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	Early Evening Blues

	 

	I swear the alert in my head is louder when I don’t cue it myself. Rolling over, I take a swipe at the acknowledgement panel and miss it completely. Lying on the floor, I remember moving the bed to make sure I couldn’t do that.

	“Conn Docherty, you just fell out of bed, didn’t you?”

	“That’s Detective Docherty to you, Officer Mendez.”

	“Not when I’m looking at two metres of buck-naked prime beef, it’s not. When did you have time to get such a chronic case of workout glutes?”

	Shite. Switched my cybergear to private mode, forgot to do the same with the holoscreen before collapsing into bed. I glance over my shoulder. Tina Mendez winks at me in glorious Supra-Def. I can see a couple of other despatchers leaning over the dividers into her cubicle. I pull the sheet off the bed so I can roll over without getting any comments about sausages.

	“My backside is not a spectator sport.”

	One of them mutters: “Shame.”

	“Officers Edwards and Blane, back to your posts. So, Officer Mendez, what’s the problem?”

	The other two disappear from view. Her smile gets bigger. Great. Another late-night weirdo special.

	“Unity sent us a live one.”

	Unity Enforcement are the main police outfit in Greater London. Between them and Guardian Law, there’s not much left for small outfits who don’t have a speciality to offer, like Bloodhound for cyberforensics or Webde for cybercombatant suppression.

	The ‘cyber’ prefix has expanded to be a catch-all for the many flavours of technological and biological enhancement humans can have implanted these days. It’s also become the prefix for anything enabled via someone’s implanted technology. 

	“Woman held up a tube train.”

	What?

	“How’s that a case for us?”

	I work for Talisman Troubleshooting, an investigation and enforcement operation that makes its money by fielding every outlier case and instance of awful the other outfits don’t want to touch.

	“She was nearly naked and standing on the tracks.”

	Still not seeing it.

	“Why’s she not a full-body dismemberment and cause for new wipers?”

	“Three metres tall. Splattered in blood. Had a big gun. Driver freaked out and slammed on the brakes.”

	That I can see. Supersoldiers are meant to be imposing.

	“Three metres? Why hasn’t Webde, N-hance, or one of the other cybercombatant handlers taken it?” I wave a hand dismissively: “Transfer it to Hecaton. They’re always on the lookout for stray cyberfreaks.”

	“She says her name is Elle Therdaw.”

	Feck. That’s name and an explanation in one: Elle Therdaw, youngest daughter of Louis Therdaw, owner of Mothraken Developments, the Portsmouth-based advanced technology and weaponry group. She died two years ago: the ransom drop was compromised by Guardian Law storming in just as a Unity Enforcement K&R team were about to make the exchange. Eight officers died in the ensuing gunfight, along with five of the kidnappers. The two remaining kidnappers fled in a van that had Elle taped to her wheelchair in the back, along with several boxes of cargo. The last few minutes of the pursuit were livescreened, so the world got to watch when the van careened off a dock at the derelict Coryton Deepwater Terminal and exploded spectacularly, bringing down several news drones in the blast.

	The inquest decided the explosion had been accidental: mainly due to its size. Expert testimony stated that to kill Elle and ruin the van, a kilo of explosive was all that would have been required. The explosion was estimated to have been at least fifty times that. The van’s engine block landed in the Salt Fleet Flats Reserve on the other side of the estuary. It was the only recognisable fragment found.

	I can see why no-one wants to touch this. Military research has dabbled with oversized soldiers many times. It’s a touchy subject: lots of ethics issues. Add a wealthy family link into the mix and the chance of this becoming a nightmare goes way up.

	“Where is she?”

	“Bessingham Mews.”

	The most luxurious high-security detention facility that Neutral Holding plc has. An unusual choice, even for this. Gives me a bad feeling, which is nothing new. I always have reservations about offbeat cases that arrive at odd hours.

	“Notify them a Talisman Detective will be there in about an hour. Then hunt me up every relevant file and folder on the late Miz Therdaw and push them to my PAD. Jurisdiction shouldn’t be a problem with her being held on neutral ground.” I raise a hand: “But make note of anyone who does complain, and add it to my new casefile, name of ‘ELLE-T’.”

	“Yes, Detective Docherty. Shall I stay online in case you fall out of the shower?”

