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    This book is the seventeenth in the series, the Ell Donsaii stories. 
 
      
 
    Though this book can “stand-alone” it’ll be much easier to understand if read as part of the series including  
 
     
 
    Quicker (an Ell Donsaii story) 
 
    Smarter (an Ell Donsaii story #2) 
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    Rescue (an Ell Donsaii story #11) 
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    I’ve minimized the repetition of explanations that would be redundant to the earlier books in order to provide a better reading experience for those of you who are reading the series. 
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 Preprologue 
 
     
 
    Ell’s father, Allan Donsaii, was an unusually gifted quarterback. Startlingly strong, and a phenomenally accurate passer, during his college career he finished two full seasons without any interceptions and two games with 100 percent completions. Unfortunately, he wasn’t big enough to get drafted by the pros. 
 
    Extraordinarily quick, Ell’s mother, Kristen Taylor captained her college soccer team and rarely played a game without a steal. 
 
    Allan and Kristen dated more and more seriously through college, marrying at the end of their senior year. Their friends teased them that they’d only married in order to start their own sports dynasty.  
 
    Their daughter Ell got Kristen’s quickness, magnified by Allan’s surprising strength and highly accurate coordination.  
 
    She also has a new mutation that affects the myelin sheaths of her nerves. This mutation produces nerve transmission speeds nearly double those of normal neurons. With faster nerve impulse transmission, she has far quicker reflexes. Yet her new type of myelin sheath is also thinner, allowing more axons, and therefore more neurons, to be packed into the same-sized skull. These two factors result in a brain with more neurons, though it isn’t larger, and a faster processing speed, akin to a computer with a smaller, faster CPU architecture. 
 
    Most importantly, under the influence of adrenaline in a fight or flight situation, her nerves transmit even more rapidly than their normally remarkable speed.  
 
    Much more rapidly ….  
 
      
 
    And, now it turns out that the mutated gene is dominant.
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 Prologue 
 
     
 
    Shan banged through the door and thundered down the stairs to the basement transporter. Speaking to his AI, he said, “To the DR home,” as he jerked the door open. As soon as he’d stepped in and slammed it shut, he said, “Now!” 
 
    As soon as the transporter ring made its double trip to the bottom of the cylinder, Shan yanked the door open and stepped out into their home in the Dominican Republic.  
 
    Two of Ell’s security people stood outside the booth holding assault rifles. One pointed her chin down the hall, saying, “Living room.” 
 
    Shan took off at a run. 
 
    Behind him, the transporter thumped again. Moments later Zage emerged and raced after his dad. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    A drawn-looking Ell explained, “Once the girls settled, she put Caii and Raii in the stroller and told the guards she was taking them out for a—" 
 
    Zage interrupted, “Wait! Where are they now?” 
 
    Ell shrugged. “The path goes under some trees. Our overwatch drones lost them there as expected. When they didn’t come out the other side as soon as expected, the security team assumed they’d just stopped to rest in the shade.” She wiped away tears on her sleeve, “A few minutes later a fault came from their ankle bracelets. Linda trotted down the path from the other direction. She found an empty stroller and poor Rosa, dying of a knife wound.” 
 
    Zage said. “I was asking where their GPS says they are?!” 
 
    “Oh,” Ell sniffled. “Their ankle bracelets had been cut off. They contained the GPS sensors.” 
 
    “What about their implanted ports?!” Zage asked, sounding horrified that he was having to explain this question. 
 
    Ell shook her head. “They don’t have GPS implants. I was waiting for them to have a little more subcutaneous fat to insert the ports into. I was afraid the ports might wind up buried in the kids’ muscles where they might’ve hurt during movement.” Ell wiped at her eyes and shook her head again. Mumbling as if to herself, she shook her head, “So stupid!” 
 
    “I’m guessing the kidnapper didn’t have any ports on him big enough that they had GPS trackers in them we could follow?” Shan asked. 
 
    Ell shook her head. “Probably not. We didn’t find any moving away from the area at the point we became aware they’d been kidnapped.” 
 
    “What’re we doing now?” Shan asked, knowing that mid-crisis was not the time to go over regrets about what they should’ve done.  
 
    “We’ve ported in hundreds of drones and hoverbikes,” Ell said. “Essentially from every place D5R had any. We’re buying more. We’ve spread them out over the island, but of course, there’re a lot of difficult choices in optimizing between wide views that can cover everything and close-up views that give the detail we need to have a chance of seeing that there’re babies in the images. Allan’s diverted almost all our computing power to analysis of the images they’re delivering, but …” 
 
    “But what?” 
 
    “Everything looks so damned ordinary,” Ell said with a choked sob. “They probably don’t have the twins in any special vehicle and Allan says there are about five million cars in the DR. Figuring out which one of millions of vehicles might have the kids from an overhead view is nearly impossible. You guys have any ideas?” 
 
    “Is there a ransom demand?” 
 
    Ell shook her head, then asked, “Allan, updates? Ransom demands?” 
 
    The AI answered in all their ears, “Nothing yet.” 
 
    “I’m gonna go look at the path they were snatched from,” Zage said. “Do we have sniffer dogs coming?” 
 
    “No,” Ell said. “That’s a good idea and we’ll send for some but I don’t think it’ll help since they probably put the twins in a vehicle almost immediately.” 
 
    Zage turned and asked Randy to show him the path where the kidnapper snatched the kids. Moments later the two of them were gone. 
 
    Wondering what he could do, Shan considered following Zage but didn’t have any idea what he’d look for at the scene. He turned back to Ell, “What can I do to help?” 
 
    She shrugged, “Hug me?” 
 
    He did, feeling lost himself. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Swearing, Ostin leaned over the back seat to look at the babies. The damned things had been screaming since the drugs Rosa administered wore off. 
 
    Thinking of Rosa made him gulp. Even though he’d been ordered to make her his girlfriend he’d come to care for her more than most. 
 
    Getting her to drug the twins had been hard. His excuse for it had been that he wanted to fool around a little that morning and that the drugs would only make them drowsy. Though willing enough to have a brief make-out session, Rosa’d kept telling him they should wait until the evening. He hadn’t had a good excuse and fell back on simply insisting she drug the kids so they could do it then. 
 
    Stabbing her with the knife had been the hardest thing he’d ever done. The betrayed look she’d given him as she fell twisted his guts. 
 
    But orders were orders. Whoever ordered this kidnapping didn’t want Rosa telling anyone what’d happened. 
 
    Ostin’s knees had still felt weak when he’d trotted back down the hill in the hidden gully, then hustled the several blocks to his Kia Sportage, carrying the sedated little girls in a duffle bag. 
 
    For a while, he thought of the old vehicle’s self-driving functions as a blessing. He’d considered using his dad’s ancient car—so old it had to be driven manually, but less of a tragedy if it got banged up fleeing the polícia. But killing Rosa and taking the girls had stressed him so badly he knew he would’ve gotten lost trying to drive a manual vehicle.  
 
    Later, after he’d calmed down, he began to think the opposite. If he’d had to drive the old junker, it would’ve given him something else to think about. 
 
    Something besides the hurt look on Rosa’s face as she collapsed. 
 
    Something besides whether the polícia would search hard enough to find his DNA at the scene. Ostin’s jefe had said no, but these Gardon people were rich. He thought the polícia might put in some real effort for people like them. 
 
    Now the kids were screaming. He’d thought the drugs would keep them asleep until he got to the airport, so he hadn’t thought of this problem. It didn’t matter whether they were hungry or needed diaper changes, Ostin didn’t have any childcare supplies. Maybe if I just give them a finger to suck on? he wondered as he climbed into the back seat and stared down at them where they lay in the footwells. 
 
    No, he thought. He could smell it. At least one of them needed a diaper. Probably both. 
 
    Climbing back into the front seat he wondered whether he could stop at a convenience store and buy diapers. No. I can’t leave screaming babies in the car while I go in, and I can’t take them with me. He wished his Sportage had an Amazon port. He probably could’ve gotten a few diapers and a bottle of formula through one of those.  
 
    I should’ve made Rosa come with me and take care of the little monsters, he thought. He shook his head. Rosa never would’ve gone for that. It’d been hard enough to talk her into giving them a little something to “keep them calm.” 
 
    Plugging his ears with his fingers, he thought, Maybe they’ll cry themselves to exhaustion and fall asleep. He shook his head, Jefe better appreciate what I’ve gone through for this scam. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Ostin’s Sportage arrived at his GPS destination. It turned out to be a small airport’s general aviation area. He called the number he’d been given. “Higuel?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” the guy grunted, “We can’t do a transfer here at the airfield. I’ll come out in a green Corolla. Follow me. We’ll go to a spot I know where no one’ll see you pass them to me.” 
 
