

I dodged her grasp and stepped inside. The place was quiet, and I didn't hear anyone else inside. Scent wise I was pretty sure I smelled another Rat, but it was faint.

"You have the money?" She asked quickly heading to the back of the bar.

"You have the ID?" I replied.

"Of course," she said heading past the booths and into the back rooms. "Let's see the cash first."

"When I've seen the ID, and how you're going to initialize it." I definitely smelled another Rat, and a Badger too.

"Don't you trust me?" She asked spinning around with a grin.

"No" and her smile quickly disappeared as she noticed the gun in my hand, pointed at her head. "Who are your friends?"

"Who are you talking about?" She asked nervously.

"The Rat and Badger in the next room," I watched her grimace. "You weren't planning on robbing me now were you?" I growled quietly.

"They're here to make sure you don't kill me and just take the ID bracelet," she said nervously. "If you shoot me now you won't get out alive I guarantee it!"

"Sure," I growled and put the gun away. "Lead on."

She breathed a sigh of relief and turned to continue. I jumped her as soon as her back was turned and clamped a hand on her mouth. I used the other to cut the blood flow to her brain and a moment later carefully lowered her unconscious body to the floor. It was so quick she never made a sound.

After a moment I continued on leaving her gagged and bound in the hall. I had expected something like this might happen. After all fake ID's could be a real rip-off business, but I hadn't expected Raff to set me up with a bad crowd. Live and learn I guess.

As I came to the back room I picked up the scent of the Rat even stronger then. He was hiding behind the door of the last room on the right. Probably supposed to come out after we passed. I gave the door a hard kick and was rewarded with a thud as it hit him. Leaping inside I followed up with a quick combination as he rebounded off the wall. 

Grabbing his gun with my left I grabbed his throat with my right. It only took me a second to find the Carotid and he quickly passed out as well. I quickly trussed him and dragged him out into the hall, where I met the Badger coming through the door.

"Freeze," I said pointing the gun at the Rat's head. "Or your buddy here gets it."

"Then I'll kill you before you can shoot me!" He growled menacingly. 

I suddenly smiled as I recognized him, "Are you forgetting what I did to your Weasel friend?" 

He started at that and the hallway was suddenly filled with the smell of his fear. He turned to run but barely made it past the door. I gagged and tied him too.

Inside the room was a very sophisticated piece of equipment, An ID embosser! It was a smaller one true, easily moved by a couple of people, and I could see that it already had a tap into the local net conduit set up. With this they could generate and emboss the entire tag right here. 

I spent a little time getting familiar with the equipment and learning how to use it. Not too tough really, all I needed was a password. I looked up over at the female Rat who was watching my examinations. The male was also slowly coming around, the Badger however would be out a while. I had been a little rough with him.

"Nice equipment," I smiled at her and enjoyed the look of panic on her face as I showed my fangs. "I guess you weren't going to try and rip me off after all. But I do have one question," I got up and walked over in front of her and removed the gag.

"Actually more like two. Why did you need my name up front?"

"For my protection, what else?" She gasped, the gag had made it very hard to breathe.

"Not blackmail?" I grinned again and she shrank back from me a little bit.

"No of course not!" she protested weakly.

"Riiigggghhhtt," I slowly drawled. "Now the second question. What's the password to that machine there?"

She stared resolutely at me.

"Oh come now," I chided her. "Why don't you make this easy on yourself? I can make you talk long before Sal shows up. And I'll still pay even." I took out the cash and showed it to her.

"Well?"

"You'll just kill us!" she hissed.

"Then why are those two still alive?" I motioned to the others, of which the male was watching very closely.

"To make me talk, what else?"

"Okay, be that way." I sighed and walked over to the Male. 

In this business you learn a lot of things. Making people talk is one of them. It was fairly obvious to me that the two of them were a pair. So if I did anything to him, it was bound to hurt her. It didn't take long to start him crying out in pain, I would like to have ungagged him to get the full effect, but I was afraid the noise might be heard outside. 

Also I didn't enjoy it anymore.

"Alright I'll talk!" She said shortly thereafter.

The password worked, and I used it to make myself two ID's. Though I made sure she didn't see me make either, the second would be my backup. 

"Well, here's your money." I said dropping the cash at her feet. "Your boyfriend there will be fine, I didn't break anything, I just wanted you to think I did." I smiled.

"After I untie your hands I'm going to leave. If you follow me or come after me for what happened today, I won't be so nice."

She just glared at me.

"Hey, you knew this was a tough business when you got into it." I untied her hands then and walked to the door. "Oh, by the way," I said turning to look at the three of them. "I'm going to Kalamath. I'm telling you this because eventually someone is going to come looking for me, and they will do some very nasty things to get an answer. So I figure it would only be fair that you should have one to give. 

"Of course if you were really smart, you'd all take a vacation." And turning around, I left.

I had one more stop to make on my way out of town, I headed down to the warehouse district, there were a few shops down there that specialized in repairing heavy machinery, and it didn't take me long to find the one I wanted.

"Excuse me," I called out walking up to a large bear welding a broken strut on some kind of vehicle.

"What are you doing here?" He growled flipping up the welding shield, it was Raff of course.

"I need a few favors Raff," I put up my hand as I saw his nostrils flare, "I'm leaving town."

"When?"

"Immediately."

"Sounds good, what do you want?"

"Keep an eye on Sil, if people start nosing around her, company intel people, I want you to talk to them."

"And tell them what?" He eyed me cautiously.

"Sell me out," I grinned at him. "Tell them where I got the fake ID, tell them I left town, tell them you think I was headed to Kalamath if you want. Just don't tell them I'm leaving because I don't want Sil to get in trouble, tell them you threatened to give me up, you didn't like the way I was scaring Sil into cooperating."

He looked at me a minute, then slowly nodded.

"Sil was right about you." He said after a minute.

"Disappointed?" I asked.

"Nothing to be disappointed about," he said turning his back to me and flipping down the welding shield as he went back to work.

I left and walked cross town down to the bus station, showed my new ID and bought a ticket to Chinook, the other major spaceport on this world. I had no intention of going to Kalamath, as places go it was a hell hole, but it was just the kind of place I would have been expected to go. 
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The trip to Chinook was a long one, nine days. Bus was not the way most people traveled there, it was over three thousand miles away with a lot of stops in between. Most people took a shuttle, but the bus was cheap and the preferred method of travel for second class citizens like myself.

I had to lay over in six different cities on the trip, one layover was for the entire night. I took advantage of the time to change my wardrobe and buy some tools. When I got to Chinook I was going to have to find an income, and quickly. I had no contacts there, and only a vague idea of what I was actually going to do. The questions and problems were numerous of course. First of all I was too old to pass myself off as a freeborn without a lot of questions being asked. So because of that I had made my age ten years younger on my ID. At least the time I had spent in the hibernation tank made that one a little easier to pull off and thankfully, age was hard to tell on Animorphs. We were designed to stay in our prime as long as possible. I'd have to keep an eye on my appearance though.

Then there was the question of what to do for a job. I had a lot of training of course. But a freeborn wouldn't have any of that, so I couldn't claim it. That left a lot of low paying opportunities, if I could even get somebody to hire me.

I had enough money to live for a month when I finally hit the city. Finding a cheap place to live wasn't too hard to do. But it wasn't as cheap as I would have liked. Next I hit the spaceport and looked for whatever work I could find.

What I eventually got was a job sweeping and cleaning in a bar. It didn't pay much, but it kept me fed and paid the rent. It was a start.

Over the next four months I kept my eyes and ears open and explored the lay of the land. There was a lot of graft and corruption in the town. A lot of crime too. The corporations were being ripped off by the politicos on the one side, and the organized gangs on the other. The gangs were all pretty small affairs and they usually kicked back to the local politicos and police so things wouldn't get too hot on them.

The government then used the gangs as an excuse to make things harder on the corporations and bleed even more money. The only reason the corporations didn't pull up stakes here and go to one of the other spaceports was that with the politicians and police being so corrupt in this area, they were easy to bribe. So the corporations could do stuff here that normally they wouldn't be able to on a planet as 'civilized' as this one. So in other words it all worked out and everybody was content, if not happy, with the arrangement.

As for going back to Earth, I was working on trying to get a contract as a general laborer on a small freighter. I'd have to buy in of course, outfits like that always needed money and would happily look the other way if you wanted to invest. So I was looking for a way to get some fast cash. That was the hard part, that and finding a Freighter that was going to be heading for the Solar system.

Actually the freighter turned out to be not that hard. Several smaller concerns did a run to the Earth's moon, mostly to pick up custom equipment that couldn't be manufactured anywhere else but the Earth system. I had approached several of these groups, and a few were interested.

If I could come up with the money of course.

I had made a few friends here by this time. Nobody close, I wasn't that trusting of strangers. But it's nice to have some people to spend your free time with. Especially if a few of those someone's are female. 

"Whatca' thinkin' of Neti?" Mumbled Reshera sleepily turning to me on the small bed.

"The future, and what it holds." I whispered softly.

"Still tryin' to get off planet?" she murmured slowly wrapping herself around me.

"How'd you find out about that?" I asked curiously as I nuzzled her body.

"Word gets around Hon. I've been workin' in this port for twenty years now. I'm always keepin' an ear to the gossip, especially if it concerns one of my lovers." She purred as I licked her throat.

Reshera and I had been lovers for nearly two months now, she was the only Leopard I'd met here. While she was older than both my real and pretended age, that didn't make much of a difference and I liked her maturity.

"What are you runnin' from anyway?" She asked surprising the hell out of me. "Owwwllll!" she the yowled and I realized that I had her throat in my teeth and was growling quietly myself.

"Sorry," I said releasing my grip and getting myself quickly under control. "But you have to admit that was one hell of a stupid thing to ask while I was grooming your neck."

"I didn't think ya'd do that!" She complained rubbing her neck and pulling away from me. "That smarts."

I grabbed her and forcibly dragged her back to me, "Let me kiss it and make it better." I rumbled avoiding eye contact.

"Umm, okay I guess." She acquiesced. "Not that ya seem to want to give me a choice in the matter." She growled slightly.

"I just don't want you to be afraid of me that's all," I murmured while nuzzling and rubbing her neck gently. "So I'm out to prove my good intentions."

"Horny is more likely." She chuckled while slipping her tail around to rub between my legs and in my crotch. "Hmmmm?"

"Well maybe just a little," I admitted with a small purr.

"So you want to talk about it?" 

"About being horny?" I asked grinning and trying to change tack.

"No about what you're runnin’ from." She chided me gently as I rolled her onto her back.

"Why do you think I'm running from something?" I sent one of my hands down to explore her thighs while moving my body between her legs.

"Because I know people, and I know when someone's tryin' to change the topic." She said and grinned while wrapping her legs around my waist and drawing me inside with her free hand.

"Maybe I'm running to something," I gasped and set my hand to playing around the dock of her tail.

"Hadn't thought of that love!" She gasped herself and we both ceased further intelligent conversation.

"Want to talk about it?" she asked much later as we lay quietly together on my bed.

"Nope."

"I might be able to help ya', you know."

"You just want me to change the subject again I suspect!" I laughed at her.

"Well ya' do have such an interestin' way of doin' it Hon!" She chuckled back. "But I'm not without influence in these parts."

I thought about that a moment. "I need sixty thou to buy into one of those freighters. I got a thou in the bank."

"And?"

"I'll do anything short of killing someone to get it. Any suggestions?"

"You have any problems with breakin' the law?"

It was my turn to laugh. "Do you?"

"Neti! Really, I am the soul of honesty!"

"Oh sure! I'm not stupid Reshera, your lifestyle is way beyond what you make at the docks. Just because you haven't invited me around to your place doesn't mean I haven't taken a look."

"You've seen my place?" She said shocked and looking very surprised.

"You're not the only one who takes an interest in their lovers. Take that portrait you have above your bed," I continued with a smile. "I bet that cost more than you make in a year, maybe two!" 

That was when she started to change the subject.

I didn't hear from her for several days after that, but on Thursday one of the regulars who worked down at the same office as Reshera told me she wanted me to stop by during my break. Getting away wasn't too much trouble, it was pretty slow between lunch and quitting time.

"Just don't loaf, get back here quick Neti!" said Hal, the Otter who worked the bar and managed the place. He was easy going for the most part, but as I was now the afternoon bouncer he didn't like me being gone too long, especially on a Thursday.

I went down past the Port offices, and the ticketing agents. Past the food shops, the souvenir stalls, the maintenance facility, until I came to the warehouses. I cut down between two of them, and looked for the small office I wanted. It didn't take me long to get there, I was pretty familiar with the whole area. I had cased it out shortly after arriving and still strolled down here occasionally.

I walked up to the door and knocked. I didn't try it, all the doors down here were always kept locked. Too much pilfering went on and security was tight. When I came here on my occasional 'inspections' I was always having to dodge security patrols.

"Who is it?" Buzzed the speaker in the door frame.

"Neti, here to see Reshera."

"Come in," the door buzzed and I waved at the optic sensor as I strolled inside. Reshera herself came and let me inside the office from the vestibule herself.

"Hey ya there handsome!" She smiled and gave me a quick buss.

"Hey yourself. What's so important that you had to roust me on a Thursday of all days?"

"What's so big about Thursday?" She asked curious.

"Payday. There'll be a lot of drunken and rowdy folks tonight. Makes Hal nervous, he doesn't like fights."

"Oh. Well a job just opened on up here for a general laborer. I though ya'd like ta be the first one to apply for it," then she whispered in my ear. "And the only one."

"What's the pay?" I asked curious, then 'oofed' as she elbowed me in the stomach. I got the message. "What do I do?"

"Give me your ident disk, and go see the manager. I'll take care of the rest."

I handed it over and went to the door she pointed at. I knocked lightly.

"Who is it?" Came a brusk and very human sounding voice.

"I'm here about the laborer position." I replied slowly.

"Come in."

I opened the door and walked inside. It was a pretty nice office, large with nice furnishings. This guy was not only adding to his salary, but he was blatantly showing it off as well. Either he was very stupid, or very powerful.

I looked him over unobtrusively, he looked to be about thirty five, a little over weight, and about five and a half feet tall. Small for a Human, but not too small.

"Well, what do you have to say for yourself? I haven't got all day you know!" He demanded looking at me while I waited there.

"When do I start?" I asked quietly.

"What makes you think I'll even hire you?" He asked sarcastically. "I gotta' shitload of dumb cats working for me already!"

"But none of them know anything about the Hanfield line of security systems. Which is the one you're using here in your warehouse. While all the others in this area are relying on more inexpensive models."

He looked at me a second time. "You know security systems?"

"I know a few things."

"Ever run one?"

"No," I smiled "Just err, played with them. Till I got what I wanted."