	“My frontside isn’t a spectator sport either, Officer Mendez.”

	“That’s not what you said last Christmas.”

	“I don’t recall that incident.”

	“You, me, tequila, and a half-litre of caramel ice cream? We decided not to get too physical before we started, a decision you later failed to persuade me out of. Ring any bells?”

	Failed to persuade her out of her bikini, too.

	“Not a one.”

	She chuckles: “Liar. So, Bessingham are expecting you in forty minutes.”

	“Tina!”

	“Better get a move on.”

	The screen goes blank.

	 

	ELLE-T

	 

	I tapped early for transport. Thirty minutes after Tina ended the call, I exit the building and see a Law Centre coupe drop out of its holding pattern and set down on the landing apron that forms the centrepiece to the front garden.

	Looking back at the half-moon apartment complex, I locate my balcony and give it the customary nod. Not that there’s been anyone to wave me off for a while, but keeping up the habits helps me fend off the ghosts of every jaded investigator who died lonely, drunk, and by their own hand.

	Skirting the rosebushes, I slip in as the door splits open, remembering to duck under the raised upper half. I’m greeted by the voice of ‘Carol’ - the stock control module installed in all autonomous vehicle units destined for police operation.

	“Good evening, Detective Docherty. Flight time to Bessingham Mews is currently seventeen minutes. Do you wish to escalate?”

	“Standard transit is acceptable.”

	“Thank you, Detective. Please fasten your harness.”

	I do so and the coupe lifts with a minimum of vibration. As it tilts forward, I cybercall Bessingham and notify them that traffic is bad and I might be delayed.

	Having circumvented Tina’s little game, I settle to extract the best bits from the sizeable data dump she pushed my way.

	Victim: Elle Louisa Orritey Therdaw.

	Age at Death: 26.

	Hair: Red.

	Eyes: Green.

	Physical description: Caucasian female of medium build with light freckling over all areas of her body except for grafted sections on inner thighs, outer thighs, and lower back. Notable muscle wastage in both legs, disproportionate to the time spent as a paraplegic. (Various specialist opinions put the loss as being 30% to 50% greater than expected.)

	Weight (noted at a routine check-up 29 days before death): 45KG.

	Father: Louis Patrick Omri Therdaw. The linked image shows a thin-faced man with a neat moustache and unruly black hair.

	Mother: Roselle Charity Barnier. An image cropped from a group shot shows a short, pretty young woman with red hair and abundant facial freckles.

	Siblings: Susanna Louisa Chough (F-28) – thin-faced, pale blue eyes. Roseanne Louisa Crane (F-29) – cherubic features, long brown hair. Hannah Louisa Loerie (F-31) – a very skinny blonde wearing big glasses. Joshua Louis Osprey (M-34) – obvious son of the father, but with a broader build and smaller eyes.

	Education: Home schooled, then Charterhouse from age 13, as part of the first intake for the revived Laleham House.

	Notes: Regarded as a skilled grass court tennis player from the age of fourteen, but never competed outside of Charterhouse events. 

	Repeatedly cautioned for inappropriate behaviour. Details not available.

	Charged with assault at the age of 19. Charges dropped at the request of the families involved (hers and those of Kaden Scharplin and Gareth Towers). Details not available.

	Kidnapped at the age of 20. Escaped within six hours by blinding Jeremy Talon, one of her captors. Jeremy and his accomplice, Wheaton Grant, are still in prison. Jeremy had to have prosthetic replacements for both eyes.

	Kidnapped at the age of 22. Unexpectedly rapid response led to the kidnappers barely managing to escape the scene. Faced with an escalating police presence, they panicked and threw Elle out of their speeding minibus. She bounced off the closest pursuit vehicle and went under an oncoming truck. (A few minutes later the kidnappers lost control of the minibus when a tyre burst. This caused the vehicle to swerve into a bridge abutment where it exploded, killing all on board.)

	Some of the injuries from that incident resulted in her becoming paraplegic. Her body rejected all attempts at cyber-replacement. She also rejected the proposed exoskeleton and settled for a lightweight wheelchair, adapting her physical training so she could lift herself and the wheelchair without assistance.

	Elle had been studying for an arts degree at Goldsmiths when kidnapped for the third time. She died in the explosion at Coryton. That was a week after her 26th birthday.