    Why didn’t he just give me a GPS address for that place instead of the airport parking lot? Ostin wondered irritatedly. “You have the payment?”  
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” the guy said distractedly. 
 
    “You’re gonna need diapers and something to feed them. They’re raising holy hell.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you take care of that shit?!” 
 
    “They were supposed to be asleep. They weren’t. I didn’t have any of that kind of crap.” 
 
    “Green Corolla,” Higuel said again in a disgusted tone. As he was hanging up Ostin heard him say, “Estúpido,” which put him high in the depths of Ostin’s shit list. 
 
    Ostin followed the Corolla for about three kilometers. It stopped about two hundred meters past the end of the pavement. There they pulled to the side at a wide spot in the narrow dirt road.  
 
    A short, thickset guy got out of the Corolla, looking as if he were fuming. He walked angrily back to Ostin’s Sportage and scowled. 
 
    Ostin thought the scowl was for the noise the babies were making. 
 
    Ostin opened the back door to show him the two kids squalling on blankets in the footwells for the back seat. 
 
    Higuel reached in and scooped up one of the babies.  
 
    Ostin recognized the moment Higuel got a whiff of dirty diaper from the disgusted expression that crossed the guy’s face. Ostin chose that moment to say, “Where’s the money?” 
 
    “In the Corolla. Bring the other kid.” 
 
    Ostin had been going to insist the babies go nowhere until he had the money, but Higuel was already walking away with one of them. With a sigh, he grabbed his pistol and stuffed it into the back of his pants. He grabbed the second child and followed the guy he thought of as the kidnapper—even though Ostin had made the snatch himself. 
 
    When Ostin got to the Corolla, the burly guy was putting the first twin in the footwell of his own vehicle. The guy stepped back and said, “Put that one in there too. I’ll get your money.” 
 
    As Ostin began to straighten from putting the second kid in, something thumped hard into his upper left back. 
 
    Then he felt an excruciating pain there. They aren’t just breaking the chain with Rosa, Ostin realized. 
 
    The world dimmed as Higuel grabbed his belt and pulled Ostin away from the car, then dropped him on his face. The last things he felt were the sensations of Higuel stealing the pistol he had stuffed in his pants, snatching his wallet, and pulling the knife out of his back. 
 
    Moments later, the Corolla pulled away, squalling kids and all …. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Higuel was surprised when the pilot, Dalvin, commandeered him to go along on the flight.  
 
    “I have other jobs I’m supposed to do today!” Higuel insisted. “Besides, if you’re staying overnight, I don’t have my stuff.” 
 
    The pilot shrugged. “I can’t fly the plane and babysit those screaming kids. If you can’t do it, call your jefe. Ask him to send someone else.” 
 
    Higuel’s jefe told him to go. He’d have someone else pick up Higuel’s car and do the rest of his jobs that day. 
 
    As the Cessna rose into the sky and headed southwest out over the Caribbean Sea, an alarmed Higuel asked, “Where are we going?!” 
 
    “Panama,” Dalvin said. 
 
    “I thought we were going to the western side of the DR, not to another country! I don’t have my passport!” 
 
    “You won’t need your passport. Just make those kids shut up!” 
 
    “They need diapers and formula!” 
 
    “You don’t have that?!” 
 
    “No! No one told me I was going to be babysitting!” 
 
    The pilot rolled his eyes and spoke to his AI, asking for diapers. A moment later a mini pack of four diapers came out of a ten-centimeter port mounted below the instrument panel. Lifting them out of the catch-basket beneath the port, the pilot held them out. 
 
    “I don’t know how to change diapers!” 
 
    “You’d better learn. You don’t have kids?” 
 
    “I have kids. My wife takes care of them!” 
 
    “You’ve never watched her change a diaper?” 
 
    “A long time ago!” 
 
    “Figure it out. That’s what you’re here for.” 
 
    “Can this plane even fly all the way to Panama?” 
 
    “This plane could fly around the world. The prop’s driven by a port shaft and we’re supplied by an Amazon port.” 
 
    Higuel figured out diapering, though the first one was wasted cleaning the kids’ butts. The pilot had Amazon deliver cleaning wipes and pre-loaded and warmed bottles of formula. All the trash went back through the port to Amazon’s trash disposal service.  
 
    An hour later the kids had finally stopped their screeching. 
 
    The flight droned on. 
 
    Higuel learned to pee in a bottle.  
 
    Dalvin had a small cooler with food and bottled water but got more sandwiches from Amazon when they ran out of food. 
 
    Long hours passed. Higuel fed the babies and changed their diapers again. 
 
    About five hours later, Higuel dug through the cooler again for a bottle of water. “Hey, there’s a cerveza in here!” 
 
    “You can have it. I don’t drink while I’m flying.” 
 
    “Near as I can tell your AI’s doing all the flying.” And, you could’ve done the babysitting just fine if you weren’t such a pompous ass, Higuel thought. 
 
    “True, but I’ll be landing this thing in an hour.” 
 
    Higuel drank the beer. It was surprisingly relaxing. In fact, a couple of minutes later he reclined the seat for a little nap. 
 
    He slept right through Dalvin leaning across his lap and unlatching his door.  
 
    Dalvin got up on his knees in the pilot’s seat and—for his own safety—looped his shoulder harness around his own waist.   
 
    Then he slid his hands under Higuel’s thighs and lower back.  
 
    With a mighty heave, he lifted and shoved.  
 
    Higuel had just begun to struggle when he flopped out the door and plunged toward the sea. 
 
    Dalvin flew on toward Mexico. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Skimming in low over the coast to avoid air traffic radar, Dalvin nonetheless found the dirt airstrip near Matamoros, Mexico without difficulty.  
 
    Unfortunately, he didn’t know how many dirt airstrips were in the area, each servicing a different illegal enterprise.  
 
    Nor did he know he’d landed at one that happened to be near the one he was supposed to land at. 
 
    Or that it was the wrong airfield. 
 
    Dalvin waited for an hour. Then, against instructions, he called the man who’d hired him for the flight. The man angrily reminded him he wasn’t supposed to call, then told him to wait for someone to pick up the babies. 
 
    The twins were crying again, so with a curse, Dalvin changed their diapers and fed them again. 
 
    He got another sandwich and a beer—unadulterated this time—from Amazon. After finishing them, he took a nap. 
 
    Waking to light that was beginning to dim and infants who were commencing their fussing once again, his AI confirmed there still wasn’t any word about what do to with the babies. He changed diapers and fed them, then put them in the duffel and set it at the end of the runway next to the dirt road that serviced it. 
 
    Angry, but not about to call the man who’d purchased his services a second time, Dalvin turned the plane and took off on his return trip. When the bastard finally calls, he thought, I’ll tell him I followed his instructions to the letter. Delivered the kids where I was supposed to and didn’t call him again. If no one picked the little monsters up, it’s no skin off my ass. 
 
    He'll be the one who has to figure out how to get someone to pick them up before they starve. 
 
    Dalvin never got to deliver that message. When he got within 200 miles of the DR, a GPS trigger blew up the bomb in his luggage compartment. In pieces, he and his Cessna fell into the Caribbean Sea.  
 
    It would never be recovered though a few pieces compatible with it eventually floated to shore. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    It was a comedy of errors, but the chain had been broken in so many places that no one would ever sort it out. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Forty minutes after Dalvin left Mexico, another plane landed at that same airstrip—the correct one for them, though, unbeknownst to them, the people they were supposed to meet had been delayed.  
 
    When they’d taxied down to the far end, the pilot peered about in the twilight, “Do you see them?” 
 
    “No!” his partner snarled. “The putas were supposed to be waiting …! Oh, wait. There’s a bag over there, where the road meets the end of the runway. Could that be it?” 
 
    “I don’t know. They were supposed to be waiting!” 
 
    “Maybe they’re in the bushes,” the pilot said. “Could be they don’t want to meet us in person.” 
 
    “What’re we supposed to be picking up?” his partner asked. “Could it fit in a bag that size?” 
 
    The pilot shook his head. “I don’t know what we’re supposed to pick up. They never tell me. Go get it. We’ll take it to Morales. He can decide if it’s what he wants or not.” 
 
    The partner got out and trotted over to the bag while the pilot was turning the plane around. The pilot saw him look in the bag. When he got back to the plane, he put the bag in the back seat. The pilot asked, “What is it?” 
 