He smiled, "That's more like it. Reshera vouches for you, and I do need a new hand quick. The old one got himself in too much trouble with the gaming tables. You don't gamble do you?"

"Not if I can help it," I chuckled.

"Good, show up tomorrow at second shift. I'll have somebody fill you in then."

 

And so began my career with the local rackets. The scam was pretty standard, but well run. My new boss, Mister Hannson, was a pretty smooth operator and cautious too. Once a week or so, we raided another one of the warehouses in the area. Sometimes we did it more often, sometimes we did it less. And we were careful about what we took, usually small physical amounts to make it look like pilferage by the local employees, but expensive enough items to earn good money. 

But every once in a while a big job would come through. And that was what we were doing tonight, six months later. We were raiding a large shipment of computer memory blocks, very expensive stuff all right, and under very tight security. I handled my end without a hitch, even if the security system was one so new most people hadn't seen it.

I had of course, what was new here was still five years old back on Earth. The bonus I would be getting from this one job alone would put me past the halfway mark in the cash I was going to need to buy my passage out. Things were going well. Not great, but well.

I watched my gauges and displays, when Reshera and the others crawled back out of the hole we had made in the roof, I started to back out of the security system. I nodded as they worked their way by me, then I brought up the rear, doing my best to clean up our traces. Hannson had access to some really wonderful chemicals, so with the careful application of a spray bottle, most physical traces of our passing were quietly dissolved. 

"Well done people," he said to us later at our meeting point, a quiet apartment on the far side of town. "This should keep us solvent for some time to come."

"When's the next one Sir?" Asked Herund, a Ring Tail Lemur who was very good with locks, and unbelievable with safes. Where he had learned nobody had a clue, and didn't ask.

"We'll take a break for the next two weeks. This will have a lot of people buzzing and snooping. Also security will be high all over the port, so I'd rather lay low."

"Sounds good to me," Reshera grinned. "Well, I'm going home. Neti?" She looked at me questioningly.

"Sure," I said quietly and followed her out of the room. The others grinned and winked as I left. She had been choosing me more of late, and for some reason they all found that amusing. The group did tend to pair off after a job and celebrate, though I only had liaisons with her. I didn't want to form too many attachments.

"Come 'ere ya' cute Tom," she smiled at me and lightly hooked a claw under my chin, drawing me near.

"Mrrrr?" I quietly inquired nuzzling her gently.

"You free tonight?"

I was still working the bar nights, but I had swapped shifts and worked earlier today, just in case the job ran over. Plus I knew what Reshera usually liked to do after a big job. "Un huh," I mumbled quietly.

"Not talkin' much tonight are ya?" She grinned leading me down to the street.

"Not inna' talking mood." I grinned back lazily. 

"Good," She laughed and led me over to her car. We took a slow drive back to her place and spent the evening in rather athletic pursuits.

This was fine with me, I thought to myself early the next morning as I lay awake in bed, with her curled up against my chest. I gave some thought to my plans, if things continued like this I could be out of here in three or four months.

I looked at the clock, it was early still and I didn't have to show up at work for almost an hour, but I really wasn't tired. I gently untangled myself from her and got out of bed.

"Hunnnnn?" She mewed at me as I got up.

"Work, go back to sleep." I said quietly and she closed her half-open eye and made a little growl of acknowledgement.

I used her fresher to clean up then headed down to the warehouse. It was a good walk, but I didn't mind. It was nice to get out and stretch my legs every once in a while. I looked at the buildings and the sky in the weak light of the early dawn. It was cloudy and rain seemed to be on the way. Not surprising around here, the weather was always less then perfect.

It was about then I noticed the car following me. 

Whoever it was, they were really trying to be discrete, but there was very little traffic heading the same way I was. So I eventually noticed it after a couple of miles. I wondered who it was, I had done my best to keep a low profile of course so I didn't think it was a local group. But if it was the company I would have expected a more proactive response.

I though about this as I continued on, not letting it show I was wise to whoever it was. I did manage to lose the car when I came to the warehouse area, I went through one of the pedestrian gates. I would like to have seen if anybody got out of the car to follow on foot, but it would have been obvious that I was wise to them.

I put in my ten hours, then went to the bar were I was once again working tonight. I didn't notice anyone following me there, but that didn't mean they weren't. I did my four at the bar, then slipped quietly out the back and started to snoop around myself.

It took me a while, but I found the car. It was empty and I made a quick pass by it. A quick sniff of the door brought me a surprising scent - female, and a Leopard! If I wasn't suspicious before I was now. The local cops were mostly Dobermans and Shepherds, I made a quick move for the shadows and then the roof tops. Once I got a good vantage point I settled down to watch.

It didn't take long, I saw a female leopard head for the car followed by a Badger.

"Do you think we were made?" I thought I heard the Badger ask as they got into the car. I didn't hear her response as he closed the door, but it looked like it was a negative. I sure hoped so.

They sat there for about two minutes then another car pulled up alongside and a Ferret leaned over and talked with her in very hushed tones for a couple of minutes. I strained my ears all I could and thought I heard comments about where I might have gone. 

But I did hear one word perfectly clear, it was "Jotun", and it was asked as a question. That told me who they were, I guess they still weren't sure it was me, but I doubted that would last much longer.

But how had they tracked me here? 

They drove off then, I presume in search of me. I decided it was a good time to go home and see what they knew. I made my way back down to the streets then cautiously through the alleys to the rather poor hovel I rented in a cheap apartment house. I didn't see either of the cars, but I didn't take any chances. I slipped around carefully until I was sure there was no one watching, then snuck quietly inside the back. When I got upstairs I found the room down the hall from mine had an occupant now, it had been vacant since I had moved in.

A little quiet sniffing around the door told me two important things. The first was that there was a lone Ferret inside right now. The second was that a certain female Leopard had been there in the past. I knocked quietly at the door and waited until I heard the sound of somebody approaching.

I also heard the distinct sound of the action on a pistol being worked.

When I judged them to be close enough I kicked the door in with a rather loud crash and attacked. She got out the word 'help' as I kicked her face in, then she collapsed unconscious. I quickly stripped off her headset and slipped it on myself.

"Tresha? Come in Tresha!" I heard while looking around the room quickly. There was a video monitor set up showing my room, there was also a trigger for some kind of remote detonator. There wasn't much else, this obviously wasn't their base, just a post.

I found a rather large sack and a crate, it wasn't hard to figure out what they were for. I trussed her up and stuck her in the sack then left quickly carrying her over my shoulder. I could hear the concern in the voice of whoever was trying to contact my new friend, so I didn't doubt that help was on the way. I headed for my own little hidey hole, the one I had set up for just this kind of occasion.

When I got there I got her out and tied her to the table, she was conscious and obviously in a lot of pain. I dug out the first aid kit I had there and patched her up best I could. After I searched her of course, I didn't want to find out she had a tracker on her when it was too late. She didn't, but she did have a few clips for the gun, which I had brought along.

"Sorry about the jaw Tresha," I said as I shot her with a pain killer. "Especially as I'm going to have to ask you a few questions."

"Why should I tell you anything?" She lisped bravely, I could smell the fear, she reeked of it. And I could see the pain in her eyes when she talked, I had broken her jaw after all.

"Don't talk until the pain killer has had a little time to work," I admonished her. "I really don't want to make this any worse than it has to be okay?"

She looked at me wide eyed and just stared.

"Okay," I sighed, "Be that way. Now what I want to know is simple. Who do you work for, and where is your command post?"

"Go to hell!" She hissed then winced.

"Do you know who I am?" I hissed at her very quietly with my face only inches from hers. "Do you know what I do?" 

She didn't take it well, she started to quietly cry.

"I guess you do huh?" I said in a more normal voice and sat down next to her. I tried to stroke her head and comfort her, but that only made it worse. "Oh calm down, if I was going to kill you, you'd be dead already! Really, get a grip! Okay?"

She composed herself a bit, then looked at me again.

"Now, if you want to save the others on your team, tell me what I want to know."

"Why should I trust you?" She lisped.

"Because you have no choice, because not everything you know is true, because I let you live. I don't know, pick one. Now who do you work for?"

"Tri-Star."

"Good, that means this is still a company matter. I was afraid you might be somebody else."

"That matters?" She looked surprised.

"Of course, I haven't gone rogue. I'm just hiding out until things calm down. Now, where is your command post?"

"I can't tell you that, even if I do believe you."

"Well, at least you have guts. I suppose I could make you tell me," she stiffened when I said that. "But I've done enough to you already I think. What's your leaders name?"

No response.

"Oh come on, that won't get you in trouble! Give it up."

She thought about it a moment, "Jocel." 

"Thank you," I smiled. "So what did they tell you about me anyway? I have to admit I'm kind of curious." 

"That you were deadly, dangerous, and to be brought back alive if possible."

"Really?" I said surprised looking over at her, "Alive? I figured they would have wanted me dead, period."

She gave me another one of those wide-eyed looks.

"Oh, you're lying," I chuckled. "Was that to make me feel better or just to try and save your skin?" I got up and started to assemble my gear, what little I had acquired so far that is.

"Never mind," I sighed and looked over my meager kit. "Close your eyes and relax. It'll be a while before your friends find you." And I grabbed my stuff and left.

When I got out to the street I planned my little trap. It was fairly simple, so hopefully it would work.

"Jocel?" I asked using the headset.

Silence.

"Jocel? Anybody? You want Tresha back?"

More Silence.

"She's alive you know. I needed to ask her a few questions, but well she isn't talking much. Seems I hurt her a little more then I meant to."

Still no reply.

"Well anyway, I figure you should have a fairly good fix on me by now. She's about twenty meters due north of my present position, in the concrete blockhouse. I'd bring a doc and get here quick, I wouldn't want anything bad to happen to a fellow employee and all that."

I did a five count.

"You know, everything you heard about me probably isn't true. After all, could I really be that bad?" 

Then I dropped the headset and ran. I got out of sight just as the first one snuck up on the scene. It was the other Ferret, which didn't surprise me one bit, he was probably her mate.

I carefully withdrew and watched the whole thing from as far away as I could. They took about two hours approaching that blockhouse, and during that time I was able to pick out the female Leopard in question. Eventually they came out with Tresha, and I could see the look of relief on the male Ferret's face with my binoculars from two blocks away.

I could also see the Leopard shaking her head in confusion. Wondering why I hadn't killed I was sure. Especially when I had blown my cover so thoroughly. They loaded Tresha into their car, and found the bug I had planted in her clothes. They also picked up the headset and took it with them.

I had expected them to find the bug, but I had tinkered with the head set. Actually I had just stepped on it first. But the transmit switch was loose now, and every time the headset shook or vibrated, it broadcast. So I tracked that back to their base.

It turned out to be an old warehouse on the edge of the port district. Not a bad location really, it was outside of the Port proper, so they wouldn't have to spend time going through the security checks that were part of entering the Port's main warehouse district.

I found myself a good place to watch and settled in for a long wait. 

Over the next twenty hours I counted six of them. That made seven total if I added in my Ferret friend, who stayed inside the whole time. My stomach growled its hunger and my legs complained from the total lack of motion. I couldn't do anything about the food situation, but I could stretch my legs some and work out the kinks. 

Eventually they were almost all out of the building, I guess they were trying hard to pick up the trail. I carefully picked my way in at that point, pausing only to relieve myself in an ally. I got inside with a minimum of trouble, there were only the two Ferrets inside presently so I didn't expect too much trouble. 

I found the stuff I was looking for with a minimum of searching, they had several canisters of a pacification gas. I took them and a mask and crawled up into the rafters to wait and see what happened next. The male Ferret was spending all his time with the female, who still seemed rather upset. At least somebody had fixed her jaw, a day or two and she'd by fine.

I must have dozed off, not much of a surprise really as I'd been awake for nearly two days. I awoke with a start, I knew where I was, I knew what I was doing, and I was still hidden. I carefully looked around to see what had bothered me. I heard it again before I had even peeked out of the shadows.

"I told you I don't know nuthin' bout him, OKAY?" 

It was Rashera's voice, they must have brought her in for interrogation. I guess they were getting desperate, I had dropped totally out of sight again as far as they were concerned.

"Listen lady, and I use that term loosely," I heard the voice of the female Leopard for the first time. 

I kind of liked it.

"We know you've been screwing him, and we know about your little side jobs at work. So tell us what we want to know or we'll turn you over to the Port police."

"So I was sleepin' with him occasionally, that doesn't mean I know anything else about him. As for the other stuff, I have no idea at all what you mean!" She hissed and snarled the last out angrily and I heard and almost felt a very loud slap.

"Watch it, try that again and I'll mess you up good. Understand?"

Obviously Reshera had tried something. I couldn't see them from the corner I was hiding in, too much junk piled around. So I put on the mask and opened up the first canister. I set it by one of the outflow vents for the Air Conditioner then grabbed the other two and started to crawl down to the floor. 

Once I got there I opened the next up wide and set it by the front door. Then I stalked carefully towards the ongoing interrogation, where Reshera was working her way through some of her more colorful descriptions of the other's heritage, upbringing and social conduct. It wasn't having much of an effect from what I could hear.

I listened and waited for the right moment then stepped out and tossed the last hissing canister to Jocel, who caught it reflexively and then had a moment to register shock on her face as she passed out. She was followed in seconds by the rest of the group.

It turned out that all seven of them were there, luckily for me. I took my time and carefully tied them all up, I wasn't going to take any chances. I got Reshera outside and conscious, and told her to go home and forget everything, me included.

"I'll miss you Hon," she sighed as she walked away.

"No, no you won't," I mumbled to myself and went back inside, I was sure she’d have another distraction lined up soon enough. I spent the next hour searching rather carefully until I found what I was really looking for. The cash box. They had more than enough money for me to buy the passage I wanted, once I added my own stash to it. All non-traceable too, typical for a special ops outing. I packed that and a few other odds and ends in a bag that I borrowed, then went to look over my newest friend.

She was rather attractive as Leopards go. Not a raving beauty, but she had a certain grace and presence, which she still managed to convey while glaring at me gagged and bound spread eagle on one of the crates. I walked up to her and undid the gag.

"Hello Jocel," I smiled and gave her a little bow, "Allow me to introduce myself ..."

"I know who you are Jotun!" She snarled unhappily.

"Then you should be rather happy that you and your team are all still alive. And likely to remain that way I might add," I sighed.

"Please, you're just a cold sadistic bastard who likes to kill and hurt people. So don't patronize me okay?" Then she hissed a challenge at me.

It got me all right, I was on top of her with my teeth grabbing her throat in a flash. I waited for her to submit, among Leopard culture a challenge rarely went unanswered. But it rarely led to death either.

"Don't push my buttons Jocel," I growled softly, "I may not kill you but I just might hurt you!" Then I slowly released my grip and lay down on top of her prone body.