	Mentally flicking through the images that come with the text, I see she was a tomboyish take on what used to be called an ‘English Rose’. 

	In every case, you can’t trust the words in case reports. They’re dry, sometimes overly precise, often deceptive. I like seeing candid images. Nothing erotic, just ones that catch the person at moments closer to their relaxed selves. Tina knows and always makes sure I get as many images as possible.

	One of these images shows her slapping a teenage boy. She’s very angry. But, the next image shows her extending a hand to help him get up. Still angry, but doing the right thing after making her point.

	Another shows her, in bandages, ramming someone with her wheelchair. Looks like there are security personnel rushing to intervene.

	Clearly a young lady who took no shite from man or beast.

	I return to one of the first images I came across. She’s on a swing – in her wheelchair. The joy on her face, the fire in her eyes, the open laughter. It’s one hell of a picture. I’d love to have been there to share that afternoon.

	What phenomenal power of will brought her through it all to a point where I can almost feel the confidence and defiance radiating from an old static image? She was a striking young woman before adversity arrived. To become even more attractive after such, by sheer presence and character, makes her very special.

	People are formed by their experiences. I’ve found the best of us have been through all sorts of adversity. Elle Therdaw had – has? – an interesting story. I’m sure some of it isn’t pretty.

	“We are on approach to Bessingham Mews, Detective.”

	 

	Room with a View

	 

	It’s a few minutes short of midnight by the time I get through the bureaucracy necessitated by having eighteen separate police forces overseeing the same enforcement area. We’re repeatedly told it’s free enterprise at its very best. Any shortcomings are always the fault of those within the system, never the system itself.

	The closer I get to the four suites that comprise the uppermost level, designated ‘top tier holding’, the quieter people get when they pick up on who I’m here to see. At the last two checkpoints the checks are perfunctory: only a stock challenge via cybercall to make sure I’m who I say I am. It’s a check that’s not hard to get round, but I’m beginning to suspect no-one else would want to pretend to be me right now.

	There’s a lone guard: a full powered assault suit stands outside the door to the suite. Likely it’s a ‘Carlo’, the male-voiced equivalent to ‘Carol’. Good to know the core values of modern autonomous law enforcement have Victorian gender roles: Carol in non-combat units, Carlo on combat units.

	I can feel its cybergear interrogating mine. You need a high clearance to do that, especially if you’re doing it via a remote unit like this suit. Best find out who or what I’m dealing with.

	“Good morning. Are you with Unity Enforcement or Guardian Law?”

	The sensor-striped helm turns, then swings back and the faceplate swings up. A bearded chap grins at me from under his black turban.

	“Neither, Detective. Sergeant Bahadur Mundee, Blues and Royals. Since you’re the first person I’ve seen for hours, I presume you’re the poor son of a gun who pulled this case?”

	An armoured cavalry trooper? Here?

	I keep my face impassive and give a quick nod: “Talisman Detective Conn Docherty. TTD446847311.”

	“Well, she’s been no problem at all. Not even sure why I’m here, but orders are orders, and these came from a long way up the line.”

	That bad feeling intensifies.

	“How far?”

	“Far enough to make my commander explain how to stand guard to me like he was prepping a six-year-old.”

	“Friends in high places, you reckon?”

	“That would be my guess.”

	“What’s she like?”

	“Not a clue. Like I said, no trouble at all. Haven’t been disturbed.”

	I unclip my warrant ID from my PAD and hand it to him.

	“Okay, let me in, then lock it down. When I want out, unless one of the first things I tell you are the last five digits of my warrant number, don’t let me out.”

	He nods and stows my ID in one of his vacant ammunition reservoirs.

	“Good luck.”

	The door opens. Nobody tries to escape. The floor is carpeted in pale blue tiles and the lights are low. I step in. The door closes.

	“You’ve been locked in, haven’t you?”

	I can’t see where the husky voice is coming from.

	“At my own request, miss.”