    “Two babies. Could Morales be holding someone’s kids for ransom?” 
 
    The kids started crying. 
 
    “Chinga!” the pilot said disgustedly. He throttled up and turned the plane down the runway. “Let’s get them to Morales pronto.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alberto Morales hadn’t been surprised to see his men return with a moderately large duffel bag. It looked big enough to carry the four million dollars they were supposed to be bringing him.  
 
    But when he looked in the bag, two babies started squalling! 
 
    “What the hell is this!” Morales exploded. 
 
    The pilot said, “I know the bastards were supposed to be waiting at the airfield,” he shrugged, “but they weren’t. No one was there, just this bag. We didn’t know what we were supposed to be picking up, so we brought what we found.” 
 
    Morales’ temper spiked. Dangerously, he growled, “And you decided I must’ve gone into baby trafficking?!” 
 
    The pilot leaned back nervously, “We didn’t know what to think, Señor. No one told us what we were supposed to get. The people we thought were going to meet us weren’t there. This bag was. I’ve picked up bags similar to this one in the past. My best guess was that the babies were what you wanted, maybe a kidnapping? I can take them back if you want …?” 
 
    In a nightmarish turn, Gloria, Morales’ wife, came in, looking ecstatic. “Do I hear a baby?!” 
 
    She strode rapidly over to the table with the bag and peered in. Lifting a kid out, she shrieked, “Two babies?! ’Berto! Gracias! Gracias! Are they twins?!” 
 
    Alberto shot a glare at his two minions, lest they take it upon themselves to tell Gloria that the infants were there as the result of a blunder. Fixing the pilot with his eyes, he waved dismissively, “Go. Return to the airfield. See if the people you were supposed to meet are there now.” 
 
    “How long should we wait?” the pilot asked. 
 
    “As long as it takes!” Alberto said irritatedly, repeating his dismissive wave several times to get the men out of there so he could deal with his wife. 
 
    They hurriedly left and Alberto turned to take in the beatific expression on Gloria’s face. He and Gloria had been trying for a child for years now. She wanted to adopt, but he—sure she was the infertile one—wanted to father a child on another woman and adopt his own issue. It’d been the basis of contention in their marriage for months now. She thinks I’ve given in and this is some kind of surprise, he thought, walking over to look down on the baby that still lay in the bag.  
 
    The one Gloria had picked up had settled but the one in the bag was still crying. “Pick him up!” Gloria said. “Don’t leave him crying!” 
 
    They’re boys? Alberto thought, taking a positive slant. How can she tell? He clumsily picked up the baby, belatedly supporting its head the way Gloria was doing hers though it didn’t seem to need it. He looked at Gloria. Seeing how she rocked the one she held, he tried to do the same. The baby in his arms quieted to disgruntled little yowls, then stopped, staring him in the eyes. A hand thrashed around and when Alberto reached for it, it grabbed and grasped his finger. 
 
    He found that grip endearing. 
 
    Then Gloria exclaimed, “Mariah?!” She tugged at the diaper of the baby she held. “Oh,” she said with delight, “this one’s a girl!” She held the baby up, staring into its eyes as if entranced. “Mariah!” 
 
    Alberto thought he kept his disappointment over the baby’s sex from showing on his face. “Where’d you get that name?” 
 
    “It’s printed on the front of her little shirt.” 
 
    Alberto looked down at the one he held. Tugging up on the sweater it wore, he saw “Luciah” printed on the T-shirt. That also sounds like a girl’s name, he thought with dismay. Tugging the baby’s diaper aside, he confirmed it. This one was a girl too. 
 
    He wondered whether one of his enemies might have arranged this disaster. Could they have stolen the four million and put these … infants in its place as some kind of prank or revenge?! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “We’ve found several vehicles that left this vicinity shortly after the twins were snatched,” Allan said, speaking to Shan, Ell, and Zage. “One of them, a Kia Sportage, turned up at the scene of a murder two hours from here. The Kia’s owner, Ostin Reyes, had been stabbed in the back and left face down beside the vehicle. His wallet was gone. The ground was too dry for tire prints or footprints. No fingerprints were found. 
 
    “Rosa’s family confirms that Reyes had been dating her recently and that she had described him as her boyfriend. 
 
    “The police believe Reyes was a member of a local gang. Handsome, he’s thought to have seduced a number of young women for the gang, inducing them to engage in various criminal activities, mostly prostitution. Not unexpectedly, on questioning, the gang leaders disavow all knowledge of him. 
 
    “Of note, the scene of Reyes’ murder was three kilometers from La Romana airport. Thirty-three flights departed from La Romana within six hours of the estimated time of Reyes’ death. Most are well documented but two were not. One, a small-jet return flight to Miami, carried no listed passengers, either inbound or outbound, and is suspected to have been transporting drugs. Of course, two infants could easily have been aboard as well. The other, a single-engine Cessna flight with a filed flight plan for Panama City, Panama, did not list passengers either. After leaving DR airspace, its transponder went off, either switched off or perhaps due to some in-flight disaster. It never arrived in Panama City. If the transponder was switched off, the plane could have diverted to numerous other destinations.”  
 
    “Wait,” Zage said, “couldn’t you co-locate ports that were in the plane to its transponder location?” 
 
    “Unfortunately,” Allan said, “by the time we realized that plane was of interest, its transponder was already off so we weren’t able to co-locate it with any port GPS units it might’ve had aboard.” 
 
    Zage looked at his mother, “You don’t keep records of those GPS locations?” 
 
    Ell shook her head. “There are billions of ports in the world now. If we constantly tracked and recorded positions of everyone’s ports there’d be tremendous protests about invasions of privacy.” 
 
    Allan resumed, “Extensive searches of flight records from around the world do not document the arrival of the Cessna at any other locations, so it may well have gone down. Another possibility is that it landed somewhere and was made over with new paint and a new transponder. 
 
    “Of course, Reyes’ death near an airport may have been coincidental. The twins may have been transported from the murder site in a different vehicle and still be in the DR. Or perhaps Reyes never had them. Rosa may have been killed and the twins transported from the Gardon domicile by other means.” 
 
    Shan thought about Allan’s recitation of the facts. That AI may be close to consciousness and perhaps able to make some jokes, but he hasn’t learned to sugarcoat bitter pills the way a human would’ve. He looked at Ell, thinking she would, as usual, have a plan laid out. 
 
    Slump-shouldered, for the first time in Shan’s experience Ell looked defeated. Glassy eyes unseeingly on the floor as if staring into an abyss, she appeared completely flat. 
 
    Shan said, “Ell? Any ideas?” 
 
    She slowly shook her head. 
 
    Shan looked at Zage. “How about you?” 
 
    “I’m setting up to check all the sewer systems in the DR for the twins’ DNA.” He shrugged, “If that’s negative, we’ll have to expand to Florida and Central America.” 
 
    “What if the girls have been stashed somewhere that uses a septic tank?” 
 
    “A what?” Zage asked. 
 
    Surprised, Shan thought that, despite Zage’s deep and seemingly unbounded knowledge of biological science, there were often glaring holes in the kid’s “common” knowledge ….
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 Chapter One 
 
     
 
    Four years have passed since the twins were kidnapped. 
 
      
 
    Washington D.C.— Today, President Romero announced that most countries have ratified the new regulations that will allow people to travel across international borders using Portal Tech’s transporters. Though travel by transporter has become widespread within the United States and the devices are rapidly being installed in the wealthier parts of the world, so far people have not been allowed to transport directly from one country to another.  
 
    One could argue that people are still not being allowed to travel directly from one country to another, as international travel will still require using transporters that are located in customs and immigration centers. This way arrivals into a country can be screened and passed through customs in that accepting nation. 
 
    At present, most incoming transporters will deliver transportees to the screening and customs facilities that already exist at international airports. Because travel by transporter is instantaneous and cheap, it is expected that the airports themselves will be rapidly phased out as will their customs facilities. Transporter screening will transition to purpose-built facilities that will be situated on less valuable real estate. 
 
    It is generally expected that the remainder of the countries will ratify the regulations because international travel by transporter should provide large economic benefits. Of note, D5R and PGR Comm have embargoed some countries (i.e., North Korea) from the use of PGR and portal technology based on their abysmal human rights records. Those embargoes mean that they will not be eligible to use transporter technology either. Though they are expected to protest, it is not expected that their complaints will bring a favorable response …. 
 
      
 
    Gloria Morales stepped into her twins’ bedroom. They were playing one of their games. One of many games they played that Gloria didn’t understand. It looked unfamiliar, so she stopped to watch, wondering whether she might be able to figure this one out.  
 