"Get off of me!" she snarled.

"No." And I grabbed her head with both hands and gave her a buss and a little nip. That really pissed her off.

"You bastard, I'll get you for that!"

"Probably," I replied sadly. "But not before I take care of some company business."

"What do you mean?" She looked interested all of the sudden.

"Anybody ever tell you how cute you are?" I smiled and butted heads with her.

She snarled and tried to bite me, not wanting any of it.

"Don't worry," I purred, "I stashed the rest of your people out of earshot. I didn't want any interruptions."

"You mean witnesses," she hissed at me.

"That too, but more for your protection than mine," I groomed her throat a little and she growled angrily. But she wasn't able to twist enough to stop me.

"Stop that!" She snarled again.

"There was a time when a lovely fem like yourself would have been flattered by the attentions of the Corporation's head Assassin," I purred quietly.

"Not this cat."

"Ohhhh?" I rumbled "And just what were you going to do to me when you caught me?"

She stopped breathing for a second and I knew the answer.

"Well? Come on, let’s hear it!" I growled in her face, she growled herself but wouldn't make eye contact.

"What's a matter? Can't bring yourself to admit that you were going to kill me? That you're an Assassin, just like me?" I hissed quietly in her ear.

"No I'm NOT like you!" She yelled, "I don't enjoy it like you do!"

"So you say," I got up and grabbed my bag. "But then I don't enjoy it anymore either," I said sadly. "Otherwise you and all your friends here would be dead. Remember that when you finally catch up with me, I showed you mercy when we all know I should have killed you instead.

"Maybe you can do the same for me someday."

"Not very damn likely!" I heard her call out behind me as I left.

I have to admit I had to restrain the urge to go back there and strangle her for that. I still had a bit of a temper, but I had a conscious and ethics as well now. At least that was the reason I gave myself for not doing anything. 

 

I was able to buy myself a position on a ship leaving that very evening. Which was another instance of my luck holding out. I used my other ID to buy the position, so hopefully my trail would be cold for at least a little while.

I was even wondering how long it took them to free themselves as I started learning my new trade as a freight handler.
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I had a lot of time to think on my trip back to earth. Getting a ship that was heading there hadn't been the hard part. Most ships leaving Alexandria were headed that way, bringing back valuable raw materials. The question that was most on my mind had to do with the race I was running. 

It wouldn't take them long to figure out which way I was headed. After that figuring out the ship and my new ID wouldn't be too hard either. On the one hand it looked like they were trying to keep this strictly a company matter. But on the other hand this was Earth we were talking about. At least they would have to send the message by ship, there still wasn't any FTL radio so everything went by courier or packet. And I had a decent head start there.

I'd have to get a new ID as soon as possible, that much was clear. I'd also have to get to Earth as soon as possible, the Moon was just too easy a place to be cornered. So I spent the next two months in transit worrying about how I'd manage to get down to Earth once we got there.

When we got to the Moon it took only three days to unload. We were then given four days leave until we had to load for the trip out. A trip I wasn't going to be making myself. I still hadn't figured out how I was going to get Earthside when the First officer solved it for me.

"Hey Gantrel, you ever been to Earth?" He asked.

"Excuse me sir?" I asked flabbergast.

"Do you want to go down and do some sight seeing with the rest of us?" He asked again.

"Un, Sure. I'd love too."

"Meet us by the main hatch in half an hour then." And he left.

I quickly finished up what I was doing, grabbed my stuff and ran to meet them.

"I though Animorphs weren't allowed on Earth." I ventured as we started off for the shuttles.

"Oh you're not liked much there Gantrel, don't forget that while we're down there. But a few places let Animorphs in and out as long as they behave. Only a few places are very restrictive, say the old US for instance. They're not very big on your type."

"Oh, thanks. I'll remember that."

The trip down was rather pleasant, we landed in a central American country and were passed through with very little trouble. Mostly because we weren't carrying that much. This was supposed to be a short excursion after all. I wasn't carrying much of anything myself, I had planted it all on the First Officer, on the general assumption that since he was a Human, they wouldn't search him that carefully.

I wasn't wrong either. I and the other morphs were searched quite carefully, if not quickly. Once we had left the Port area, I carefully reclaimed the few items that I thought I might need. We then headed into the city to see the sights and hit the bars. The First Officer was a decent chap, and I really felt sorry later that night when I ditched him and the rest of the crew. At least I had bought a few rounds and got them all fairly drunk.

The first order of business was to get far away, fast. That wasn't too difficult, I remembered from my last time on Earth that ground transportation was quite popular for shipping. Also with the American Common Market, cargo wasn't inspected as it crossed borders. Only when it was loaded and unloaded. So I headed to the shipping docks back in the Port area and snuck in.

It took a while but I managed to find something bound for Quebec before the sun rose. I broke in and then found a good place to sleep.

I awoke when they started to move the container onto a rail car. I took advantage of the noise to punch a few extra air holes in the top of the container where they hopefully wouldn't be noticed. Once things settled down I went back to sleep. It was a long way to Canada from where I had started out, about twenty hours. It got fairly hot inside that container during the day, but when night came it cooled right back down. When the train stopped and I felt the container moved off I got ready to leave. 

I broke out when I thought it was safe and carefully snuck out of the yard. Getting out of the yard took a while, but they were more concerned with contraband than people. I went out and found a place that served food to people like me, then stole a car. My best view of Quebec came in the rear view mirror as I headed south.

I still had a good memory of the area from my last mission, so I drove until I got within twenty miles of the border, then hid the car and found a place to sleep. The next night I just walked across one of the several thousand or so miles of unguarded border. Then I stole another car and headed for Newark. I would like to have gone to New York, but morphs weren't very welcome there. On the other hand I had learned that Newark was full of them.

Of course Newark was also a filthy pit of a city that no self respecting Human would even set foot in. Somebody had set off a fizzler there about seventy years ago during some Pan-Arab crisis or other. It was supposed to have been a bomb for New York of course, but the Government had gotten wind of it, so the terrorists took what they could get.

Rumor had it that the radiation had been cleaned up years ago, the present problems came from the toxic waste all the neighboring communities had tossed there afterwards. After all, nobody Human lived there anymore right?

It took me four days of driving by night to get to the city. Of course I did stop in some towns and do some resupplying, Binghamton I think it was. Anyway a little midnight shopping did wonders for my gear situation, thank providence for small towns I guess. 

So I rolled into the outskirts of Newark with just about everything I felt I needed. After I ditched the car I found some public transportation deeper into the heart of the city. I was surprised at all the Humans still about this late at night and if any were surprised to see a Leopard they sure didn't show it.

Once I got into the heart of the city I started to see more Ani's and less Humans. But there were still more of them then there were of us. Of course they all looked to be the bums and dregs while we looked to be the upper class in this hellhole. I checked the hotels and managed to find one that took cash and didn't ask questions. Strangely it wasn't one of the ones that catered strictly to my kind, I had to room at some human flophouse.

After stashing my gear where it would hopefully remain safe from other nightcrawlers I went out and found myself some food and drink. I quickly noticed the dichotomy in the crowd. It truly was a two class system with us in the higher order, and neither group even acknowledged that the other existed. Both lived here because they didn't have much of a choice, but for the Humans it was a downfall. For us it was an elevation.

The other interesting thing I noticed were the cops. There weren't any, not a one. Curious, very curious.

I found a bar that looked like it might serve what I wanted and slid inside. The crowd was mostly Animorphs like myself, and those humans that were in here didn't look like the vast majority of those out on the streets. Probably slumming I guess.

"Can I get you anything?" Asked the Barkeep, an old Ram with a rather impressive set of horns.

"Beer," I sighed.

"Any preferences?" 

"Whatever's good."

He grabbed a mug off the wall and stuck it under the tap, "New around here?"

"Shows huh?" 

"You don't smell of the city yet. More like the open spaces and the mountains." He handed me the beer.

"I just got in an hour ago." I handed him some folding money and waved his hand back, "Keep the change. This place is really something different," I motioned to the streets.

"Never been to a city before?" He looked a little surprised.

"No, I've been to lots of cities. Just never one where things were so," I paused thinking, "reversed is I guess the word for it. We're not on the bottom of the social ladder here."

"Oh don't get fooled, everything here is still owned and run by the Humans," He spit on the ground. "They just don't show their faces here after dark."

"What about all the riff-raff outside?" I replied taking a careful sip of my beer. Mugs and muzzles made drinking a little tricky, I usually preferred a bowl style mug myself.

"Oh them? That's another one of our keeper's jokes on us, that's all. They let the bums and the winos come here. No 'self respecting' folk will come down here, there's no police among other things, and there's all us damn animals!" He gave a sharp little laugh. He was obviously warming up on one of his favorite subjects.

"What about some of those folks?" I motioned to the small scattering of Humans in the bar.

"Well, some of those are here to make a buck. If you know what I mean," 

I did and I filed that away for future notice.

"As for the others," he continued, "Well, they're not all bad. Some are actually quite decent. Just not too many of them."

"You're preaching to the choir on that one!" I sighed quietly and drank some more of my beer.

"So what are you in town for?" he asked curiously, picking up a glass and starting to clean it. I could see I had an audience in him, whether I wanted one or not. As there was another bartender in the place and it was slow, I didn't think he'd be called away soon either.

"I have a training class to go to in East Rutherford. I had an extra day for once and I thought I'd check this town out.

"I gotta tell you though, it's not what I expected."

"You just came here to take a look see, that's all?" He looked at me expectantly.

"Weeellll," I looked at him conspiratorially, "I've been on a leash for ten years now. Every chance I get to stick it to them, or get some slack, I take."

He nodded in agreement. "Figured it might be something like that. So is this a getaway, or a stick it?"

"A little of both actually. I'm hoping to get a few things while I'm here to make life a little tough for this asshole who just got promoted into being my boss. The sooner I get the shit transfered, fired, or even promoted up, the happier I'll be!"

"Promoted up? Can't say I've ever heard of anyone doing that one before!" He looked downright shocked.

"Listen, if I don't get this guy out of my fur I'm gonna rip his throat out. He sent my mate away on a twelve month assignment!" I growled quite convincingly, "And now that she's due back in two months he wants to send me out on one, before she even gets back! I don't really care what it takes, I just want him gone! Up, down, right or left, I just don't give a damn. Hell I'd shave if I thought it would work!"

He laughed at last line, "Boy you sound like you got it tough alright. Mated though huh? I guess that means you're not interested in that kind of action then."

"Na, I need something I can use to get this guy moving."

"So what did ya' come looking for?"

Now it was my turn to look shocked at him, "Me do something illegal? What ever could you mean?" And I gave him a really nasty grin.

"I think I get the point," he chuckled back, "See that Boar over there by the rear door?"

I nodded.

"He seems to have access to all sorts of things that one shouldn't. Maybe you should talk to him."

"What's he drinking?"

"Scotch."

"Fine give me one, and another beer. Oh and in a bowl this time okay?"

"Sure thing." and I exchanged cash for the drinks, with a hefty tip of course.

I walked over to the Boar and set the scotch down in front of him.

"Yes dear fellow? How may I be of assistance to you?" he asked in a very cultured voice, with a hint of a West Indies accent.

"I've been told that you seem to have an ability in the areas of procurement," I sat down across from him and took a sip from my bowl.

"So you've come here bearing gifts, that I might welcome your requests?" He looked pointedly at the drink.

"Drink it, I'm not greek." I said with a slight sigh.

"Ah, someone with an education I see!" He smiled, kind of tough to do with those tusks, and picked up my offering. "Cheers!" He toasted and I nodded back, watching him drink.

"So, what is it you want?"

"Fake ID," I said bluntly.

"That is really quite a lot to ask you know. People get executed for that all the time here."

"You mean Morphs get executed all the time. Last I checked we still weren't people." I smiled sourly.

"You're not one of those are you?" He asked disappointedly.

"One of what?" I asked looking honestly confused.

"A revolutionary, my dear sir. What else?" He looked at me closely.

I laughed, and tried not to spill my beer, "Oh no! Not me! I'm not out to change the world, just even some scores."

"Ahh, so why a fake ID?"

"That's my business. I need one, two if possible. Both for someone who looks just like me, except with black fur. Problem?"

"How good?"

"Good enough to get on a plane, or pass a simple check. Nothing more. I expect these will be used a few times to make a record that I can point to later on."

"Getting somebody else in trouble isn't the polite thing to do you know." He looked disappointed.

"No it isn't, that's what makes paybacks such an enjoyable exploit. Revenge is a dish best served cold is it not?" I growled quietly. He raised an eyebrow and so I related the story of my mate’s return and my possible departure before her return.

"Ahh, I see. In that case I guess we can do business. How soon do you need them?"

"Tomorrow or sooner. I can't stay here long, I've got to be back at work. How much?"

He named a high price, and I made my counter offer. He came down some, more when he heard what I had to trade. I had stolen a few really expensive items on my little shopping spree.

"Come back here in six hours. Meet me outside at the back door."

"That soon?" I was surprised.

"Sir, you injure me! I'm a professional, and this is actually a common request, though perhaps your use is different than most."

"Fine, see you in six then." And I got up and left. 

Back at my room I found my possessions still undisturbed, which was reassuring. Then I set my watch and when to sleep. Four hours later I awoke, cleaned up and checked out. I got to my meeting spot a good ninety minutes beforehand, and found a nice dark spot to wait. It was a busy alley; I watched ten drug deals, and three prostitution deals, one of which was consummated right there. And four handoffs of merchandise of some kind.

The Boar showed up right on time, with only one friend which surprised me, I thought he would have brought two. But then this was a pretty busy place. 

"Do you have the things we agreed upon sir?" He asked quietly.

"Of course. First the ID's?" and I held out my hand.

He passed them over and I gave them a careful look. They were what I had asked for, better actually. I guess quality wasn't a big problem down here. I nodded towards the bag on the ground.

"It's all there, check it out."

He motioned to his friend who did just that.

"It's all there Boss." 

"Good." He turned to me, "It's been a pleasure doing business with you sir. Until we meet again?" he smiled.

"Yes, who knows. I may have need of other things in a few months if these don't turn the trick." And I smiled very carefully back at him.

He gave a little nod, then turned and left.

I headed in the other direction and made for the outskirts of town.

I had what I wanted in the way of a cover, now I just needed some kind of a plan. I stopped on the fringe of the city and found myself a private data terminal. After pumping it full of hard cash, I made sure there weren't any spy cameras or such in it, then logged in.

It took me a while to connect up with my old accounts. Those on the moon were long dead of course, it didn't take long to discover that. And about half of my Earth bound ones were history too. But not the important ones, they had self logging features so they looked like they were used at least once a week.