	She ducks under the opposite doorway and I feel dizzy. It’s my thing about reports and exaggeration that can set me up for a fall: sometimes, and only sometimes, they’re the bald truth. Very rarely, that truth is so outrageously breathtaking nothing can brace you against it. Her face is identical to that of Elle Therdaw, but…

	Three metres. Just over nine feet nine inches in old imperial. Has a trim figure, apart from the scale. Red hair, green eyes, button nose, full lips compressing into a narrow smile, fine freckles all over, wide areolae, thin nipples, small breasts for her body profile, shallow navel, close-cropped red pubic hair, no visible inner labia, no graft marks visible on what thighs the lace-topped, mid-thigh footgear doesn’t conceal. Long, clear nails. One finger wagging at me.

	“If I wasn’t already down to skin and boots, that head-to-toe would have done it.”

	I shrug, smiling as I do so.

	“I’d be lying if I said I’ve had better bodies to look over, miss.”

	She smiles: “You’re nearly off the hook. Call me Elle.”

	“That and your stated surname would be the reasons we’re both here. I’m Detective Conn Docherty of Talisman Troubleshooting. Conn is fine.”

	She nods.

	“Ah, you’re the one who drew the short straw.”

	“I’m not familiar with that term, Elle.”

	“You were the person who didn’t find something else to do quick enough.”

	“I had my doubts about the case coming our way, then they told me your name. After reading up on what you’ve likely been through? Here I am until this is sorted or one of us is dead.”

	That didn’t come out the way I expected. Her eyes catch mine and my breath runs off and hides again.

	“I like that. Dedication, implication of steely determination, and the slightest hint of devotion.”

	I have to cough to drag my voice back.

	“Just stating the good news.”

	“And the bad news?”

	Feck it. Might as well set down clear and early.

	“You’re already dead, Miss Therdaw. Outside the facts that you should be half that size and confined to a wheelchair, you’re so dead they had to identify you using DNA retrieved from the few remaining bits of you seared onto chunks of wreckage.”

	She pales, then nods.

	“Sit down, Detective. You’ll get a stiff neck from all that disciplined refusal to let your eyes travel below my chin.”

	I smile, then swallow hard as she slips smoothly down to sit cross-legged, facing me.

	She waves a hand in a gesture of resignation: “I didn’t know they had to use fragments of me. Apart from that, I’ve had a few hours to pull things together: some sleep certainly helped. I am Elle Therdaw, but certainly not like I used to be.” Her hand moves, indicating ‘head to toe’.

	“I can remember my life with the same sharp moments and vague areas as anyone, I suspect. I can even tell you how those bastards managed to grab me. Although I do hope Kaden has since died.”

	I lean forward: “Kaden Scharplin?”

	“Yes. The same little runt who thought I should give him what I enjoyed with his brother. Knowing I wouldn’t, he brought along that delightful knucklehead Gareth to help.”

	“The assault charges?”

	She laughs: “Kaden tasered me, then spent too long gloating. After he finished ranting, Gareth wanted to get things going with a blowjob. I pretended to still be out of it, then bit down hard when he shoved his dick into my mouth. After that, Kaden tried to grab me. I squeezed his testicles until he fell over.” She chuckles, eyes wild.

	“Police burst in to find me tasering his eyeball. Gareth was sat in a corner, both hands holding his Y-fronts round his dick to try and stop the bleeding. Things got a bit messy for a while, then the families intervened and it all went away.”

	“Kaden set you up for the kidnap that went wrong?”

	“Little bastard never got over having a cybereye as a permanent reminder he shouldn’t try to rape people. Anyway, after the accident that put me in a wheelchair, I was a mess. What with all the follow-up fucking about, cyber-rejection and suchlike, I got worse. Might have died if not for Aiden, my would-be rapist’s lovely big brother. He turned up on my doorstep, got me some proper help, then stayed around until I wasn’t a suicidal basket case. He was the one who did himself proud the night I found out a big orgasm let me feel my legs. Nothing miraculous, just a tingly sensation and my toes curled a little. After that, he was more than happy to ‘work’ with me on finding out how far it could be taken. We’d just gotten to the point where him and a lady friend, along with a couple of shots of amyl nitrite, could give me five minutes of feeling like I wasn’t trapped in a wheelchair for the rest of my life. In fact, they’d just departed after one of those sessions. They’d slipped me back into my ‘chair, leaving me to enjoy the happy haze. Next thing I knew, the door was smashed open. I saw Kaden grinning from the hallway as the bastards rushed in to grab me.”

	I need to have a couple of chats with the Scharplin boys. The content of each being very different from the other.