    Something had happened shortly after the girls arrived at the Morales home. Their short dark hair had grown out, leaving them platinum blondes. At first, Gloria thought the traumatic events that had orphaned them had shocked their systems in a fashion similar to some adults whose hair suddenly went white after devastating events. When she asked Alberto what he knew of their orphaning and explained why she was asking, he’d shrugged and said he thought their hair’d been dyed when they arrived. Gloria often wished she’d collected samples of their brown hair for analysis, but it’d been too late by the time she’d thought of it. 
 
    Shaking her head, Gloria turned her attention to the girls’ game, knowing she wouldn’t understand it—she never understood their games and had learned it was pointless to ask for explanations. She realized they were once again playing a completely new game. They were playing on a checkerboard and using checkers, but definitely not playing checkers as Gloria knew the game. Instead, they moved the pieces rapidly from place to place according to rules Gloria couldn’t figure out. Over about a minute, red checkers began to accumulate on the right side of the board while the black checkers remained scattered. Suddenly Luciah threw up her arms in apparent victory and Mariah leaned across to give her a delighted hug. Luciah hugged her back. 
 
    Gloria smiled, always amazed at the way they could play what seemed highly competitive games, yet take joy in one another’s wins and show no dismay when they lost. 
 
    Reading them a bedtime story was one of the great joys of Gloria’s life. Over five now and sweet as they could be, they read both Spanish and English fluently so they didn’t need to have stories read to them. Nonetheless, they claimed they still liked to have Gloria read to them. They didn’t want her to read children’s picture books to them anymore, instead preferring stories written for young adults—and full adults. Mysteries, crime thrillers, adventures, and science fiction. No romances. They were young enough that they didn’t find that aspect of life interesting. 
 
    Gloria knelt between them, adding to, or joining into their ongoing hug, she wasn’t sure. “It’s nearly time for bed,” she said. “Shall I keep reading …” she looked up at her HUD to remind herself of the title they’d been reading last night, “… A Fire Upon the Deep?” 
 
    The twins looked at one another, then spoke rapidly in their own, third, language. It might not be their own, but no one Gloria knew had any idea what tongue they might be speaking. It didn’t sound like any language Gloria had ever heard. She assumed it must be their parents’ language, one they’d somehow retained despite their apparently non-verbal state when they’d arrived in the Morales’ home. Luciah looked up at her and said, “We liked that one so much we finished it ourselves this morning. Do you have a new one?” 
 
    Gloria’s eyes widened. The book was over 600 pages and she’d counted on it lasting quite a while. Her first impulse was to chastise them, but she brought herself up short. Chastising children for reading seemed crazy. “Aren’t you guys smart?” she said cheerfully, wondering how they’d found the time to read over 500 pages on their own and thinking they must’ve found an abridged version somewhere. “I’ll have to look for another book. What kind of story would you like to read?” 
 
    The twins looked at one another, then Mariah said, “We came across a recommendation for a book called The Clan of the Cave Bear. It’s a pre-historical fiction about cave-man times but is supposed to have a lot of factual information in it too. Have you read it already?” 
 
    “I have …” Gloria said excitedly. She paused as she remembered it featured a Homo sapiens girl raped by a Neanderthal man. “But … there’re some adult themes in it. I don’t think they’d be appropriate for girls your age.” 
 
    “Could you skip over those parts? Or change them into something that’s okay for us?” Mariah asked entreatingly. “We’d like to read it, but we’re thinking you don’t want us to read it to ourselves, right?” 
 
    Gloria interpreted that to mean they fully intended to read it one way or the other. Far better I read it to them, she thought. “Okay,” she said. “Just let me get my AI to download it.” 
 
    She quite enjoyed reading the first part of the story to them and thought she’d managed to work her way through and around the sex scenes tastefully. It delighted her to hear the girls talk about how much they looked forward to listening to the rest of the books about Ayla. Stories that went on for weeks were fun to read to them. 
 
    At nine o’clock, she stopped reading, telling them it was time to go to sleep despite their bright-eyed alertness. Turning off the light, she was closing the door when she had a sudden realization that the twins had been busy from breakfast onward that morning. “Did you really read the rest of that book?” she asked curiously. “A Fire Upon the Deep? You said you read it this morning but, remember, Jacinda took you to the farm this morning.” 
 
    Mariah said something in their own language, then Luciah answered the question, “We did read it, Mamá. We liked it a lot so when we woke up early this morning we started reading the rest of it. We finished it before Jacinda came to get us up.” 
 
    Gloria studied them a moment, thinking about how they didn’t look at all sleepy. How they laid down at nap time but didn’t seem to sleep. How, when she or Jacinda went in to wake them in the mornings, the girls didn’t have to be wakened because they were already bright-eyed and bushy-tailed. “How early did you wake up to read it?” Gloria asked, wondering whether she wanted to hear the answer. 
 
    “We don’t know, Mamá,” Mariah said. “Just, when we did wake up, we started reading.” 
 
    “That had to be about five-hundred pages …” Gloria said, ruminatively. She looked at the girls. Mariah had an arm around Luciah. “That’s a lot of reading.” 
 
    “Is that too many pages, Mamá?” Luciah asked. 
 
    “No, no. Reading’s good for you, but did you get enough sleep?” 
 
    “Um …” Mariah said slowly, “we sleep as long as we’re sleepy. But then, when we wake up, we can’t fall back asleep. It’s no fun just lying there, even though we do it during naptime because you’ve asked us to.” She shrugged, “So we get up and do something. Usually reading. It’s something that doesn’t make noise that might bother you.” 
 
    “You don’t read out loud to each other?” 
 
    Mariah slowly shook her head. “Is it okay for us to read? It’s boring if we don’t.” 
 
    “And you never fall asleep during naptime. You just lie there?” 
 
    The twins nodded. 
 
    “How long do you sleep at night?” Gloria asked wonderingly. 
 
    Luciah shrugged, “We don’t know. As long as we’re sleepy. Do you want us to figure it out?” 
 
    “Um … you’d know how to do that?” 
 
    Luciah shrugged again. “Sure, we can just ask our AIs to keep track of it. Or ask them what time we go to sleep and when we wake up and subtract.” 
 
    Mariah mumbled to her AI, then said, “If it helps, my AI says we read for six hours last night.” 
 
    Six hours! Gloria thought, then did some math. She’d put them to sleep at nine and Lucinda would’ve wakened them at seven, which would’ve been ten hours. So they slept four hours and read for six?! And if each page was 250 words …. She mumbled to her own AI, asking it to multiply 250 words per page times 500 pages. She got a reply of 125,000 words. She had it divide that by six hours and again by sixty minutes to come up with about 350 words per minute …! She queried her AI to learn that average adult readers read 250 words per minute but that many “avid” readers did read 350. This is frighteningly bizarre, she thought. But, surely I shouldn’t worry because they’re doing something better than other children, should I? 
 
    Not even if it’s a lot better than most adults? Gloria’s conscience asked. 
 
    Is sleeping only four hours per night going to make them sick? Gloria wondered. Next time we’re at the pediatrician I’ll ask, she decided. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    After Gloria left the room, Luciah turned to Mariah and asked—using their own language in case someone was listening, “Do you think we’re adopted?” 
 
    “Of course,” Mariah replied. “Mamá’s very nice but we don’t look like her at all. Or Papá either.” 
 
    Luciah snuggled into the covers and grinned. “Maybe we’re the lost princesses of a fantastic kingdom. Shangri-La maybe?” 
 
    Mariah shook her head and widened her eyes. She whispered ominously, “I think we’re aliens. We’re a lot different from anyone we know.” 
 
    Luciah wrinkled her nose. “Not aliens. Mutants with special powers!” 
 
    Mariah smiled, “Yeah. We were created in a mad scientist’s lab but a kindly janitor snuck us out!” 
 
    Luciah rolled her eyes and shook her head, “You’re getting too far out there now. I’m going to sleep.” 
 
    Mariah snorted, “I thought the lost princesses were too far out there. Once you leave the playing field, you’d just as well climb the mountain.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ell was up at one in the morning that same night. As always, the first thing she did was ask Allan whether his worldwide image search had turned up any new twins the right age. He almost always told her “No.” That night was no different. 
 
    The image search was a long shot, requiring that someone upload photos of such twins to a public database. Of course, the search had found large numbers of identical female twins the right age. Even though identicals only made up about one in 250 live births, that still meant there were over 400,000 of them of the right age in the world. There should even be over 8,000 with the expected blonde hair. But, so far, none of the twins they’d found had been Caii or Raii. 
 