There was a lot of mail of course. A lot of my old net contacts wanted to know what had happened to me. I just dumped the mail onto a card for later examination. Then I came across the reply I had been hoping for.

It was three years old.

I cut through the header and other junk and read what it had to say.

'TU952-4RIZ99E is an extremely difficult person to identify. Can you give me a little more on why I should tell you? Assuming of course I can find out.'

The bastard was hedging on me! After all the stuff I'd fed him too! I hit the next key, and was suddenly surprised to see another message in the Que.

This one was two years old.

'In regards to the mystery man, and it is a man. I have finally discovered today who it was. Quite by accident. His name is Siedman, and he is now the president of the corporation.'

That hit a nerve all right! I read some more.

'I fear we are all in for some serious trouble now, he was behind the Lunar thing it seems.'

How the hell did he know about that? I spent the next two hours net surfing and found out a little more about my contact. He wasn't a junior VP anymore, he was a senior one, a very senior one. Curiouser and curiouser, all right. 

Then I looked into Siedman. He was living in New York City. And living pretty high too. I dug up some images on the net, it was Siedman, and I could even see Jaime in the background of some of them. Still riding his coattails I guess.

I burned for a moment when I remembered that picture she had sold me out with. I was going to have to pay her a visit, and soon. I took a few moments to track down her address in the company payroll roster, which I had cracked into years ago. Then on a lark I took a look for Harold. Strangely enough I couldn't find him anywhere. I jumped over into personnel and found out why, he'd quit the company over three years ago. About a month after the moon Raid.

Guess he couldn't handle the strain. It didn't say anything further about him either, but then the file had been closed by Siedman's personal order.

I was just about to log off when suddenly a message arrived in my account, from my VP contact of all people. I put it up.

'Siedman sold you out. Your two wolven friends as well. He thinks you're still loyal to him and he knows you're here. Don't trust him, he is trying to have you killed. Good Hunting Jotun.'

I cleared the board, logged out quick and took off running. I didn't know how he had found out who I was, or that I was back even, and I wasn't going to stay around and find out. As for what he said, well he had never lied to me before. But I'd have to check out the info, and I think I knew just the person to ask.

And I wouldn't even have to ask nicely.
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It was cool on the rooftops of New York. Jaime had a rather nice apartment in an exclusive section of Roosevelt Island. I was surprised that she lived so far from her meal ticket, namely Siedman. But perhaps he preferred to keep a little distance between them. After all, he was a Corporate President trying to make the move to CEO. She was still just a bodyguard, and in my opinion a rather poor one at that. 

Of course you couldn't screw most bodyguards either, but then I suspected that in one way or another Siedman screwed everybody. It sure looked like he had screwed me.

I made my way down inside the building, I had spent a couple of days preparing for this. The Phone Company outfit made me look like just another of the myriad of workers in the city. Lucky for me the phone company was one of the few companies that had stopped using Human workers. Most Unions in New York wouldn't allow it, but the phone company had broken their union over a hundred years ago and didn't care.

I carefully let myself inside her apartment when no one was watching. During my time on the roof I had found her connections to the building security system and made some major changes. Once inside I carefully searched the whole place. It was quite enlightening, and I'm not just talking about all the strange toys I found in the bottom draw of her dresser. Obviously Jaime suffered from some major kinks.

But there were three guns stashed around the apartment, one in each room, plus a forth in the bedroom under the pillow. I disabled each by pulling the firing circuit out. Next I looked for knives and alarms.

I did find a panic switch on the regular alarm, and a rather large knife tapped under the dresser, but nothing else. Obviously she was just not paranoid enough in my opinion. I checked again to be sure, because I was more than paranoid enough. After satisfying my peace of mind, I took a shower and cleaned myself up. The black dye I had placed on my hands, feet, and head was fairly annoying. But I had needed it for the fake ID. But when Jaime came home from work in six hours I didn't want there to be any doubts.

Once I was done I carefully cleaned things up, then crawled into the closet and curled up to sleep.

 

I woke to the sound of a key turning in the lock of the front door. I checked my watch and saw that it was ten PM. She must have gone out after work I guess. Perking up my ears I carefully listened to her enter the apartment. 

"Let’s see, bills, bills, and junk mail," I heard the rustle of paper and the sounds of her dropping something on a table. Next I listened as she played back her answering service. From the sounds of it she wasn't just Siedman's plaything. I wonder what he thought about it? I'm sure he knew, he probably used Jaime to get at others, maybe she was great in bed. She had to be good at something.

I lay there comfortably and waited. It didn't take long, she went into the bathroom and took a shower. I slipped out of the closet and quietly went into the living room and hid in the closet there. Then I listened some more as she came out of her bathroom, put on a nightgown I guess, then climbed into bed. 

For my part I just sat there and waited for a while. I wanted to be sure she was in a deep sleep. After about an hour I though it was about time and quietly made for the bedroom. I stopped to check that her work gun was still in her purse, then when I entered the bedroom I did a careful search to see if she had brought another one in. There was a holstered one on the back of a chair, and I quietly removed it.

Then I just stood at the bed and stared at her in the dark for a few minutes, deciding.

"Hello Jaime," I finally said turning on the lights.

"Huh? What?" She asked groggily. "YOU!" She was suddenly wide awake. 

I watched carefully as she pulled the pistol out from under the pillow and pointed it at me.

"Freeze furball, or I'll spread your brains on the wall."

"Gee, is that anyway to treat an old friend and co-worker?" I said smiling. But I carefully spread my arms and let her see I wasn't carrying anything. "Thought I was dead, didn't you?"

"I had hoped, nobody thought you could stay underground for as many years as this. Especially on the Moon or Earth."

Boy she was dumb. "I guess Siedman didn't tell you I was here then huh?" I deadpanned.

"Siedman knows?" She looked surprised.

"Of course. I'm shocked he didn't tell you. You were out with him tonight weren't you?"

"Yes I was." She looked at me rather suspiciously, "Did he send you here?"

"No, of course not." I smiled slowly, "This is between us. I want to know why you had Shotoon, Rieselle and Azelett killed." I paused and stared hard at her, "and how." I added as an after thought.

She laughed, "You thought I did that?"

"Who else? It was obviously an attempt to kill me made by someone on the inside. You're the most obvious candidate."

"Well it wasn't me." Then she added craftily, "My plan was to get you killed after the hit. Bill had said he probably wouldn't need you anymore afterwards."

"Then who was it?" I growled.

"That's none of your business," She smiled. "And watch that growling. I'd hate to have to clean your brains off the wall."

"Sorry, I forgot myself," I pondered a moment. "So you don't know who was responsible then either."

"I didn't say that!" She gave me that evil grin again.

"Then tell me who!" I demanded.

"I'll take it under consideration," she laughed nastily. "Now move towards the bathroom."

"No," I growled. "You tell me who. Or else."

"I'd rather you suffered not knowing," She snarled. "Now move it or you'll die where you stand."

"What into the bathroom? So you can shoot me there? Really now Jaime, what kind of fool do you take me for?" I took a step forward, closer to her bed. "I'd suggest you just tell me what I want to know. It'll make your death that much less painful."

"Fuck off!" She snarled again and pulled the trigger.

And nothing happened. The look of confusion and surprise on her face lasted only until I grabbed her ankle, then it was one of total hatred.

"Come to papa!" I grinned and dragged her kicking to me.

"I'll kill you with my bare hands you fleabag!"

I didn't waste any breath talking. I just attacked.

It didn't take too long to overpower her, she did put up a decent fight I'll admit. But then she wasn't able to bite and claw like I was. Not with any real effectiveness at least. I ended it by hitting her head against the floor until she passed out.

Then I carefully tied her to the bed with the rope I had brought along. Her own rope didn't look strong enough to me.

"Wake up!" I called as I threw a cold glass of water in her face. She came to slowly.

"Let me go you ..." and she called me every name I had ever heard of and then a few dozen more I hadn't.

"Or what?" I smiled and drew out my knife. "You'll tell? I don't think so." And then I started in on her right leg for a while, peeling back the skin and carving carefully into the muscles and tendons, paying particular attention to the nerve groups. It was very messy, and she screamed rather loud at first.

"Good thing these walls are sound proofed, huh?" I looked up and smiled at her. "I'd hate to have to gag you and miss those wonderful screams of pain."

"Please! Stop!" She begged, I could see the terror in her eyes. I couldn't smell it very well anymore though. She had fouled herself several minutes ago.

"Then tell me what I want to know. Who gave up my friends."

"I don't know!" She cried.

"Opps, wrong answer," I sighed and started to work on her other leg for a few minutes. "Bet you though you couldn't feel anymore pain huh?" I asked when I stopped. Her voice was pretty horse now, all that screaming was rough on the throat.

"I don't know who got Azelett," She croaked, "I swear to you I don't!"

"But you know who got Rieselle and Shotoon, don't you?"

She looked real scared.

"Listen, I'm here. Whoever you're scared of isn't. Get the picture?" And I slowly drew my knife across her belly drawing more blood. She was really quite a mess now.

"Siedman did it!" She croaked out.

"Oh really now!" I said feigning disbelief, "Why would he do that? We were working for him!"

"It had to look good for the Senator. The whole thing was calculated to kill Kanarr while making the Senator look like he had tried to stop it. Of course you almost ruined it by trying to kill him too!"

"Why?"

"Why what?" She asked confused.

"Why were we trying to make a senator look good? Why was Kanarr a target?"

"Kanarr owned the Senator, but he was in the way. If we didn't make it look good Kanarr's people would have destroyed the Senator's career." 

She sounded a little breathless. Blood loss I guess.

"So why were we helping the Senator?"

"Siedman needed him, he had to have more power to make his move to the head of the corporation."

"What about the hit on New Hope?" I wondered how a Senator could help Siedman become Corporation President.

"That was Siedman's old boss, the former head of Corporate Intelligence. He had the goods on Siedman and Siedman needed him out of the way."

"And all those other hits in those last few months?" I asked angrily.

"To stir up anti-corporation sentiment on Earth, give his government allies more power. After the raid on the Moon he negotiated a deal with the Earth government."

"Let me guess, he negotiated it with the Senator."

"Right, and did so well that the influence was enough to sail him into the Corporate Presidency."

"That bastard!" I growled, "And you were more than happy to help him too."

"Let me go now, please Jotun!" She begged.

"Sorry, there's still a little matter of a picture you supplied the police on the moon." I sighed and quickly drove the knife through her chest and into her heart. 

She looked shocked as she suddenly realized what I had done.

"I only promised to end the pain. Not let you live." I whispered. Then I reached up and closed her eyes after I saw the life go out of them.

I took a while to clean up the room, especially any traces I might have left. Then I went through her things and took what I though I could use. Weapons and ammo mostly. Some hard cash too. Then I made a nice little incendiary bomb and hooked it to the door. Whoever came in next would take care of any remaining evidence for me.

I spent the rest of the night getting out of the city and finding a place to hole up for a few days. Siedman was obviously my next target, and he knew I was coming. To try and pump him for information would probably be a bad idea, he'd be ready for me, even if he didn't know I was gunning for him. But after tonight he'd probably figure that out, and he had the whole corporation's resources to draw on. Plus there was that little group that was after me already. I expected them to show up any day now.

I needed a plan, and I needed one quick. I considered e-mailing my 'friend' again, but I was reluctant. His info still checked out, but my paranoia was running rampant. Then of course there was the fallout from tonight's little adventure:

I felt remorse.

After all the people I'd killed, it was funny how I could feel remorse over killing someone like Jaime. But I did. Killing Siedman would be easier, I hoped, after all he had set up my friends. And used up a lot of people for his personal gain. But I wasn't exactly looking forward to it. It was just something that had to be done.

I guess I really was changing, finally. I wonder if a time will come when I won't be able to kill in cold blood at all? Azalett would be proud of me then I guess. Maybe living through this wouldn't be such a bad thing after all. But once I hit Siedman, then what? I honestly didn't know.

Also I still didn't know who got Azelett. If I was going to go to all this trouble to take care of Rieselle and Shotoon's memories, I should take care of hers as well. I realised that I had forgotten to ask Jaime about the drug-dealer hit too. Oh well, nobody's perfect I guess. But would Siedman know about Azelett? Jaime didn't, and if had told her about the others I think he would have shared that as well.

I sighed feeling black for a moment. I probably would never find out about it. I should feel lucky that I was able to get as much information as I had. Jaime had been a lot better informed than I would have expected Siedman to have allowed her to be. 

 

The next day I was reading the news in a public street viewer I had rented, when I noticed a small article about a fire on Roosevelt Island earlier that morning.

"Damn" I softly swore to myself. That meant the body had been found already. That wasn't good.

I selected the article for the follow up story, and sure enough it listed one dead, Jaime. The death was listed as caused by the fire, but that didn't fool me. The Newspapers were controlled by the corporations, just like everything else. Somebody, probably Siedman, decided to squelch it.

I wonder if he had figured out I was after him? Or if he just though I went after Jaime because of the hate that had always existed between us? Might be worth investigating, maybe it would help me get close to him. I thought about it long and hard, an idea coming to mind.

I left the data booth in a more positive frame of mind.

And almost walked straight into a trap. If the wind hadn't shifted for an instant they would have had me. As it was I caught a very familiar female feline's scent an instant before rounding a corner. I backpedaled quickly, dropped a peppergas grenade and took off running.

I was dodging through people as I heard the cries of 'Stop or we'll shoot!' and 'Police!'. Both lies I figured, the local Police didn't hire animorphs and they couldn't shoot through the crowd without hitting humans. Or so I thought, I got hit just as I dove into a moving car.

"Hey, get outta my ..." the guy in the car started to say.

"Drive or get out!" I snarled in pain as I shoved a gun against his head. 

He drove.

I was glad about it too, I had been hit in the thigh and it hurt like the devil. I examined the hole, small caliber, no exit wound. Why the hell would they use a low speed, small caliber? I had an evil thought and grabbed my knife and started to cut away the material of the jumpsuit.

"Where are we going?" He asked keeping his eyes forward. I looked behind us, there was no sign of pursuit, yet.

"You see this?" I asked and held up one of my wiretap gadgets.

"Yeah," he said slightly nervous.

"Okay, when I say stop, you stop and let me out. This stays," I nodded at the box. "If you're still within five miles of me in five minutes." I paused for dramatic effect, "Boom!"

He looked nervous.

"Same thing happens if you stop, it's got a motion detector in it." I looked behind me as he turned the corner, then looked around. The street wasn't too crowded.

"Slow down, real slow." 

He did and I set the box on the ledge behind him. Then I opened the door and leaned out. "NOW GO!" And I jumped.

He went, and I rolled under a parked car. Hitting my head hard in the process. I saw stars and the world took on a definite yellow like tinge for a moment or two. Then I crawled out and started into the alleyway I spied, on my hands and knees.