	“What next?”

	“They left Kaden at my place. Took me to some rundown warehouse. The next few days were spent with a dog bowl of cold water for company, unless they fancied having me, whereupon they dumped a bucket of hot water over whichever hole they wanted, did their thing and left.” She smiles, coldly: “Never tried my mouth, though. Makes me sure Kaden gave them all the details.”

	She stretches her arms up, sighs, then lowers them and continues.

	“So, the day of the exchange, they got a couple of last rides in, then dumped me naked into the wheelchair and taped me down. I remember sitting in a puddle of cooling semen as they loaded boxes behind me through a side door.”

	Her expression becomes thoughtful.

	“They were excited, but wary. Lots of happy shouting back and forth. Then something happened. The shouting got louder. Panicky. The van was going faster. Started throwing me about as it went round corners.”

	I raise a hand: “Same number of kidnappers? You didn’t hear gunfire?”

	Her expression turns quizzical: “No. Not then. After we stopped.”

	“Stopped?”

	“A sharp left turn, screech of brakes, wheelchair tipped backwards, I banged my head. Things get disjointed after that. Doors opening, gunshots, seeing the red stripes on my spare wheelchair, someone crying, someone else shouting in a language I didn’t recognise… Something stabbed my neck!” She slaps a hand to her neck, then looks at her palm in surprise.

	“Did you see it?”

	Elle shakes her head: “No. Things sort of fade out from there. They tell me I’ve been presumed dead for two years?”

	I nod.

	“Doesn’t seem that long. I’ve had patches of blurry wakefulness, like I’m drugged or dreaming. Blue, white or grey rooms, people moving about. No-one close by. Awful pins and needles. Some goings on down there – might have been sexual, don’t know.”

	I should be impartial, but it’s too late. There’s already an emotional attachment. I’m hoping I can find a few of these feckers. Not just for answers, but for the simple rightness of taking their tackle off with a shotgun after the answers have been obtained.

	“I’m guessing they wouldn’t dare try anything with the new you. Speaking of which, how did you go from out of your head and paraplegic to tall, desperate, and sticking up a tube train?”

	She grins.

	“I have no idea how I came to be in a state close enough to fully conscious for anger to get me the rest of the way out. Anyway, some bodybuilder type shoving his dry dick up my arse woke me right up, and I woke up furious. Found my knees up by my ears and him grunting into my stomach, his forehead resting between my breasts. I lifted him with my legs and went to box his ears as I’d been taught, and his head collapsed like I’d clapped my hands on a strawberry. Next thing I know I’m standing up, dripping blood and brains. I’ve got legs and I’m massive and there’s this fucking great gun lying in a case off to one side - and it fitted my hand. First fucker coming into the room got shot: it blew him in two. Then there’s fucking blood everywhere, and I’m really happy, but someone’s screaming. I worked out it was me and shut up, then saw these right next to the table with the gun case on it.”

	She points to the boots.

	“I climbed into them, stopped to shoot some other fucker, then headed out. Next fucker I grabbed by the crotch and asked for the exit. He pointed and screamed ‘left, left, right, door’. I tried out my grip. Crushed until something popped.”

	I wince. Her eyes sparkle. 

	“Following his instructions, I found myself standing on train tracks in a tunnel. Didn’t look like any old tube tunnel I’d seen on TV.”

	I query the information on my PAD. She’d been spotted in a New Central Line tunnel, on the Redbridge side of Wanstead. One of the first builds of the Renaissance Project, the long-awaited replacement for the mass grave that used to be most of the subterranean London Underground network.

	That confirmed, I use my cybergear to rapid listen to what my ears heard until I’ve caught up with the conversation.

	“There were lights approaching. I turned toward them and raised the gun. The door I’d escaped through slammed and dust fell from the ceiling as the train came to a noisy stop. The rest is probably in the report you’ve already seen.”

	I smile: “Only missing one detail. What happened to the jumpsuit they got you?”

	“Too tight. Can’t see my legs working, and that’s important.”

	“Why not rip them into hot pants?”

	Elle grins: “Now that’s a good idea, Detective.”

	She’s gone before I can get to suggesting she do it after I leave. I hear ripping sounds. A few minutes later, she wanders in wearing a pair of shorts and a halter top torn from what must have been a huge detention centre overall. One of those moments where clothing is more dangerous than nudity.