    However, if Ell’s twins were alive—and there wasn’t any proof the girls were dead—Ell intended to keep searching for them by any and all means she could think of.  
 
    There was a glaring hole in the search that she tried not to think of—in that if one of the twins had died, or if they were being kept separately—Allan’s twins search wouldn’t find them. Therefore, Allan also looked at single girls of the right age and coloration, but there were 250 times as many of them …. 
 
    Nonetheless, they dispatched someone to collect DNA from any that seemed plausible. None of them had matched yet. 
 
    For years she’d expected a ransom demand—which would’ve given her a target for her rage—but none had been forthcoming. Ell couldn’t imagine why, unless the girls were dead—a possibility she couldn’t accept. Or the kidnappers had lost them, which was Ell’s fondest hope. 
 
    “And Zage’s DNA search?” she asked Allan. 
 
    “No luck there either,” Allan replied. 
 
    Zage had sewage collection tentacles out around the world. However, the task was daunting there as well. Nonetheless, Ell thought her son, the wizard of DNA, had a better chance of finding the twins than she, Shan, and Allan did with their image searches. 
 
    Dozens of private investigators had unsuccessfully tried traditional and scientific techniques for finding missing persons. 
 
    Ell had spent hundreds of millions of dollars. 
 
    It seemed impossible that they hadn’t found the girls and she’d been repeatedly urged to give up the search. She’d been advised to accept that the reason the girls couldn’t be found was that the plane they’d been in had gone down. Or they’d been killed in a fight over the spoils before the kidnappers had gotten around to demanding their ransom. 
 
    But Ell had vowed she’d never give up.  
 
    She had, however, stopped telling people she was still working on it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The girls were five now but Gloria hadn’t yet taken them to the pediatrician when Luciah shook her awake in the middle of one night.  
 
    “What?!” Gloria whispered harshly, blearily irritated. 
 
    “There’re men in the yard,” Luciah whispered. 
 
    Heart suddenly pounding, Gloria sat up abruptly. The bedside clock read 2:30 a.m. In the dim light, she could see Mariah at the window, peeking out through the gap at the edge of the curtain without pulling it aside. 
 
    Alberto, sounding angry, said, “What the hell are you doing?!” 
 
    “Luciah says there’re men in the yard!” Gloria hissed. 
 
    Alberto cursed, fumbling for his AI’s headband as he rolled out of bed. He shuffled to the window and pulled the curtain aside to look out. 
 
    Gloria heard a loud pop.  
 
    With a crash, the window exploded inward.  
 
    “Shit!” Alberto said, dancing back from the shattered glass and dropping to the floor. “Get down to the tunnel and head for the safe house!” he said, then started shouting at his AI. 
 
    Gloria darted for the closet to get some clothes, telling the twins to get their shoes. 
 
    Alberto shouted, “Go! There’re clothes in the safe house!” He resumed yelling at someone through his AI. 
 
    Gloria ran into the hall and down to the twins’ room. To her astonishment, they were coming back out of the room before she got there. They already had on shoes, jeans, and T-shirts. 
 
    They pounded down the stairs ahead of Gloria.  
 
    Gloria found herself thinking about how Alberto claimed they needed guards and a safe house because they were wealthy. She frequently worried they were wealthy because Alberto was involved in the drug trade. Could the people in the yard be police? Or rivals? she wondered frantically. Focus! She thought furiously at herself. Survive this, then you can, once again, worry about how Alberto makes his money. 
 
    The twins beat her to the tunnel, Luciah opening the door and Mariah darting in. When Gloria got in the door, Mariah had dashed to the supply closet. From there, the little girl grabbed and tossed Gloria’s slip-on shoes so they landed perfectly on the floor in front of her feet. Then she held out a robe. Gloria managed to slip into the robe while stepping into the shoes.  
 
    By then Luciah had slammed and locked the door. 
 
    They ran pell-mell down the tunnel, the children easily outdistancing her. 
 
    Gloria felt glad of the shoes. The floor of the tunnel was far rougher than she remembered.  
 
    Gloria ran past the hidden turnoff into the side tunnel to the safe house but Mariah called her back to it. 
 
    Luciah had already entered the combination in the heavy, camouflaged door. How did she learn the combo? Gloria wondered but didn’t have time to ask. 
 
    Together they heaved the big door open, ran through, and slammed it back shut, resetting the lock. The main tunnel they’d just exited came out on a hillside. Hopefully, anyone following them wouldn’t notice the side-tunnel turnoff and, when they arrived at the opening, would waste time searching the slope for them. 
 
    Ten minutes later they had locked themselves into the tiny safe house and Gloria could worry about Alberto. When she collapsed onto the couch and started to decompensate, the twins glommed onto her from each side and squeezed hard.  
 
    It didn’t seem like it should help … but it did. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Gloria waited until late the next afternoon before going out. Dressed in tired denim and hair now bleached blonde, she wore sneakers instead of her trademark heels. She slunk down the shady side of the street, turned right, and slowly made her way past the walls around the compound of the house she thought of as hers. With a glance through the broken wrought iron gate, she saw the shattered remains of her beautiful home.  
 
    Windows broken and lawns destroyed by heavy tires.  
 
    Everything lay in shambles.  
 
    A bored policeman guarded the opening. He eyed her incuriously.  
 
    Gloria lifted her chin toward the house, “What happened?” 
 
    The man shrugged indifferently. “Drug war.” 
 
    Hoping the dismay didn’t show on her face, she asked, “Who won?” 
 
    Jerking his head toward her home, the guard said, “Not these bastards.” 
 
    Hoping her voice wouldn’t tremble, she ventured one more question, “I knew their maid,” she said, reflecting that this was true. “Did anyone make it out alive?” 
 
    “Some did, but I don’t know who. The jefe sure as hell didn’t make it. Nor his guards.” The man spat on the ground. “Bad shit all around, you ask me, but your friend might’ve been one of the ones who made it out.” 
 
    Gloria, afraid to speak past her pain, merely nodded and continued on her way, making a wide loop to get back to the safe house. 
 
    She retrieved the girls, a sizable portion of the cash hidden there, and a few items of clothing, then they headed toward downtown on foot. She waited until they were in a busy area before she asked her AI to call an Uber. Getting in, she gave it an address several blocks from her parents’ home. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Gloria’s father told her someone else in the cartel had killed Alberto and taken his position. He seemed surprised that she hadn’t known how her husband had brought in the money he lavished on her. “You turned a blind eye,” he said accusingly. 
 
    After a while, she decided her father was right. In retrospect, it seemed obvious that she’d ignored many signs that Alberto was in an illegal drug business.  
 
    Like the way that, though Alberto was sweet to her and the twins, he’d treated many, many others with what she had to acknowledge had been calculated cruelty.  
 
    Her life had just been too good for her to face facts. 
 
    Now she was moving into a cheap hotel. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Gloria finally gathered her girls and sat down to have a difficult conversation with them about what had happened to their home and their father. “So, you know how we haven’t seen Papá for a while?” 
 
    They nodded. Mariah calmly said, “Since he died.” 
 
    Gloria tried not to let her startlement show and nodded in her turn. “How did you find out?” she asked. 
 
    “We asked our AIs,” Luciah responded. 
 
    Not for the first time, Gloria wondered how one of the twins always answered her questions. Never both. Never neither. They seemed somehow to decide who would answer without visibly or audibly communicating amongst themselves. At least not so Gloria could tell. It’s like talking to one person with two mouths, she thought. 
 
    And they asked their AIs, she thought. A better question than, “How did they think to do that,” is, “Why did I have to ask my father?” “Um,” Gloria began uncertainly, wondering how to proceed from there.  
 
    “Are we going to stay in this hotel, or are we going somewhere else now?” Mariah asked, solving the question of how Gloria would tell them they no longer had a home to go back to.  
 
    Gloria had a suspicion the girls had known what she was having difficulty talking about. Nonetheless, she accepted the invitation and said, “We’ll have to go somewhere. I’m not sure where, yet. I’ll have to figure that part out.” 
 
    “We can’t live with Grandma and Grandpa because that’d bring our troubles down on them, right?” Luciah asked. 
 
    “Our troubles?” Gloria asked in surprise. 
 
    Luciah nodded. Mariah said, “In case the cartel boss that killed Papá decides to kill us too, right? If they did that, it’d be bad for your parents if we lived with them.” 
 