I ducked in quickly when I heard a car come speeding around the corner. They took off in hot pursuit of my ride, so I crawled way back into the alley. 

Once there I put the handle of the gun in my mouth, then took the knife and started to cut into my leg.

"UHHHHHHHH!!!" I growled. The pain was tremendous, and my eyes watered as I dug in. I pulled the knife out and probed with my finger, I could feel the bullet. I cut with the knife again and my teeth clamped down even harder on the gun butt with my fangs. Then I dug in with my fingers and gouged out the bullet with my claws. 

When I came to I had several sharp shards of plastic from the pistol grip sticking into the roof and base of my mouth. I carefully picked them out then looked at the gash on my leg, there was about a half pint of blood on the ground and it was still bleeding well. I made a bandage out of my other pants leg and tied it down tight. Then I examined the bullet they had shot me with.

It was small, about a twenty two caliber. And it was hollow in the back, plugged with some kind of wax that was already melting off. I sniffed at it. It didn't smell like any poison that I knew, maybe it was just a soporific. I glanced down the alley then and noticed the people watching.

"Time to go!" I muttered and shakily got to my feet. I growled in pain and they quickly took off. I stumbled off in the opposite direction. I'd have company pretty soon I knew.

When I got to the street at the other end of the alley I looked around. It seemed quiet and somewhat normal, and I knew I had to get far away from here real quick. I looked for an opportunity and after a few seconds found one. Stumbling quickly over I crawled into the back of somebody's pickup truck and pulled some rags over my body and prayed to whatever God there was to watch out over my butt.

After what seemed like an eternity somebody came out and the truck moved off. I breathed a sigh of relief and passed out.

It was dark when I came to. I was still in the truck, I guess some of whatever was in the bullet had gotten into my blood. My leg was totally numb, as well as my hip. I carefully crawled out of the back and looked at where I was, some cabin out by a lake. Another resort area I guess. I slowly limped off into the woods, then stopped.

I had left a lot of blood in the back of that truck. Whoever owned it would surely find it. And start wondering. I limped back over to the cabin and listened quietly at the door. 

Just two people I concluded after listening for a while and sniffing at the base of the door. I checked my watch, it was almost ten, late enough that nobody should be around.

I knocked on the door.

"Who could that be this late?" I heard the woman ask.

"I'll go see," said the man.

I heard him get up and walk up to the door. 

"Hello?" He asked as he open it.

I hit him hard as he did, then clipped him hard again behind the head as he spun and knocked him unconscious.

"Shhh!" I said to the woman pointing one of Jaime's guns at her. She looked scared, but I'll give her credit for being made of sterner stuff than most, she didn't panic.

"What do you want?" She said as I stepped inside the door and closed it behind me.

"I am hurt and desperate," I began slowly. "While it would be easier to kill you both," and I motioned at the man and then her with the gun. "I would prefer not too.”

"So if you do as I tell you, you will have an exciting story to tell your friends."

"And if I don't?" She asked calmly.

"I'll kill you both," I sighed and then tried to smile, "But I promise to regret it. Now come over here."

She had blanched a little when I said it, but she wasn't dumb. I had the gun and there was no place she could go. She came.

"What do you want me to do?"

"Tie him up." And I directed her to tie, gag, and blindfold him. I didn't think he had gotten a good look at me and I figured the less the better and even told her so.

"But I know what you look like," She said and blanched again.

"So do the people who did this," and I motioned at my leg. "So don't sweat it." I checked her work, then had her sit down while I made a crude leash.

"Okay, here's how it works," I told her. "I'm going to put this on you, and tie the other end to me. You're not fast enough to untie it before I can get you, believe me." And I put it around her neck.

"Now, where's your first aid kit?"

She led me to the bathroom, and I made her sit on the toilet while I sat on the tub and took care of my leg. It was still totally numb from whatever was in the bullet, so I was able to clean it good and even sew it up without feeling a thing.

She threw up in the toilet however.

"Sorry," I apologized. "I should have blindfolded you I guess, huh?"

"Should have," she agreed quietly.

"Let's go see how your friend is doing, okay?"

"Husband," she said automatically. "Tom is my husband."

"Oh."

He was struggling to free himself when we entered.

"Stop that," I said quietly and he did.

He tried to talk with the gag on, making quiet a bit of noise.

"That's rather useless and I'm not going to remove it so please be quiet." I turned to the woman, "Tell him you're okay please?"

"I'm fine Tom. He hasn't done anything to hurt me."

"Okay? Now listen, as your wife will tell you after I've left I'm rather badly hurt. And I'm desperate. Otherwise I would never have bothered you folks. Do what I say and no one gets hurt."

"How long until you leave?" The woman asked unexpectedly.

"Tomorrow sometime I guess. I need to eat and rest. Once I leave you two I expect the police will get a report rather quickly." I smiled sadly as she shook her head no.

"We won't tell, I promise."

"Please don't lie okay? Anyway, once I get going I want to be rested so I can get safely away from here. I'll try to leave the truck someplace where it'll be found."

Then I hobbled over to the kitchen table and made her cook and serve me until I was so full I could barely move.

"Come here," I motioned her close. "I'm going to tie you up like he is." I motioned towards her husband who was still awake and listening. Had been for the last hour I guess. "Okay?"

She nodded and lay down on the floor. I tied her legs first, then the rest of her. Gagging but not blindfolding when I was done. Then I settled in for a short nap myself.

I awoke two hours later, as I had planned. My leg was still useless, I could feel it somewhat and it hurt terribly. But I could barely move it and I didn't feel anything more than the pain. I bent over and sniffed at the wound, I didn't smell any rot or infection. Also my leg felt fine to my hands as I examined it and seemed to be the right temperature. I guess there was some kind of a nerve block in that bullet. Could have been pretty nasty if I'd gotten a larger dose.

It took me forever to get up off the floor without making any noise. The two of them were both asleep from the sound of it, so I dug out my bag of tricks to see what I had. There were some sedatives from what I had liberated at Jaime's place, so I made up two injectors and gave each of them a good dose. 

Once I was sure they were out cold I untied them and dragged them onto a couch, so if anybody looked in a window, they would appear asleep. Then I set all the clocks ahead eight hours, destroyed all the phones and went outside and shut off the power to the house. Hopefully they wouldn't wake up until much, much later. I noticed a second car while I was looking for the fuse box. I decided to take that instead of the truck, less conspicuous.

I was about five miles from the house and just turning onto the Highway when two large sedans passed me moving in the opposite direction, rather quickly. I ducked. I don't think they were looking too closely at the car and I didn't see any brake lights. 

"Damn!" I swore softly to myself. How had they found me again so quickly? I flashed briefly back to that terrible day in April, which was only a year ago for me. Things weren't going good, they were getting closer every minute. What I had expected to be a six hour lead was now only a twenty minute one. Two bad private aircars were illegal in the United States, I could have put some real distance between me and my pursuers in one of those. I spun the car around in a U-turn and started heading away from New York City. Siedman would have to wait a little while longer. Survival was more important.

I found the interstate fairly quickly, and drove down it for about ten miles. I had the computer on and was busy digging through its brain making changes and pulling out circuit modules. What I finally did was get in a program to make it take a random direction at every interstate connection it got to. It had enough fuel for about twenty hours of travel, hopefully that would keep them occupied. Then I pulled the transponder circuit, so only the car showed on the traffic computer, not the ID. Once that was done I let the car see one of those electronic 'deer' and when it slowed, I jumped.

I hit hard and rolled off the road, bringing up against the guard rail with a loud 'OOOOF!'. I hurried to crawl off the roadside, just in case.

Dawn found me trudging my way through the forest. Limping was more like it, My leg was still numb and I think I had twisted my ankle when I had jumped. Hard to tell, I couldn't feel much below the wound site. Eventually I came across a stream and sat down to eat the food I had brought from the house. After a drink from its waters I found a likely tree and climbed up in to the crotch way up above the branches and went to sleep. 

I woke up quickly, and I knew where I was. It was quiet and nothing had awakened me. I tried my leg, it hurt terribly. I had sprained the ankle and the wound was giving me a lot of grief as well. Walking on it hadn't been a good idea I guess. But on the bright side the nerve block, or whatever it was, had worn off. I gingerly made my way down out of the tree, cutting off a nice sized branch with my knife on the way. Once back on the ground I made a splint for my leg before moving off. 

I had no idea of where I was, other than 'Pennsylvania'. So I just turned west and started walking. I took my time and enjoyed the forest around me. I was going to have to start looking for food soon, I hadn't thought to bring more than a meal with me from the house. But then I had thought I was heading back to the City. A line from an old play popped into my head then, something about 'The best laid plans of mice and men.' Add cats and assassins to that list too I guess. 

I got lucky and shot two rabbits later that day. I didn't like using one of the pistols, but I was in no shape to go run them down myself. Not that I think I could have, even in the best of shape. The pistols were fairly quiet anyway, being for inside work. I decided not to make a fire, eating the rabbits raw. Leopards are not picky eaters.

I slept in the trees again the next day, and at night started off again. I did finally see a town before dawn. I snuck in the next night and checked the news boxes, after making sure my fur was all black. There wasn't anything in the news about me, I guess the Corporation was still keeping the lid on the whole affair. So I figured it was safe to dig out my other fake ID and take a bus. With my last good coverall on I looked fairly presentable, and surprisingly nobody wondered what a Leopard was doing in the middle of Pennsylvania that morning at the Bus Depot.
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I took the bus as far as Chicago. I knew that sooner or later somebody would start thinking and check the bus lines. At least the bus companies were allowed to use Airbuses, so it only took a few hours to get there. Now if only I had an idea as to how long it would be until they caught my trail again.

Once in Chicago I went in search of a map. I didn't know much about the place, and I still didn't know my next step. But I knew that I was reacting, and that was bad. I needed to be proactive, make them do what I wanted them to, not the other way around. I found my way to the transit trains, and started to ride around the city while trying to come up with a plan.

Jocel would be here soon enough and I wanted to be ready for her when she arrived.

The Spaceport seemed to be the likely place to start, they'd expect me to go there, so I didn't want to disappoint them. My cash was limited, so I ended up walking from the transit station to the warehouse section. There were quite a few Animorphs down in this part of the city it turned out. O'Hare Spaceport was a major trans-shipment point, and it covered a huge chunk of real estate. I found a flophouse down there that would rent me a room, and crashed for the night.

The next day I paid for a week's rent and then left. I wasn't coming back, at least not to sleep. Then I went down to case out the warehouses. The first day didn't turn up much, I did find a safe place to sleep under an abandoned building though. The second day I did find a warehouse with a fairly good alarm system and some expensive goods. My leg was feeling a lot better now, the wound had closed and wasn't slowing me down too much. My ankle had recovered somewhat too and I felt up to a little after dark work.

So that night I by-passed the alarm and stole about a half million dollars in computer chips. I then went and found a fence and got a small fraction of the value for them. I wasn't doing this for the money, it was one of my company's warehouses. It wouldn't take them long to figure out who had the skill and knowledge to beat that alarm system. I wanted to draw in my hunters, mess with their minds a bit and then rub their noses in it. They were getting too close, I needed something to give them pause, make them hesitate for a moment.

I needed a little breathing room.

I went to the flophouse then, checking it out from a distance first to make sure they hadn't found it yet. Then I paid for another week's rent and made sure the room had my scent freshly in it. After I was sure it looked recently occupied I went across the street and staked it out. It didn't take long surprisingly, they really were close on my tail.

I watched as they carefully converged on the building. They were pretty good actually, each showed up on foot separately to avoid suspicion. What clued me off was when I saw my female Leopard friend in a duster, I'm sure she had some rather lethal equipment below that coat. Then as I hid there watching I realized that I had seen several other Animorphs dressed the same way enter the building. Rather smooth I must admit, they were good.

I shifted my attention up to my room, I had left the shades partially open so I was able to tell when they entered. They took their time about it, probably wanted to be sure I hadn't trapped the room. Once inside they did a quick search and left. About a minute later a small van pulled up in back of the place, I carefully shifted my vantage point to watch. 

She came out shortly after the van stopped, along with a Badger and a Wolf, both of whom I remembered from Alexandria. They started unloading equipment and carrying it upstairs.

I snuck up to the other side of the van and placed a tracker on it, then went back around to the front of the building to watch what happened.

They were setting up another trap like they had on Alexandria. Kind of predictable. I guess they hadn't stopped to realize that if I was repeating myself, maybe they shouldn't be. But at least they didn't put their watch room on the same floor this time. I smiled at that, also they left two people behind instead of one when they left to go track me down.

For my part I was careful when I followed the van back to their base of operations. After all, this could be a trap to sucker me in. When I caught up with them at their place I spent a few hours just watching. It looked clean, but I didn't see either of the Ferrets anywhere. I hadn't seen them back at my place either. 

That made me nervous.

I drew back a couple of blocks and started to search the area, carefully. I started with the buildings that were blocked from sight of my objective. Those were clean. Then I started looking at those that had a clear line of sight to Jocel's base, using the buildings I had checked for cover.

I was about five hours into my search when I found my Ferrets, they had a watch room set up on the base! My opinion of Jocel went up a couple of notches, they must have suspected that this was a trap. So I had to get the Ferrets first then. 

It took another half hour to get close to the outside door of the watchroom. There were a few alarms set up, nobody was taking chances this time. Once outside the door I listen carefully for a little while. They were in contact with the others, that was obvious. I didn't have anything that could interfere with that either. So I just listened and waited.

After a few minutes it became obvious that there was a discussion going on about the flophouse. They had been watching it for eight hours now, and as I hadn't shown they were getting antsy. I thought about that for a moment.

"Ah, what the hell!" I mumbled to myself and kicked the door in.

As I lept into the room I saw them both turn very surprised to see me, gun in hand. I closed on the male in an instant and stuck my gun in his face.

"Don't say a word!" I hissed quietly at the both of them.

He put his hands up slowly and she just nodded. I noticed there was a small button box on the table by the monitors. The monitors had a rather nice view of the base, which had Jocel and the Wolf sitting in it. I reached over and punched the button out of curiosity. 

I was rewarded by clouds of gas appearing on the monitors, Jocel and the Wolf got up and grabbed gas masks, but as they hadn't been warned they weren't quick enough. I smiled as they collapsed to the floor.

"Cute" I said to the Ferrets. Then I stripped them of their radio gear and made them stand facing the wall.

"What was that gas anyway?" 

"Pacification" Mumbled the male.

"How long?"

No response. I clipped him in the back of the head, hard. He folded.

"Sorry Tresha," I apologized as I heard her gasp. "Now how long?"

"Twenty minutes. Sooner if the gas clears out." She replied shaken.