	Finishing knotting a makeshift strap, she looks at me and tilts her head, sucking in her midriff.

	“Better?”

	No. Yes. No. I’m looking into hell and I want to dive in. Yes. No. Breathe.

	“Much.”

	She stares me straight in the crotch: “Long week?”

	I grin and change position, not that there’s any hiding my interest: “Getting better.”

	“Harder?”

	Spare me.

	“That too. Can we switch to another topic, please?”

	She advances on me.

	“Question.”

	I nod: “Ask away.”

	“Do they have surveillance in these rooms?”

	“Not in the top tier-”

	Oh, feck.

	She steps out of her shorts and kneels in front of me. With nonchalant ease, she leans backwards until her shoulders touch the floor, then lifts her hips on her hands, unfolding her legs to lie either side of the chair I’m in.

	“Good. Get that erection out of your trousers and put it to good use.”

	Part of me is trying to be sensible. It loses. Lust overwhelms duty.

	It’s been a while. My orgasm arrives almost as soon as I enter her. With a sharp intake of breath, she bucks her hips, lifting me off the floor.

	Something squirms and pushes against my stomach, then nuzzles my pubic hair. I open my eyes in shock to see Elle staring at me, her expression one of surprise and revulsion.

	My lust turns into a lizard-brained panic. I jerk backwards, pushing off with my hands against her hips and landing in an untidy heap on the floor, scooting myself backwards until I hit a chair. Breathing fast, I stare at her.

	She stares back at me, eyes wide: “You felt it too?”

	I point at her stomach. We both watch something make her skin bulge and ripple, before settling back after a minute or two.

	Propping herself up on her elbows, she spreads her hands.

	“What the fuck was that?”

	Her eyes go wider. She points toward my crotch.

	I look down to see something like drops of black gel sliding from my limp willy. Upon hitting the floor, they quiver once before shrinking a little, looking like spots of frozen blood.

	“Does it hurt?”

	I look up at her and grin: “I was about to ask you that.”

	She grins right back at me: “It felt weird. Got this satisfied feeling going on that’s not coming from me.” She blushes: “Not that you and me wasn’t that, but it feels like something else sort of got off on it, and I’m not okay with that. At all. Ever.” She stares right into my eyes: “Help.”

	I’m falling. Sex and terror: the cornerstones of my teenage fascination with horror films. I only partially escaped when I discovered the dark heroes and frustrated romance of noir. Add the life I’ve lived, then drop an exotic dame - who might well be a femme fatale - with a horrific secret into the mix? I don’t stand a chance. 

	With a grin, I finish taking my shirt off, then get up to drape it neatly over the back of a chair.

	“Let me take a look.”

	She chuckles and lies flat on her back.

	“Alright, Detective. But no funny stuff.”

	I lightly flick one of her nipples: “Wouldn’t dream of it, miss.”

	Not being any kind of medic, I can’t spot anything obvious apart from my idle lusting as I run my fingertips across her skin, pressing here and there. No unusual lumps or depressions. It’s all like I observed: Trim. Lightly padded over muscles that give a bit, then feel like steel cables.

	“It’s difficult to treat you like a police officer when I’m watching your erection bounce whenever you change position.”

	She reaches out quickly, catching it before I can dodge.

	“Let’s see if I can do something about that.”

	 

	Lost in the Shuffle

	 

	I check the time. Nearly an hour since I stepped in. I should reassure Sergeant Mundee. Rolling over, I sit up and put my shirt on. Buttoning it carefully and smoothing my hair, I press the doorpad. It only shows a narrow view - but just in case…

	“Detective.”

	“All calm, Sergeant. I’ll be here for another hour or so.”

	“No problem, Detective. There’s been no traffic since you arrived.”

	I end the call. A huge hand cups my groin.

	“Turn round.”

	Trying to resist is laughable against her strength. She spins me slowly about. I raise a hand, stroke her nose, and retreat. Semi-erection bobbing, I make it to the bathroom without suffering a willpower failure. That bad feeling I had was justified. Right now, I need to focus on being something close to a competent investigative officer or I reckon we’re both going to end up in unmarked graves – at best. Not to mention that if this suite is unofficially monitored, I’m going to be off the case and out of a job very soon.