    Gloria slowly nodded, resisting a hysterical temptation to ask her children for advice on what to do next. “Um, the money your papá left us won’t last forever, so we’re going to have to find a cheap place to live and I’m gonna have to get a job, okay?” 
 
    The girls nodded as if they’d already figured that part out. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Despite moving into a cheap little apartment, in the months since the cartel had killed Alberto, Maria’d gone through quite a bit of the money she’d taken from their safe house. Afraid the money would run out before she found a good source of income, she’d finally resigned herself to working as a domestic to bring in some cash until she found something better. She’d applied endlessly for more sophisticated forms of employment but had had no luck. She felt qualified for the jobs but she just didn’t have diplomas or credentials to prove her capabilities. 
 
    Housekeeping was something she hadn’t done since she’d been a teenager in her parents’ low-income family but she remembered it well enough. Childcare was something she’d been doing for her twins and felt very much up-to-date on. 
 
    On her first day at work, Maria kept worrying about her girls. She’d used her AI to check in with them several times so far and they’d said they were fine each time, but leaving five-year-old girls alone—even ones as astonishingly capable as the twins—seemed crazy.  
 
    However, she had to have this job.  
 
    The toughest part of the day had been working at the direction of Sophia, a woman five years her junior. She’d had a moment when she’d thought disparagingly of the woman because she’d obviously come into her present, well-off, situation on her looks and the husband those features had attracted. 
 
    Then Gloria remembered that she’d achieved her previously wealthy lifestyle as Alberto’s wife in exactly the same fashion. If she hadn’t been gorgeous, the dapper young criminal wouldn’t have pursued her so relentlessly. 
 
    Gloria had just finished explaining the dinner she’d cooked to Sophia and was about to leave when the door opened. Believing that Sophia didn’t want her husband to see the help, Gloria hung back in the kitchen, thinking she could ease out when the husband went into the bathroom.  
 
    Instead, a minute later the man walked into the kitchen. Abruptly halting, he stared at Gloria. “Señora Morales, what are you doing here?”  
 
    Gloria stared back. It was Rodrigo Garcia, one of Alberto’s lieutenants. “Um, Señor Garcia, I’m ….” 
 
    Sophia stepped in behind him, “Rodrigo, you said I should hire some help. This is Gloria. Do you know her?” 
 
    Gloria could feel the young woman’s fear that Gloria had been Rodrigo’s girlfriend. 
 
    Rodrigo glanced at his wife, then back to Gloria, “Yes, I do. Can you give me a moment with her, Sophia?” 
 
    “Why,” Sophia asked suspiciously.  
 
    Gloria could sense an even bigger surge of jealousy emanating from the younger woman. Gloria knew she was attractive, but hadn’t considered that she might be a threat to the younger Sophia. Rodrigo wanting a few minutes alone with her, though …. 
 
    Rodrigo handled it well, “I’m sorry Sophia. Gloria is the widow of a friend of mine. She may not want to work for us, knowing who I am. I’d like to explore the options with her.” 
 
    “Why can’t I listen?” Sophia asked, her eyes narrowed. 
 
    “My friend, um, Gloria’s husband, was involved in the business. It would be better if you didn’t know about the business part of our discussion.” Rodrigo looked his wife in the eye, “Just knowing about the business would be dangerous for you.” 
 
    Sophia glanced at Gloria, so Gloria gave her a helpless shrug. 
 
    Sophia stepped back out of the kitchen, though Gloria thought it likely she’d remain just outside the door to listen. 
 
    Rodrigo apparently thought the same. He glanced at the door, then led Gloria to the little table on the other side of the kitchen, indicating a chair. They both sat, then Rodrigo quietly said, “I’m sorry about your husband, Señora.” 
 
    Gloria inclined her head, then said, “I’m sorry too. Um, since his death, I’ve come to realize that, though he treated me well, he was hard on others.” 
 
    Rodrigo nodded knowingly. “I could tell he was kind to you. Doing business, though ….” he sighed. “It is a brutal business, but Alberto was more vicious than most. I’m sorry not to speak well of the dead, but you need to understand how the world works now that he can’t protect you. Are your girls well?” 
 
    Gloria nodded. In view of Rodrigo’s assessment, she had a hard time speaking. However, feeling she must know, she forced herself to ask, “Should I worry that someone will seek to take revenge on Alberto … through myself or my daughters?” 
 
    Rodrigo’s eyes stared into the distance for several moments while he considered. He shrugged, “I would wish not, but the man who took over the cartel hated him very much and has a taste for vengeance. I would keep your new blonde hair color if I were you.” 
 
    “Is there something I can do to protect us?” 
 
    He shrugged again. “Move far away. Or, if you can, learn to be a vicious killer yourself. One who’s so feared that you’re able to protect yourself and your children—but being that brutal is a hard thing for a woman. Finally, you could do important work for the cartel, hoping they’ll take you under their protection because you’re a valued asset.” 
 
    “Oh …” she said, “I’ll have to consider these options.” She knew she wasn’t cut out to be a killer. The other two options were undesirable but possible. 
 
    “Do that. You were polite and often kind to me in the past, so I can help some.” He gave Gloria a small grin, “Now we’d better break up our little meeting before Sophia finishes loading her gun.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Luciah and Mariah looked at one another when their AIs told them their mother had left her job and was on her way home. As one they turned and started for home. Gloria’s job was farther from their apartment than the bustling tourist mercado so they didn’t have to run, but they couldn’t dawdle either. 
 
    They’d spent hours that day at the mercado, trying to understand how everything, especially the small businesses, worked. They wanted to earn their own money rather than depending on their mamá for handouts which were necessarily small. When they did ask, Gloria always wanted to know what they were going to spend it on and rarely gave them more than what it took to buy a few pieces of candy. 
 
    At first, they’d thought they’d be able to do odd jobs, but most of the merchants at the mercado had children of their own. The ones who didn’t have kids thought the twins were far too young to do the work they had available. 
 
    After some discussion, the twins started looking at the handmade products, thinking they could make some of them. They couldn’t open a stand of their own but they might be able to sell their products to a merchant. Then they’d realized to their chagrin that many of the products were mass-produced in places like China and Malaysia. Many of the offerings seemed amateurish and poorly made. The twins thought they could turn out better quality items but they’d have a hard time matching the wholesale prices. Also, buying supplies to make them posed a chicken or egg problem. 
 
    As they started home, Mariah glanced at Luciah and asked, “Which do you think we should try?” 
 
    Luciah frowned, “Some kind of art, I think. We could watch some videos to learn how. Even most of those require supplies we don’t have. Maybe pencil drawings would be good enough?” 
 
    “Or ink?” Mariah said.  
 
    “Pencil would let us correct mistakes.” 
 
    “But once we worked out a drawing in pencil, we could do it over in ink. I think some of the value comes from having used materials that don’t allow corrections. Um ….” 
 
    Mariah had paused because ahead of them a small crowd of people had spilled off the sidewalk and into the street. She and Luciah stepped off the sidewalk and onto the pavement but didn’t want to get too far out into the street for fear of the cars that were going by. They knew they should be relatively safe because most vehicles were driven by AIs, but you never knew. Even a scooter could seriously injure them.  
 
    After a few steps, rather than stepping farther into the street to get past, they took advantage of the fact that they were small enough to cut between the people in the crowd. Luciah paused at the edge of an opening in the crowd to watch so Mariah stopped in a neighboring gap. They found themselves watching three teenage street performers—two boys and a girl—who’d gathered the crowd. The boys walked on their hands while the girl danced to music from a small boombox music player. The boys flipped back to their feet, then started doing acrobatics. They picked up the girl and threw her into the air so she flipped over before they caught her. The boys ran at the wall, then up it so they flipped over to land on their feet. The crowd burst into applause after one feat, then another, and another. 
 
    After quite a few stunts, the teenagers passed a small AI set up to display the money it received. Mariah watched it go by, then grabbed Luciah. They eeled through the crowd toward their apartment. After querying their AIs about their mother’s location, they started to run. 
 
    When Gloria got home, they greeted her as happily as if they’d been waiting in the apartment all day. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    At one in the morning, after four hours of sleep, the twins woke. A few minutes later they were in the bathroom, watching drawing videos on their HUDs. Then each started a pencil drawing. Fortunately, their mother had a small sheaf of paper and a few pencils in the apartment. Mariah whispered, “I think we can do all the stunts the performers did.” 
 
    Luciah nodded, “Of course. But we’d need money for a music box.” 
 
    “Do you think we’d have to have music?” 
 
    “No, but I think it’s what first attracts people’s attention.” 
 