"Thanks, now spread eagle on the floor."

She did so and I trussed her quickly, then got her mate as well. I killed power to the monitors next, grabbed a gas mask and ran for the warehouse. When I got there the gas was starting to thin, and I could see they were both starting to move. I subdued the Wolf first and trussed him up, he wasn't totally aware yet but he still gave me some trouble. When I got to Jocel she was just coming out of it.

"You!" She snarled and reached up to claw my face.

I yowled a little as she laid open my cheek, and clipped her hard. She came back at me with her feet, trying for a belly rake and disembowelment. I slipped an armlock on her and forced her onto her stomach, then pounded the side of her head on the floor twice to shake her up.

That seemed to do the trick and I was able to get her in a sleeper hold and choke her unconscious.

"Shit!" I growled and checked my face. I had two really nice gashes on my muzzle and they were bleeding fairly freely. I trussed her up and dragged her over to the car. After checking it for bugs and trackers I tossed her in the back and drove off in it.

I drove a couple of miles, then found a quiet alley to pull in. I looked around for the first aid kit, found another one of those generic ones that all the company cars have and quickly patched up my face. Jocel was making lots of nasty noises from the back seat, so I leaned over and thwacked her lightly on the head.

"Knock it off, nobody's around to hear you anyway."

I then got out and dragged her off to my hiding place under the abandoned building.

"Like it?" I asked as I tied her to the floor. She glared at me so I removed her gag. I didn't think anybody would hear anything she had to say anyway.

"When I finally get you, I promise to make you suffer Jotun."

"Ahh come on now," I purred and rubbed up against her, "What makes you think you'll ever catch me? What's this, twice now I've caught you?"

"You think you're pretty smart don't you?" She growled back.

"Face it Jocel, you're outclassed." I grinned, then growled as it pulled at the gashes on my face.

She grinned at that, "What's that on your face then?" 

"I should hurt you for that!" I growled back tail lashing. She just smiled. 

I regained my control and looked her over, "You are better than any I've come up before, I'll grant you that. Too bad we're on opposing teams, we could have a lot of fun together."

She looked a little surprised at the compliment but snarled at the last bit.

"What makes you think I'd take up with you if we weren't?" She continued snarling, "And if you're so strong how come you keep letting people go who you should have killed?"

"How come that bullet was only drugged and not poisoned?" I parried.

"The Corporate lawyers were too afraid we might miss and hit a civilian. The potential for bad press and lawsuits outweighed our need. If it was up to me it would have been!" She hissed, ears down. Her body was rigid and tense, she was just daring me to kill her.

"Ahhh," I smiled and reached over to stroke her face. She tried to bite me, but I just turned my hand up out of the way each time she did. "I must admit, I was afraid you were going soft on me there Jocel. 

"As for myself, read my file. If they'll let you that is," I smirked. "I've killed more people then you can possible imagine. Killing is easy, letting people live - now that takes strength! Don't make the mistake of judging people by what they do Jo, judge them by the things they restrain themselves from doing."

Then I leaned over and whispered in her ear while giving her a quick buss, "Like say, raping your lovely little body dear!"

She roared at that and then started thrashing on the floor with death in her eyes.

"I'll kill you, you test tube bastard! I’ll skin you and eat your liver! I'll ..." 

I left her there spewing threats, I have to admit the vehemence of her reaction surprised me. I wonder if she had a thing for me? I had to admit I did for her, she was the best opponent I had ever had. 

"Oh well," I sighed and turned my thoughts back east as I climbed into the car. I had a long ride ahead of me and at least one more car to steal after I ditched this one.

 

It was dawn when I made it back to New York City. I had stopped only briefly to coat myself black again, and put on another good coverall, this was a corporate security one that I had stolen from Jocel in Chicago.

I dumped the car I had stolen in a deserted alley in the South Bronx, it would probably be stripped by noon if not sooner. Then I carefully made my way to the subways. My leg wasn't bothering me much anymore, hopefully no one would notice the fresh cuts on my face, or my slightly unkempt appearance. All of this running around was tiring.

I stayed on the train for hours, just thinking. I had to get to Siedman somehow, had to draw him out where I could get him. I had an idea of how to get him out, but I didn't know what to do to him when I did. He wouldn't be alone and it wouldn't be easy. But there had to be a way.

Something he wouldn't expect, and something that wouldn't take a lot of people with him either. I smiled thinking of Brand's finale exit. This might be mine, I realized. But I wasn't going out with a bang, it wouldn't be right.

I was headed back towards the Bronx when a idea finally made itself known in my mind. I think it was the sign for the Botanical Gardens that did it, the plant I needed didn't normally grow on the eastern coast of the North American continent. I got off at the next exit, and took a walk over to the back of the Gardens. 

After scaling a fence that for once didn't have any security (what was there to steal at a garden, right?). I found the things I needed then went back to the train station. Once there I headed to Penn station, and from there got a train out to Long Island.

Siedman lived out there in a place called Old Westbury, and I got off the train in a nearby town. Once there I looked around until I found an electronics store. I was able to buy the few chemicals I needed there, even if I did get a few strange looks. 

Down the block I bought a blender, and a few other odds and ends. Then I went looking for a place where I could be undisturbed, which wasn't very easy, it was about five in the evening now and people were coming home for the day. Eventually I ended up waiting till nightfall and just broke into a shop that sold food for the daytime work crowd.

Which was fortunate, because it made my job a lot easier. Riacin is fairly easy to make if you don't want to distill it too much. But it was nice to have a large sink available, and a hood fan. 

It was after midnight when I had finished, I cleaned up very carefully, and disposed of my materials in a dumpster out back. Then I stole a car and drove back into the city. I stopped in Brooklyn and called the number I had for Siedman.

"Hello?" Answered a woman's voice, "Mr. Siedman's office."

I hadn't expected to get him anyway, not this late. But I was still surprised there was somebody in, I had figured on voice mail.

"Could I leave a message for Mr. Siedman please?"

"May I ask what it is in regards too?"

"Could you tell him I would like to meet him at the Tromo-Do on Saint Marks place tomorrow at three please?"

"And you are Sir?"

"Mr. J," I smiled. I knew I was making it way too obvious, I just hoped he thought I was this dumb. "His old friend from the Palace."

"I'm sorry sir, I'll need more information than that if you want me to give him a message."

I wondered if she was stalling, or just being obstinate.

"Not telling him would be a bad career move," I laughed. "Trust me, Mr. Siedman is not someone I would want mad at me!" And I hung up the phone and left.

I drove back to where I’d stolen the car and left it where I had found it. Then I stole another one and drove to within a few miles of his house and parked it behind a store. It was three in the morning and I made very good time on foot towards his estate. 
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I watched the house through my binoculars, I didn't want to get too close as I could see it was well guarded. I didn't see Jocel or any of her people however, I hoped they were searching for me in the city. With any luck that call would throw them off my trail until it was too late.

Around seven in the morning I saw him leave the house, and fly off in an aircar. Aircars weren't normally allowed to fly this close to New York, and private ones were illegal. I guess presidents of major corporations were an exception to the rules however.

I continued to watch as the guards, both hidden and obvious, left to follow him to work. All but two. I watched them for another hour, worried about what I might have to do, when a woman left with a young child. The remaining two followed them.

I hadn't known that Siedman was married and had a child, not that it mattered.

I waited another hour until nine, to make sure there weren't any unpleasant surprises. But I guess they were expecting me in Greenwich Village later today. So I crept up to the house and carefully broke in. The alarm system was good, but not good enough. Neither was the back up.

Once inside I quickly looked for the master bedroom and bath, finding it I sniffed the toothbrushes until I found the one with his scent. Not hard as there were only two there.

Then I very carefully worked my poison onto the bristles, so it wouldn't show. That took a while because I wanted to be sure I had enough. Not that it would take very much, Riacin was potent - more so than Cyanide. Even in a raw a state as this.

Then I carefully backed out of the house, making sure not to leave a trace. Once I was well away I went to the local train station and headed back to New York. I had an appointment to keep, lest he get suspicious and realize it was just a grouping tactic to open himself up somewhere else. Siedman wasn't stupid, I just hoped he wasn't too paranoid like I was.

On the train I ignored the looks I was getting and wondered what would happen. This wasn't the smart thing to be doing, I knew that much. But I honestly didn't know what I should do. I had nowhere to go, nobody to go to. I sure couldn't run forever, I had been found on Alexandria and I was sure to be found no matter where I went. You couldn't run from a corporation as large as Tri-Star.

I should know, I had killed a lot of people who had tried.

When I got to Penn Station I went in search of a place to clean up. There weren't any public baths for my kind in the city of course. Eventually I bribed a bellboy with the remainder of my cash and got a quick shower in some nameless hotel. He looked surprised as a spotted cat emerged from where a black one had entered.

"What's a matter, never seen a cat change its spots?" I laughed as I walked by him and out of the place. It was two o'clock and rather nice outside, so I walked all the way down to Saint Marks. Surprisingly I was unmolested the whole way. When I got to the Tromo-Do I wasn't too surprised that nobody said a word as I walked in and found a seat in the back. They even served me a drink when I ordered one, and humored me by letting me open the bottle myself.

Hey, I made a career out of being paranoid, if I stopped now nobody would believe it. Right?

It was ten to three. I sat and looked around at the people who were seated in the place. Most didn't seem to care I was there, a few seemed unhappy, and two seemed to be trying really hard to ignore me. I assumed those two were corporate security. The rest were probably just regular folks. At three o'clock I finished my beer and stood up.

And guess what? Dammed if Siedman didn't show up himself, I guess he still trusted me to behave and follow orders. He probably wanted to make a big show out of the whole thing as well. I shucked my jumpsuit, leaving it on the table with a heavy 'thunk' from all the hardware inside. The corporate people twitched, but seemed to relax a whole lot more as I was now naked as the day I was born, and obviously had left a lot of dangerous hardware well out of reach.

"Mr. Siedman," I said as I made my way over to where Siedman stood watching. "I'm sorry to have been gone so long, but I wasn't able to get back any quicker. It seems a former employee was trying to keep me from coming back to work."

"Anybody I know?" He asked quietly.

"Knew," I said and smiled nastily. "And they told me some really horrid lies too." He looked a little concerned at that, but smiled as I continued quietly, "But you know how some people will say anything to survive."

"Yes I do Jotun," and he stuck out a hand, which I shook smiling dumbly for his benefit. "It's good of you to come back," He continued and motioned to the car out by the front door. "And don't worry about that person, they needed to retire anyway. You actually did me a favor."

I headed to the car, limping a little as my leg was sore from all the walking I had done that day, and I sure didn't need to hide it anymore.

"You okay?" he asked seeming concerned as I reached for the door.

"It's nothing sir. I'll be able to go back to work for you immediately."

It took a major act of will power not to turn around as I opened the door. I could smell the excitement all over him. Plus he wasn't following me very closely at this point.

"Why hello Jocel," I purred as I opened the door. "Funny meeting you here." And I jumped at her just as I felt the sting of a dart in my back. For her part she just hit me with a shock rod and watched me twitch until I passed out.

The last thing I heard was Siedman bragging to his bodyguard as he closed the door. "Old age and Treachery gets these fools every time, remember that ..." 

I knew I would.

 

I came too suddenly, I didn't know where I was, only that it wasn't safe. I tried to jump up but I was shackled and could only flop around. As I opened my eyes I remembered what had happened, and saw Jocel standing over me grinning.

"Not so smart, are we Jotun?" And she hauled off and kicked me in the leg digging in with her claws.

I nearly yelled from the pain, the bullet wound was still tender and she opened most of it back up. But I got myself under control.

"That was for the pepper gas in the face the other day!" She snarled. "This is for leaving me naked and tied for two days on Alexandria!" She drew her leg back.

"What about what I did to Tresha?" I smiled.

"And I'm not forgetting about Chicago either." she hissed, and then proceeded to beat the living daylights out of me. Quite professionally too, didn't break a thing and I didn't pass out for over two hours as she covered me with bruises from head to toe. She probably would have gone on even longer but when I threw up on her, she lost her temper and accidentally knocked me out. At least I think that's what happened, it's hard to tell when you're getting your head kicked in by a pro.

When I came back too again, I was moving. Or rather I was in the back of an airtruck that was moving. As I opened my swollen eyes I noticed that it was not the same truck I had been so expertly beaten in. At least somebody had been kind enough to clean me up. 

I tried to move and gasped with the pain. My body felt like one whole bruise.

"Don't move," A quiet female voice said, "you'll only feel worse."

"Can't imagine how!" I coughed and then cried out in pain as I rolled over to face my new keeper.

"I warned you, your back has some deep cuts."

"Yeah, Jocel was pretty pissed at me." I looked up to try and see who it was.

"Tresha!" I gasped when my eyes finally focused for a moment. "What are you doing here? Come to get a few kicks in yourself?"

"No," she turned away and looked embarrassed. "I'm not like that. Besides you weren't that bad to me."

"Jocel didn't seem to think so!"

"That's just because you made a fool out of her four times. And Siedman rubbed her nose in it too."

"Four times? I only counted three," I mumbled dizzily, my head hurt something fierce.

"After we got you he fined her for getting blood on the seat of his limo. A quarter of a mil."

"Shit, no wonder she hates me. Where we going anyway?"

"I don't know, nobody does."

"Well, it's probably only a one way trip for me anyway." I said with a sigh. "Do me a favor, ask Jocel to come back here okay?"

"Why?" She said looking surprised, "she'll just beat you some more."

"Don't ask, just do. Okay?"

She thought about it a minute, then shrugged and went to the front of the truck. It was then that I noticed there was a door that opened into a cab. As she opened it I could see the Wolf driving, the male Ferret with a large gun watching me, and Jocel. 

Who turned and looked at me, rather madly too as Tresha talked to her. But she got up and came over, with Tresha in tow.

"Leave us please Tresha?" I said quietly.

"Yes please do," purred Jocel. "I wouldn't want to upset you."

"So, do you like pain? Is that it?" She asked once we were alone.

"Hell no, but I'd rather spend my last few minutes among my own kind, is that so strange?" and I tried to smile up at her, failing miserable I'm afraid, my face was far too swollen.

"Trying to charm me won't work Jotun," She hissed.

"Oh, I'm just giving credit were credit is due. That's all. I didn't think there were any cold hearted bastards left in the company now that I was gone. Other than the Human's that is."

"Why you…" And she kicked me in the ribs, I felt one snap that time.

"See?" I coughed. "Even I never went in for the torture thing, at least not unless I needed information. You seem to do it for fun."

"Do you know what you cost me?" She hissed. "Siedman fined me half a mil!"

"Tresha said it was only a quarter."

"She doesn't know about the fines after what happened on Alexandria and in Chicago!" She hissed again. "After this, I'll be lucky to get any good jobs."