	Or featuring in a short-lived viral porn sensation. Which will be followed by being off the case and out of a job, plus suffering a brief period of notoriety to make everything better.

	Wandering out of the bathroom, I find Elle wrapped in a sheet and making several cups of coffee. She pushes one towards me, keeping three for herself.

	“Much as that was fun before becoming worrying, it didn’t help, did it?”

	I look at her and manage a weak smile: “Well, we know you’ve got a lot more going on than anyone suspects.”

	She nods, then grins.

	“Careful. Flattery might get you somewhere.” Her expression turns serious: “But not until the whatever is dealt with.”

	There’s that bad feeling again. Move on. Our lives depend on it. Talk it out.

	“Problem is, I’m damn sure there’s a lot of medical and scientific types who are going to want to examine you. Getting past them to any sort of life would be a challenge. If they spot whatever it is, you’ll never see the light of day. Honestly, I’m not entirely sure about letting you out, but I’m convinced you need to get away from here. You need to be out of reach of officialdom, where people who back facilities like this one can exert influence. They’ll either want you back or want you erased. That’s my thinking on it.” I glance at her: “Did I miss anything?”

	She blows bubbles in her coffee, then drinks a couple of mouthfuls.

	“Don’t think so. I’d like to add DNA to your investigation list, though.”

	I sit up: “Go on.”

	“I died. Proven by DNA testing the lumps of meat that remained. Someone provided those lumps, and it wasn’t me. Who gave the sample for matching?”

	I route a query from cybergear to the PAD in my pocket.

	“Susanna.”

	She looks at me, face paling. 

	“Aren’t there varying levels of test? Like the usual one might not distinguish child from mother? Is there a detailed one that can tell if the sample supposed to be from me actually came from my mother?”

	I query the PAD again. All five of the Therdaw children have different mothers! Four of them were staff at various homes owned by Louis. Whether they still are is not within the scope of this file set. Only his son was born to a woman who had the surname Therdaw.

	Elle comes over and sits on the floor by the chair I’m sitting in.

	“He blew my mother up, didn’t he?”

	“Don’t know. I’ll need to query the accuracy of the DNA test, and possibly need to check what Therdaw and Barnier family samples are available when I get out of here. I’ll want a secure line for doing both.”

	She nods.

	“What happens now?”

	That’s a good question…

	I recall a conversation about getting lost in the system, about sliding out of sight in the gaps between police procedures. I route a call.

	“Talisman Troubleshooting. Hello, Detective. Tina’s busy. Can I help?”

	“Talk to Tina for me, Jim. Ask her about getting lost in the shuffle. Get her to update it onto my current file.”

	“Will do, Detective.”

	Elle’s looking at me quizzically.

	“What are you pulling?”

	“Tall women with high sex drives from the look of the evidence, miss.”

	She slaps me lightly round the head.

	“I pulled you, idiot. You’d still be desperately trying not to eye me up if I hadn’t persuaded you to jump me.”

	Who’s the detective here?

	“True.”

	“Now that’s out the way, what were you doing?”

	“Got a friend who works with me, knows about interesting ways to lose people in the system. Just seeing if I can get some of them applied to you.”

	Half an hour passes. Elle quizzes me about the state of the world outside, along with several things I don’t know but am quite prepared to make stuff up about, until she laughingly calls me on them. It’s surprisingly mellow. Worryingly so. She really is special outside of the size – and the post sex/terror induced bias – but, I can’t shake the feeling we’ve met on the road to a dire future.

	The doorpad flashes for attention.

	“Detective Docherty?”

	“Yes, Sergeant?”

	“Your RH request is confirmed, along with transfer of authority to you for the trip. Given the time, I’m guessing you’ll be,” he pauses, “yes, you’re cleared to overnight at a Neutral Holding facility. Tottenham is the nearest.”

	I compose myself.

	“47311, Sergeant. Can you find myself and Miss Therdaw a quiet way down to meet our first transport? One with high ceilings would be nice.”

	Elle gives me a thumbs up.

	“Goods lift. Other end of the tier to the way you came in. I’ll get the transport routed to the trade deliveries bay and alert you when it arrives.”

	****

	** To read further, please purchase a copy of this book. Thank you. **

	*****
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