    “We could try it without the player,” Mariah said. “Maybe a silent show would bring in enough money that we could buy a player.” 
 
    “If the drawings sell, we could buy paint.” Luciah said, jumping away from the stunting topic, “Paintings were priced higher.” 
 
    “We don’t know if either drawings or paintings will sell. Even if their prices are higher, if we only sell one a day, they won’t bring in much money. We need to spend time watching to see which kinds of pictures sell.” Mariah leaned back and studied the drawing she’d been working on. “For now, let’s focus on producing a variety of art so we can see if people are willing to buy anything we do. If some things sell we can try to decide whether they have something in common.” 
 
    Luciah brightened, “The acrobatic dancers’ AI had tallied over fifty dollars in tips when it passed us. Maybe we should work on stunts instead.” 
 
    “We already know we can do those stunts,” Mariah said with a shrug. “If we had a guy who could throw us up in the air, we could do them all.” 
 
    “You think that team would let us join them?” 
 
    “I doubt it. The street wouldn’t hold a much bigger crowd so they’d just wind up splitting the same money between more kids.” 
 
    Luciah frowned, “You don’t think a better performance would bring in more money?” 
 
    Mariah shook her head. “I like your first three drawings better than the one you’re working on. You’re putting too much detail in that one.” 
 
    Luciah crumpled that paper. As she pulled out another sheet, she said, “I think you should do ink versions of your second and third ones. The first one’s weak.” 
 
    Mariah said, “I’m not going to throw it away and you shouldn’t have crumpled your fourth one. From what I saw online, people often buy paintings the artists themselves didn’t like. We shouldn’t throw anything away until we’re sure no one’s gonna buy it. We shouldn’t care if the buyers like things we hate.” 
 
    Luciah frowned at the crumpled ball. “Should I do it over?” 
 
    Cocking her head, Mariah said, “Do it over in ink and leave out the bushes. If it doesn’t work out, it’ll be good practice for the next one you do in ink.” 
 
    “I wonder if our birth parents are rich,” Luciah said dreamily. 
 
    Mariah snorted, “You should give up that dream. The birth parents of almost all adoptees accidentally got pregnant by having unprotected sex.” She shook her head in resignation, “Ours probably aren’t any smarter than the rest of them.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A few nights later Rodrigo came home before Gloria left work at his home. Gloria’d talked with Sophia and offered to find another job to assuage her jealousy. After some deliberation, Sophia had decided to keep her on. 
 
    Gloria waited for Rodrigo to put down his things, then said, “Señor, do you have time for a couple of questions?” 
 
    He nodded.  
 
    “What kind of work could I do for the cartel?” 
 
    He studied her a moment, “You speak English, yes?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she said in English, knowing Rodrigo spoke the language. 
 
    “Do you know anyone in the United States?” 
 
    She nodded, “A cousin.” 
 
    “Do you have a passport?” 
 
    Gloria nodded again. 
 
    “You and your daughter could visit your cousin,” Rodrigo said, “dropping off a package during the trip.” 
 
    Her eyes widened, “I couldn’t involve my girls in that kind of work!” 
 
    Rodrigo tilted his head. “A mother and daughter arouse far less suspicion than a woman traveling alone.” He paused a moment, then continued, “Your girls would be much less likely to lose their mother if one of them went with you.” 
 
    “Not both?” 
 
    He shook his head sympathetically. “Costs more. Plus, two children are more likely to cause problems than one.” 
 
    “They’re very good. Besides, who would look after the one left behind?” 
 
    He shrugged, “Perhaps Sophia. I can ask her. If not, someone else's wife.” 
 
    “I’ll have to talk to the girls.” 
 
    “Really?” Rodrigo asked doubtfully. 
 
    Gloria nodded. “They’re surprisingly mature. It’ll go better if they participate in the decision.” 
 
    Rodrigo rolled his eyes. “Everyone thinks their own kids are special. Do not tell them what you’ll be doing. Kids don’t keep secrets worth a damn.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A young voice said, “Señora?” and Carmen looked away from her painting. An earnest-looking young girl stood in front of her table. Blond, so she already had a strike against her in Carmen’s mind. Probably going to try to sell me something, Carmen thought irritatedly. “What?” she asked peremptorily, about to tell the girl to get lost. 
 
    Timidly, the girl lifted a file folder and put it in front of Carmen. “My mamá’s an artist,” she said. 
 
    “I don’t need art. I need buyers,” Carmen said crankily. The flow of people through the mercado was low that morning. 
 
    The girl was opening the packet.  
 
    Carmen reached out to hold it closed but the girl flipped the folder open before Carmen got her hand on it. 
 
    Carmen found herself staring at the drawing on top—a portrait of the girl who’d brought the folder. A picture so perfect it had to be a tracing of a photograph. Drawing a portrait that looks like its subject is extremely difficult. If you get any of the dimensions of the face slightly wrong it won’t be a likeness, just a picture of a person. Carmen looked at the girl, then back at the drawing. Even the hair’s beautiful, though a different style than she’s wearing, she thought. She noticed that the hair in the drawing was much longer and wondered if the girl’s hair had just been cut. Or was it imagined at that length and style? Carmen wondered. 
 
    Most amazing was the drawing’s gorgeous simplicity. The eyes were detailed and perfect. The eyebrows simpler. The nose consisted of a few lines with dark spots for the nostrils. The mouth … was traced out with sharp lines and slight shading on the upper lip. The chin was a simple arc. Just a few lines had sufficed to evoke the hair. 
 
    The only background in the picture was a simple, yet haunting outline of the Cuauhtémoc monument. It had so little detail that Carmen found it surprising that she recognized it. 
 
    Carmen’s eyes kept jumping back and forth, wondering how something so simple, yet so precise … could contain so much beauty. She drew back her restraining hand a little. 
 
    The girl flipped over the first image to expose the second one.  
 
    In English, a woman who’d been peering over the little girl’s shoulder said, “Wait, how much was that first one?” 
 
    Carmen’s eyes went to the girl and the girl mouthed, “I get seventy percent.” 
 
    Carmen would’ve tried to negotiate a bigger cut but didn’t want to argue in front of a customer. She sized up the tourist, trying to decide what she’d pay, then said, “Thirty dollars.” 
 
    “Is it an original or a copy?” the turista asked. 
 
    Carmen, caught the girl mouthing “original,” out of the corner of her eye as she gingerly picked up the drawing. She flipped it over and, seeing the marks herself, pointed them out to the tourista, “Original. See here how the pencil indented the paper through to the back.” 
 
    But now the tourist’s eyes were on the second drawing. It was in ink. 
 
    Carmen looked at the second drawing as well. It was of the trio of acrobats who often danced in the street near the mercado. The girl was spinning in the air over the two boys who’d just thrown her up. Somehow the child’s mother had managed to convey the motion of the spinning girl and the concentration of the two boys as they prepared to catch her. All with just a few simple lines. Lines that were so perfect that each of the teenagers was as instantly recognizable as if they’d sat for portraits. In ink! Even tracing a photograph, achieving such perfection was hard to imagine. Perfection that, unlike a photo, was as perfectly composed as if each of the performers had been carefully arranged—even though one was spinning through the air. The crowd around them had been deftly suggested with a few lines that generally only outlined one side of each spectator. 
 
    One by one, she and the tourist lady went through the pictures. The fifth picture startled Carmen because she herself was the subject. It was a profile drawing of Carmen painting at her little easel, right there in the very display stand they were standing in. 
 
    In the drawing, Carmen’s stand—though only outlined with a few strokes of the pen—looked better than the stand itself did. She noticed its components had been subtly rearranged and appeared less cluttered. She decided she’d need to study the drawing later and set up her stand as it’d been depicted, instead of the way it stood. 
 
    The image of Carmen in the stand had rendered her as recognizable as if it were a photo. However, she just looked better. Her posture was improved. She seemed more dignified. Her years hadn’t been diminished—she still looked about fifty—but there was something indefinable about the Carmen in the drawing. I wish I could look … so handsome … in reality, she thought, deciding to study that image as well. Nothing about the image was false, it simply showed the best possible version of Carmen she could … Could I achieve that look? Carmen wondered. 
 
    The seventh drawing had captured a horse and cart that frequently brought merchandise to the mercado. The elderly horse looked handsome and proud. Like I do in the drawing of my stand, Carmen thought. Perhaps all I need to do is carry myself better. 
 