"After this you'll be dead." I whispered.

"You're not one to be making threats!" She laughed.

"I'm not," I said and sighed in pain. I wished my head would stop pounding, it made it hard to concentrate. "Listen we both know that when this truck gets where it's going, I'm dead. Hell I don't even know why they've let me live this long.

"But I know Siedman, and I'm a mess he has to cover up. I could ruin him and he knows it. Don't you think that he'll decide to play it safe and wipe out you and your friends as well?"

She pondered that idea for a couple of minutes.

"I'm not letting you go. So you can give it up!" She growled.

"That's not what I'm after. I lost my team, all of them. That's why I really don't care what happens anymore. I've gotten my revenge and I'll pay the devil his wages. But I suggest you cut your team loose and start looking for a deep hole. Maybe his replacement will let you live."

"His replacement? What are you talking about?" She started, but just then the truck banked and the door opened.

"What is it Frack?" she yelled at the Ferret annoyed.

"We just got new orders. We're to go to someplace in Colorado."

"What?" she looked confused.

"I'm serious boss. We're to be there by six eastern and drop him and you. Then split."

I laughed and she growled down at me.

"What time is it?" I asked still laughing, temporarily ignoring my pains.

"Twelve midnight Eastern, why?"

"Oh, just wondering." I laughed some more, then started to choke in pain from the rib, It was definitely broken alright. She started to haul off to kick me, but then suddenly thought better of it and stopped.

"Can I have something to drink please?" I asked when I had calmed down.

"Yeah I guess so." she grumbled and pulled out a water bottle. And then surprised me by holding up my head and helping me to drink it.

"Why the sudden change?" I asked trying again to smile at her.

"You got him didn't you?" She whispered in my ear.

"Of course," I grinned back. "I never miss!" Then I chuckled again, which made me gasp in pain from the broken rib.

"Sorry about that," She apologized.

"Don't lie," I smiled, "And don't worry, I like you." and I tried to chortle at her.

"Why? You sick or something?" she looked surprised.

"Like drawn to like, that's all. I was once a lot worse than you. With a little help I bet you wouldn't find it hard to change. Once you start, it's easy. The person who changed me died four years ago, but I'm still improving."

"He must of made quite an influence."

"She," I smiled sadly. "I suspect Siedman had her killed, that was one of the reasons he had to go. But enough about me, tell me about you." I was having trouble talking anyway, it still hurt too much. Besides, I really wanted to see if she'd tell me about herself.

Surprisingly she did. It was obvious that she was impressed with me. Or rather with what I had planned. After all I had killed Siedman from inside this airtruck, it was just as obvious that I had expected to be taken. So she figured I had some grand scheme and her whole attitude was that maybe I wasn't just some lucky bumbling fool.

I hated to tell her that my plans had ended when I got in the limo. But I guess she had heard the stories of my exploits and had never really believed. Until now maybe.

The next several hours were actually quite pleasant. We talked about things we had done and things we had seen, none of it business. Eventually we did get around to the subject of our respective upbringing. She hadn't been through the same training I had, as far as she knew there weren't assassins being trained anymore. Her job had just been the dirty tricks squad, her outstanding performances there had gotten her picked for this one.

It was surprising how similar we were, she had an ego almost as big as mine, a huge streak of luck, and that certain sixth sense that had saved my butt more than once. This was more likely the reason she had hated me so much, we were too much alike, we understood each other.

I should have hated her myself, but instead I was finding myself drawn to her. I think she felt the same too, a pity we had to finally become aquatinted under what were certainly terminal circumstances for me. Isn't it funny how when you've finally thrown it all away and it's too late to change things, that suddenly you find a reason to want to change them anyway?

Life is full of irony I guess.

I did eventually ask about the others who had gotten away, she knew about two, one who had never made it past the moon. Another who had surfaced and was killed on Hobson's Choice. I didn't mention the remaining two, especially as one was Dara and I owed her at least that much. I hoped they both stayed away and free, they didn't owe anybody anyway.

When we got to our destination I was in rather positive spirits, though I still hurt like hell.

"Listen, I can give you something for the pain if you want Jotun." Jocel told me as the Wolf helped me out of the truck.

From the surprised look on his face, this wasn't her normal behavior.

"No, I don't want to be drugged for whatever is coming next." Then I smiled at her, "Besides, I still have an Ace in the hole."

The look on her face spoke volumes, I think she was actually hoping that I was telling the truth.

"You better walk a few feet in front of me," She began as the Wolf handed her a small gear bag and she got her pistol out. "And please don't make me use this. I'd really be sorry about it."

"You and me both," I smiled and shuffled forward. My hands and feet were shackled and shuffling was about all I could manage even without the chains.

As I came around the truck with her bringing up the rear, I saw where we were. It was somebody's private estate, a fairly nice one, the kind that says: I'm rich, but I don't flaunt it. 

I noticed there were two guards there, neither was in company colors. Some private concern from the looks of things.

The truck took off and left as we set foot on the drive, the guards just watched us carefully until we approached.

"Halt!" One said as they both lowered their rifles to cover us.

"I'm here to deliver this prisoner as per my orders," Jocel replied calmly. "Please notify whoever is inside."

"One moment." The first one replied and picked up a radio.

The second one came over to inspect my chains.

"Careful," warned Jocel, "this one is extremely dangerous."

"Doesn't look like he's in too good a shape anymore," he chuckled as he came over. But he put his rifle down out of reach and was extremely wary all the same. 

For her part Jocel stood back and kept her gun on me. I had to admit I liked the way she stuck to her job. She might be thawing towards me, but she wasn't going to betray her loyalties. I admire that in a person.

We were passed through a few minutes later and told which way to go. I was surprised that they didn't ask Jocel for her weapon, but then I was surprised that we weren't at some corporate debriefing and execution center. I led the way inside and up the stairs as I had been told. 

"Down here, on the left." A strange voice called. I turned and headed that way.

When I shuffled in the room the first person I saw I didn't recognize, my nose told me there was another one and I think I heard him standing behind me. But I was more interested in the one in front. Not only was he smiling but he was walking towards me with his hand out.

"Congratulations Jotun, once again you have proved that your abilities are second to no one's," and he shook my hand.

"Ummm, who are you?" I asked confused, "and why am I here? For that matter why am I even still alive?"

"Oh, I'm sorry. I guess introductions are in order. My name is Stan Rywelski."

Suddenly I knew who he was, "You're the V.P. I've been helping out!" I said amazed.

"Not anymore," said a voice that I recognized. "Now he's the President of the Corporation, thanks to you Jotun." And Harold walked around me and into view.

"Please, acting President only," he said embarrassed and putting up his hands in a warding gesture. "They haven't made it permanent yet."

"Oh they will, you're a shoe-in Stan. If it wasn't for that fast one that Siedman pulled he would never have gotten it."

"Harold? I thought you quit the company?" I asked surprised.

"It's Senator O'Brien now actually," He smiled. "Harold was never my real name. I didn't trust Siedman an inch. Good thing too, look what he did to the Moon operation."

I glanced back at Jocel, she looked just as confused as I felt. "Umm would one of you gentlemen please explain to me what this is all about?" and I glanced down at my chains.

"Oh certainly," said Stan, who was now my boss I guess. "You still working for us Jotun?"

"Of course, I never stopped," I said indignantly.

"I thought as much," he smiled and walked over to his desk and sat behind it. "You can release him and put the gun away Jocel. He's on my side."

Interesting that he said 'my' and not 'our'. I wondered about that briefly but Jocel spoke up then.

"You know my name sir?" she said surprised as she came over and undid the locks.

"Of course, I picked you for the mission. Siedman thought it was his idea of course, but actually I was the one behind it."

"Why?"

"Yeah why?" I echoed.

"Yes, I supposed you deserve to know. Especially you Jotun, after what you've lost," He stopped and looked out the window for a minute. "Okay where was I? Oh yes explanations. Have a seat Senator, this'll take a while."

Jocel and myself stood. 

Stan got back up and started walking around as he talked.

"You see I was in charge of one of the mining divisions way back when Jotun here first made contact with me. I didn't know who he was at the time, or for quite some time after that. But I did quickly find out that he had to be somebody special, after all I was a VP and I couldn't find out who he was. 

"So I counted my good fortune and used what he gave me. As time went on I managed to get myself moved into intelligence. As the VP of that I had access to what went on in the Palace, it didn't take me long to figure out who my friend was."

He walked by Jocel who snapped to attention, he looked her over and smiled. "May I?" He nodded towards the gun. 

She nodded and took it out and handed it too him, safety on I noticed.

"Neat little toys aren't they?" He said pacing again and examining the pistol, "Did you know we make these?"

"No" I said, Jocel just watched.

"Subdivision of one of the mining companies' actually," He tossed it on the desk and kept pacing. 

I noticed the safety was off now. This was getting interesting.

"Umm, close the door will you Jocel? This is sensitive and I sure wouldn't want any prying ears to hear this."

She closed the door then stood by it. She didn't seem to notice anything funny, and Harold or rather O'Brien, was blissfully oblivious.

"Anyway, I got interested in Jotun here. Very interested, so I sent a friend up to investigate him. What I got back was quite a surprise to say the least."

That shocked me, and I know I showed it. O'Brien looked surprised too.

"You had somebody on the inside up there?" He asked.

"Of course, I'm no fool." And he looked out the window again for a moment.

I tried to see what he was looking at, but couldn't from here.

"I found out what Siedman was up to after it was too late. We were all scrambling to try and save our own asses at that point of course. But I was very happy to learn that you were one of the ones who escaped," and he turned to look at me.

"Thank you," I said and walked over to the window myself as he walked away. I leaned against the sill, I needed the support anyway as I still felt pretty bad, and a bit weak as well.

"Don't, I used you just like Siedman did."

"Oh? How?" I asked looking up from the window at him.

"I had a pretty good idea where you went Jotun. My source knew you quite well, and you did leave traces, I just sat on them until the time was right. Then I sent Jocel here after you, to flush you out and drive you back here. I think you know why."

"To rid us of that bastard Siedman, Jaime was an added bonus as well!" Laughed O'Brien.

Something in his voice changed my opinion of him. Suddenly I didn't see him as the wimpy yes man I had assumed he was. The more I thought about it the more I realized he obviously couldn't be, yes men can't afford re-juv treatments like he had when I’d first met him.

I looked at him laughing then back at Stan. He gave me an almost imperceptible nod. 

"How did you get him anyway?" O'Brien asked chuckling.

"Professional secret, my getting taken was just to make him drop his guard. He always thought I was an idiot."

"He sure did, he didn't like any of your people."

"Where was I being taken by the way?" I asked and glanced over at Jocel. Then looked back at Stan.

He gave another imperceptible shake, no. I sighed inwardly with relief at that. I know I wouldn't have done it.

"A debriefing center. Siedman was hoping you'd know where our last two lost assets might be hiding out. He was having trouble sleeping at night. 

"After that you were to be killed of course."

"Of course," I mumbled and turned my head back to the window. I looked over the view as they continued to talk.

"So you're saying that you used Jotun to kill Siedman?" Jocel said surprisingly. I glanced at her and she seemed to be sensing something was going on.

"Yes, and I used you to push him here. I wanted to remind him of his duty."

"His duty?" She asked surprised.

"We don't do business that way," I sighed from the window. "We don't use people and toss them. We don't let people die just to get ahead, right Boss?"

"Right."

"But isn't that what you just did?" said Jocel.

O'Brien must have thought this was all a great big joke. I kept searching the grounds outside, looking.

"Not really, I fixed a problem. The promotion was just a windfall. But there was one other thing Jotun here wanted, and I wanted it too."

"Revenge." I whispered quietly. I was too surprised to look up at him, I had just found what he kept looking at, way up on the rise there was a tombstone.

"Revenge? For what?" Jocel asked, her sensitive ears having picked it up.

"My team was killed, all of them," I turned back to the group. I had an idea what was going on now, but not all of it.

"Yes, they were." Stan picked up the gun again. "Two were killed by Siedman, indirectly. The other was killed by someone else."

"How do you know?" I took my eyes off of O'Brien to concentrate on Stan. I wasn't sure what I saw there, and I wasn't sure if I liked it either.

"It took me months to recover the body you know. Even longer to find out how she died."

"Who?" asked Jocel curiosity obviously getting the better of her once again.

"Azelett," I whispered.

"Kerianna," He replied. "I had sent her up there myself to investigate you. She was the most trusted employee I had," He paused a moment and a pained expression passed over his face. "She was the one and only person whom I truly ever loved."

I could see what was in his eyes now, it was hate.

"She died for you, you know. She could have given you up, could have used my name and influence to get herself free."

"Why didn't she?!" I cried out, physical pain overwhelmed by the emotional one I was once again feeling. "I told her to save herself!"

"Because she loved you Jotun, I had the tape of her interrogation. The last words she ever spoke were your name. Yours, not mine. Not only did I lose her to death, but I had already lost her in life to you. 

"As long as I live I will never be able to forgive you for that Jotun. Never."

I heard a sound and turned to look. O'Brien was standing up.

"I think I'd better go now Stan. I don't think it would be wise for a member of the Earth Government to witness what I suspect is about to happen."

"Oh no Senator," He said and pointed the gun at O'Brien. "Sit down, please, I insist!"

He sat.

"I couldn't kill Jotun, sadly I'm not a killer. Besides, she loved him and gave her life to save his. I would rather die than betray the final wish of Kerianna. I might have lost her, but I will forever hold her dear in my heart.

"But that is not why you're here Senator," He turned back to me, the hate was still in his eyes, but suddenly I knew where it was directed, and it wasn't at me.

"You see, I know who betrayed Kerianna. Or Azelett as you and Jotun knew her. It was you Senator."

"Preposterous!" He yelled and jumped up.

"Sit!" He ordered.

"Or what? You'll kill me? You just said you're no killer!"

"But I am!" I growled angrily.

He stood still in his tracks, scared.

"That's not all either," Stan continued, "Siedman wasn't smart enough to come up with any of this. You gave him the idea, gave him the plans. You were behind it all right from day one! Hell I remember when you came by and started courting me."

Stan glanced at me, "Did you know he even came by my office last year and suggested that I should start looking for you? Seems he had a spy in my office that discovered I might know where you had bolted to."

I looked at O'Brien, then at Stan. "But why? He’s not even in the company anymore. What did he stand to gain?"

"Political power. That Senator you killed back at that resort on Oswego was on a key committee. With her death a friend of the Senator's got a big promotion. It also eliminated one of his biggest competitors. 

"She was the real target, the drug dealer was just cover. He talked Siedman into it. Anyway our friend here is in line for the Vice Presidential job in the next election. So Siedman was now a liability and had to go. I suspect that was where I came in."

He turned back to O'Brien with murder in his eyes. "But you didn't know about Kerianna, or my relationship with Jotun here. Once I found out you were responsible for the death of my love, I did a lot of checking. You're good O'Brien, but not that good."

"You can't kill me Stan," O'Brien said smiling and looking all confident again. He was something all right.

What, I didn't know.

"You said so yourself, and besides I have those two guards outside, plus your household. You'd never be able to cover it up."

"Your right about my not being able to kill you," He turned to me, "I'm sorry Jotun, but I can't," and he tossed me the gun.

"That's okay," I said and shot a very shocked and stunned O'Brien between the eyes. I would have done it sooner if he had given me the damn gun quicker! After I heard he was responsible for Azelett's death I really didn't give a rat's ass about the rest. Shoot first, talk later, that's my motto. "She meant as much to me as she did to you. She gave me back my life."

I looked at Jocel, she looked pretty shocked and stunned herself.

"No, you can't shoot her. I won't allow it."

"You won't allow it? You better watch I don't shoot you Stan. It sounds like you've been doing your own manipulating here. Besides who's going to take the rap for this one? That's a Senator's brains all over the carpet there you know."

"Yes, I took advantage of you and the situation to get control of the Corporation. I admit it. Somebody with an ounce of integrity has got to be in charge here to put an end to all the bullshit that's been going on the last six years."

"The ends justify the means though right?"

"As long as he was dead, yes. The Presidency isn't that important to me anymore, most of my ambitions died with Kerianna. But everything I said was true Jotun, believe it or not. You can do what you want to me, I honestly don't care anymore, you decide. But not her, I've got enough blood on my soul already. Kerianna told me all about you. She really felt for you Jotun, do it for her."

I looked a Jocel, she stood there, scared but proud. She wasn't going to crack. I have to say I was impressed. I nodded at her.

"I said I liked you, I didn't lie. Relax," I smiled at her.

I turned back to Stan and pointed the gun at his head. He didn't flinch either, after a moment I pointed it back down at the floor.

"Go log into your account on the desk over there," I gestured with the gun. "Then write down all your accounts and passwords."

"What for?"

"Cover, what else." I turned to Jocel, "Care to help me kill two guards?"

She smiled and nodded.

"I don't have any staff here, this is their day off," Stan supplied as he sat down at his terminal.

"Great, back in a moment."

Getting the guards only took a minute, they obviously hadn't heard the shot upstairs and weren't expecting it. O'Brien should have hired better help. We dragged the bodies up into the den.

"Now what?" Jocel asked.

"That depends on you," I sighed. 

She looked startled.

"I'm lonely Jocel, I've had it with this lifestyle, the whole thing. I want to settle down, work a regular job, find a mate. But who can I trust?"

"What does that have to do with me?" She asked, but I think she knew.

"Let's mate."

"Me with you? You're not going to have much of a future once the Government finds out about that!" And she pointed to the bodies.

"Neither are you. And let's face it, neither one of us can afford to let the other one live. Not unless we join together, so either we die here, or we live here - together.

"Be mine for life Jocel, you'll never get an offer from anybody else who'll measure up." I sidled up to her and rubbed my head on her shoulder.

"Or as modest?" She sighed. "But you're right, I'm just as guilty as you are." She grinned and looked at me, "and I just know you've got a plan." 

She rubbed heads with me, "I accept you Jotun as my mate."

"And I accept you Jocel," I said quietly and wrapped my arms and tail around her, she did the same. After a minute Stan interrupted with a cough.

"If you two are all done now?"

"Oh, yes." we untangled ourselves and I walked over and looked at the list. "You sure do have a lot of accounts!" I laughed when I saw the list.

"I've been busy. Now what?"

"Go out the back door and head that way," I pointed west. "When you see the explosion come back. Tell the cops that I broke loose and surprised you, her, him, and his guards in the room. There was a shoot out, you got away when I threw you through that window." I pointed to the picture window.

"Hadn't I better look it?" He asked.

"Then jump through it, I'm sure not in any shape to throw you. But you'd better get going. Call the police on your pocket phone as soon as you see the explosion."

"Good luck, both of you," he turned to the window.

"Oh, we'll still be working for you." I chuckled, "So you better behave, I'll be watching."

And he jumped through the window, landed on the ground twenty feet below, and then hobbled off.

"Now what?" Jocel asked.

"Simple," I said sitting at the computer and working furiously. I took the list of passwords and stuck it in my pocket. "I log into personnel as the President and create us new Identities," I glanced at her pack. "What have you got in your bag of tricks there?" 

"What do you want?"

"A bomb, a big one."

"This big enough?" And she pulled out a micro nuke, one ton yield.

"Aren't those illegal on Earth?" I asked surprised as I continued my computer hacking.

"So's murder, even of an Animorph. What's your point?" She grinned.

"Ask a stupid question ..." I sighed. "Set it for fifteen minutes, then go outside and find a car. One that won't be missed."

"You think they'll buy his story?" She asked as she programmed the charge.

"That's his problem, but I suspect they will. He's a Corporate President now, and people don't ask them too many questions. Also," I grinned, "the Corporation's Assassins are known for going out with a bang." 

She put the bomb down, it was such a small thing for so much power, about the size of a grapefruit.

"Hurry up, its set. I'll go find a car."

"Oh, leave all your ID behind!" I reminded her.

She took off her bracelet and tossed it on the floor then left.

It only took a few more minutes to get what I needed set. I had copied our descriptions into new files, then added new numbers, debt figures, job histories and assignments. Next I changed the descriptions in our old files. Just enough so we didn't match anymore.

Then I logged out and ran like hell for the door, leaving my own ID tag behind, just in case.

"What took you so long!" She growled as I jumped in and she sped off. "I don't want to lose my mate on the same day I pick him!"

"Sorry dear," I grinned and reclined the seat. I still hurt like the blazes and I sighed in comfort as I stretched out.

"Where are we going?"

"Houston. Wake me when we get there."

"You're going to sleep on our mating day?" She looked amazed.

"After that beating you gave me, I sure don't want to die in bed on my mating day!" I chuckled and she growled in embarrassment.

At that moment the house blew up behind us, and the car shook a little. I glanced back at the destruction. The whole top was gone and the rest was pretty well blown down from the shock. It was burning too.

"Well, at least the crime scene got vaporized," she observed. "They shouldn't have too many doubts about our demise."

"I hope," and I fell asleep.
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I didn't have a clue as to were I was, and I didn't really care. Mostly because I felt Jocel's hand gently scratching my ear as her other one was undoing my coverall. 

"Merrr?" I questioned, not opening my eyes.

"We're in Texas, it's dark out and I'm tired of waiting," she breathed heavily in my ear.

I opened my eyes and glanced around the car in the dark. She had already discarded her jumpsuit, and was making good progress on mine.

"Isn't it just a bit cramped in here?" I questioned as I carefully slipped my right arm out.

"What's with you?" She giggled, "Shy?"

"I'm just afraid you'll finish what you started before. May I remind you that I'm in considerable pain?"

"I'll be gentle, I promise!" she said as she smiled at me in the darkness.

She was too.

 

We awoke before the dawn, and continued on to Houston. As trips go it was rather boring. We took our time and drove straight to the local Corporate office at the Spaceport. I left the car in the parking lot and we both headed inside.

"Yes, what can I do for you two?" Asked the Badger working behind the desk.

"It seems we have a minor problem," I smiled at her and tried to give my best honest expression.

"Yeah, my idiot mate got into one of those stupid fights over my 'honor' last night!" Jocel growled.

"You didn't need to tell her that!" I complained back. "I was only going to tell her about our stuff being stolen."

"Yeah right!" she laughed, "And how were you going to explain looking like a Taragon mining ship?"

"Oh I don't look that bad, do I? And I turned to the receptionist.

She nodded her head, "You do," she said rather bruskly then added, "sorry." When she saw me wince.

"Well at least I won!" I harrumphed.

"Yeah, so they ripped us off when I took you to the bathroom to clean up the mess. Males!" She sighed loudly and winked at the receptionist, "At least he cleans up after himself!"

"So do you want to make a report?" she asked looking confused.

"No, actually we lost our ID bracelets and the copy of our orders," I admitted quietly. "And as our ship leaves in eight hours I was hoping we could get them replaced."

"You know there's a fine for that." 

"Yes, I know. We're both in security." I said embarrassed. "By the way, my name is Balizar and this is my mate Sharazad." I noticed a raised eyebrow from Jocel as we all shook hands.

"I'll notify the personnel office you're on the way down. Eye scans please," and she put a retinal scanner on the desk. I went first, and glanced at the data as Jocel went next. What I saw jibed with what I had entered yesterday, so I knew we were safe.

I smiled at the receptionist's expression when she saw what my rank was.

"Aren't you a little mature to be getting in barfights, sir?"

"Well, ahhh." I did my best to look embarrassed. Jocel saved me by grabbing me.

"Thanks dear, we gotta run though!" she said dragging me away.

"Sharazad?" She asked once we were out of earshot. "Balizar? Where'd you get those from?"

"Sharazad is from an old series of stories called 'A Thousand and One Arabian Nights'. Somehow it seemed appropriate, anyway I like it." I grinned at her expression, "So you're stuck with it now!"

"Actually it's not that bad Jotun," she smiled back.

"Balizar," I interjected, "Jotun is dead, so's Jocel. Don't forget it and never use those names again. We've been reborn."

"Okay Balizar," she smiled again, "Where did you get that name from anyway?"

"That my dear," and I chuckled myself, "is for you to find out! And oh, by the way, you are now one year, one month and one day older and your Identification number is ..." 

"I'm not blind Jo.., uhhh Balizar, I saw the data display."

"I knew I picked you for a reason," I grinned at her.

"And here I thought it was for my body," she sighed.

We walked into the local personnel office then and spent the next four hours filling out forms and waiting. I talked them out of fining Sharazad by claiming sole responsibility for everything. Then I managed to talk the office head into changing the official reason for all this on my file. I managed that last bit with a simple bribe, now that I had a real identity again I also had a real company account.

Then we got copies of our traveling orders and I went in search of a terminal.

"Now what are you doing Bal?"

"I just got one last thing to do Shar, before we leave to catch our ship." Funny how in a few hours we had already come up with pet names for each other. I had this strange feeling that by the end of the week we'd be wondering how we had ever managed without each other.

"Well don't leave any traces okay?" She said looking over my shoulder as I logged in on a public access terminal out in the lobby.

"Don't worry, I'm just sending some e-mail from a fake front through one of the anon servers. Nobody will ever be able to track it back here." I wormed my way in through the net carefully, I wasn't taking any chances.

"Think he's changed his passwords by now?"

"Who cares? I'm not going to look." I entered my message and then signed off. It was quick, to the point and unsigned. Next I did a little shuffling of the carpool records so the car wouldn't be noticed.

"Do you really think that note was necessary?" She asked as we went in search of a bus to the spaceport.

"No, but the late Jotun was noted for his style, was he not?" I chuckled, and then coughed as my rib grated.

"We better get that fixed once we hit the ship."

"Yes love."

"Think he'll mind it?"

"What would you do in his position?" I asked sneaking a glance at her face from the corner of my eye as I tried to flag down a Taxi. The hell with the bus.

"Funny how after all this you're still so firmly loyal to the company though."

"You should talk?"

"Good point. But do you really think telling him that if he screws up you'll be back will have any effect?"

"Who cares? Do you really think I have any intentions of really doing it?" And I grabbed her and pulled her over to me. "I got mine!"

"And I've got mine!" she whispered back. "Now let’s find a bus, and get out of this backstabber's paradise. This is Earth and there ain't no Taxi drivers who are going to waste their time on the likes of us Bal."

She was right of course. On all accounts.






  







 

 

<<<For Eyes Only, Corp Sec Rep #348757436-AB87>>>

Regarding: Former Corporate Head Assassin; Caesar's Palace Operation, Farside.

 

Begins:: 

While no physical remains have been recovered of any victims of the explosion at the President's estate, he has assured us of the presence and identities of all involved. The lack of any evidence of survivors, or beings found fleeing the scene confirms this, along with the President's personal testimony as to the physical condition of the operative known as 'Jotun' when he had been thrown from the room. Medical experts agree that the wounds witnessed were most certainly fatal and former Caesar's Palace personnel agree these would lead to the rather extreme measures used by the assassin in his successful attempt to kill the Senator.

 

Corporate investigation of Senator O'Brien has revealed that he was involved in the Caesar's Palace Operation and with the operative known as 'Jotun' on a personal level. Upon the forwarding of this information to the Earth government they have agreed that it would be in the best interests of all parties involved to cover this matter up. Official reports will claim that the Senator died in an air-car accident. The Earth government has agreed to handle the details.

 

As for the matter of the other two missing assassins from the project, the President has directed at this time that should they be found they are to be re-instated with no loss of grade or fines levied. While the Caesar's Palace Operation has been officially closed, the President feels that the knowledge and expertise possessed by these individuals could be of benefit to our analysis section. Also the CEO feels that it would be wise to maintain a 'Fallback' option, should Corporate fighting return to former levels.

::Ends  

 

<<<For Eyes Only, Corp Sec Rep #348757436-AB87>>>
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Children of Steel

 

Raj is just your average everyday genetically modeled and artificially created anthropomorphic worker for one of the many corporations of the future. Extensively trained and conditioned from birth he's now indentured for the next fifty years of his life; assuming he doesn't die first, or somehow manage to pay off his creation and training debts. 

Created by the corporations to deal with the harsh labor shortages of the twenty second century when humans will no longer take on the dangerous jobs Raj finds himself now in the harsh world of space exploration, trading, corporate maneuverings, and sometimes the even more dangerous fanatics that hate Raj and his fellows. No longer in safe confines of the training academies he must learn how to live and deal with both his fellow workers and the humans he encounters and not get saddled with extra bills or fines because he's screwed up or worse yet, get 'put down' because he's lost his temper one time too many.

After all, it's not like he's human ...

 

Dialene

 

Dialene's Captain decided to play pirate, and one well placed nuclear torpedo later she finds herself prisoner of the Corporation whose ship they were attempting to raid; her friends and lover all dead. With no corporation to ransom her back she finds herself in the unenviable position of having to work off the debt assigned to her for her part in her Captain's actions. With concerns as to where her loyalties lie she has but two choices: Work in the mines on an airless rock where a small fem like her would not last long, or work in the company bar entertaining those very same miners. 
 At least working in the bar beats the alternatives, until one day an interesting character inserts himself into her life.


 A Novella from my Children of Steel universe, Dialene is a foxmorph who until her capture was a highly rated shuttle pilot working a deep space trader for one of the more notorious corporations. Like most of her kind she had no choices in her employer who considered her nothing more than a disposable asset.
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