    A number of the drawings were more abstract. An impossibly tall, slender tower set in the center of a Monterrey which—though only sketched with a few lines indicating recognizable rooflines of buildings adorning Monterrey’s hills—managed to look just a little more modern. Another of one of the plazas downtown had a swooping spiral sculpture rising high out of its center—instead of the ugly statue of a general on a horse that adorned it in real life. 
 
    Each and every drawing caught Carmen’s eye. They left her wishing that she had one-tenth the talent this girl’s mother had. The cheap copy paper the drawings were on was unfortunate. The first thing, she thought, is to get her mother better paper and some colored inks. 
 
    Startling Carmen, the tourista asked, “How much for all of them?” 
 
    Carmen hadn’t counted them as she went through them but estimated there were twenty drawings. Mouthing, “How many?” at the child, she did some math in her head. If she stayed at thirty dollars each, twenty drawings would go for 600 dollars. But this body of work was worth far more than that. 
 
    The little girl leaned forward and whispered, “Twenty-three.” 
 
    “Two thousand, three hundred dollars,” Carmen said, wondering if she was asking far too little, or so much she’d be rejected out of hand. She had a sick feeling that, whether the tourist bought them at that price or not, she should’ve asked for a lot more. She’d never before sold art with such … imaginative creativity. In the right hands, she thought, these could create a sensation. 
 
    The tourista immediately said, “Done,” confirming Carmen’s fear that she should’ve asked much more. “Can I meet the artist?” the tourista asked, holding up one of the ink drawings to look at the lower right corner. “LM Morales?” 
 
    Carmen glanced at the girl who was shaking her head. Carmen looked up at the tourista and said, “No, sorry.” Carmen’s AI chimed so she glanced up at her HUD. $2,300 had just been deposited. “But thank you for the payment.” 
 
    The tourista collected the folder full of drawings and left, looking as if she’d won the lottery.               
 
    Carmen thought, And, if she won, I lost. I have a feeling I’ll remember this day for the rest of my life. 
 
    The little girl stood, staring at her with slightly narrowed eyes. Carmen said, “What?” in an abrupt tone, then remembered she owed the girl for the drawings. “You want your money, right?” Carmen said, looking up at the screens of her AI, preparing to ask it what seventy percent of $2,300 was. 
 
    As if she’d read Carmen’s mind, the girl said, “Sixteen hundred and ten dollars.” 
 
    Carmen hadn’t seen the girl ask her AI to do the calculation. But then she hadn’t thought a child that age would even know how to pose the question. Most of them didn’t even have AIs. Nonetheless, she couldn’t suppress her impression that the girl had calculated the figure in her head. 
 
    In any case, $1,610 turned out to be correct. Carmen told her AI to transfer that sum to the girl. 
 
    The girl turned to go, but Carmen said, “Wait! Let me give you some better paper for your mother’s drawings.” The girl quickly turned back. As Carmen pulled out a small stack of her best paper, she asked, “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Mariah,” the girl replied. 
 
    “Well, Mariah, do you know if your mother has used colored inks or paints?” 
 
    The girl hadn’t yet replied when Carmen turned back around to find her looking thoughtful. “I think she’d like to try colors,” the girl said, taking the paper. She turned away, saying, “Thank you. It was good doing business with you.” 
 
    Carmen said, “Wait! Let me give you some colored ink pens.” She grabbed a few she seldom used from a cup on her drawing table and held them out. 
 
    Taking the pens, the girl said, “Thank you,” once again, then vanished into the crowd. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After they finished dinner, the girls got up simultaneously—as they so often did—to take their dishes to the sink but Gloria said, “Wait a minute. I need to talk to you about some serious stuff.” 
 
    Luciah and Mariah glanced at one another as they sat back down, then fixed her with attentive gazes. 
 
    “I’ve been talking to someone who used to work with Papá.” 
 
    “Someone in the cartel?” Mariah asked.  
 
    Gloria hoped she internalized her wince sufficiently that the girls didn’t realize how dismayed she was that they knew their father’d been in the cartel himself. They’d already demonstrated they knew the cartel had killed their father, but she’d hoped they didn’t know he’d been in the cartel himself. She nodded slowly, then continued. “They think somebody who was mad at Papá might try to get even with him by attacking us.” 
 
    The twins watched her without saying anything. 
 
    “They said if we did some work for the cartel, the cartel would protect us and so we’d be safer.” 
 
    “What kind of work?” Luciah asked. 
 
    “I’d go to los Estados Unidos and visit my cousin there. One of you would go with me. I’d be fun.” 
 
    “You’d be a drug mule, carrying drugs?” 
 
    Gloria stared at her girls. How do they even know how that works?! she wondered. After a moment, sick to her stomach, she nodded. 
 
    “The drugs that such mules move are horrible for the people who get addicted to them, right?” Mariah asked. “Yet, as bad as they are for the people who use them, they’re even worse because they cause fights that kill lots of people?” 
 
    Face frozen in a rictus smile, Gloria nodded again, wondering how she’d gotten herself into such a conversation.  
 
    What her girls would think of her for considering such an option.  
 
    How she could’ve thought working for the cartel would be an acceptable life choice? 
 
    I’m supposed to be the adult, aren’t I? Gloria thought. The one who urges my children to behave? 
 
    “We’d like to go see your cousin …” Luciah said slowly. “But we don’t think we should help the cartel do … bad things. They hurt so many people that we think we should refuse to help move their drugs even if we do need their protection.” 
 
    Out of the mouths of babes, Gloria thought. “You’re right. We-I shouldn’t carry drugs. But, I think I should get passports for you two so we could flee to Estados Unidos … or somewhere else if we have to. Since we’re not going to have the cartel on our side, we’ll have to be extra careful. You two have got to stay in the apartment when I’m not here so you’ll be safe.” 
 
    Mariah tilted her head curiously. “If bad men from the cartel came, how would you protect us if you were here?” 
 
    “I … ah … I’m not sure. But as a grown-up, I should recognize danger approaching and be able to get you away from it.” 
 
    “Maybe we should all study self-defense so we’ll be able to protect ourselves,” Luciah said. 
 
    We should, Gloria thought, but … “That sounds smart, but self-defense courses are expensive and, even if we took such a course, you girls wouldn’t be able to protect yourselves from grown men, especially the kind of men they’d send after us.” 
 
    They studied her for a moment, then Mariah said, “I still think we should study self-defense. Online if we can’t afford a course.” 
 
    Gloria shrugged and agreed. Later, when she was in bed waiting to fall asleep, she realized the twins hadn’t agreed to stay in the apartment when she was gone.  
 
    She decided they’d been staying in the apartment until now so it probably wasn’t worth making a fuss over it. 
 
    She didn’t have any idea how wrong she was. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Luciah looked over at Mariah’s fourth colored ink drawing. She studied it a moment, then said, “I like that one, but I think you’re getting too detailed. You should say ‘enough.’” 
 
    Mariah leaned back and studied it. “You’re right. I’ll just finish putting shadows under the trees.” 
 
    “After that,” Luciah said, “take a break and watch some self-defense videos. I think we need sticks.” 
 
    “Sticks?” 
 
    Luciah shrugged, “Clubs. We’ll paint them garish colors, call them sticks, and use them in our acrobatic routines. But, if we need to defend ourselves, they’ll work as clubs.” 
 
    Mariah tilted her head thoughtfully, then said, “Okay. After I watch self-defense, I’ll try to find street entertainers who juggle sticks.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    When she’d finished some self-defense videos, Mariah pondered a bit. She’d learned things that’d be quite helpful for fighting unarmed. Though most of it seemed obvious in retrospect, before watching it she hadn’t given much thought to the fact that certain areas of an opponent’s body were more susceptible to attack or that some parts of your own body weren’t tough enough to be used as weapons in such an attack. She also hadn’t considered how even a light club could be a substantial force multiplier. A club’s most important purpose would be to let her strike opponents without breaking her own hands. 
 
    She turned to Luciah, “You’re right about how we need sticks but I don’t think we want them to look like clubs. In addition to the paint, we need something else decorative that’ll keep people from worrying about them.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “Tufts of tinsel at the ends.” 
 
    Luciah looked up from the drawing she’d started. “Great idea! I’ve seen entertainers twirling tinseled batons. When you’re looking at street entertainer videos, see if you can find any twirling batons that look like they’d make good weapons.” 
 
     “Okay,” Mariah said. “How about two small batons? I think we’d be able to twirl one with each hand.” 
 
    Luciah gave her a nod. “Since we’re going to need to have them specially made, maybe they could also act as sheaths for knives? Some kind of catch could pop the handle loose to let us pull out the blade. That way we’d have weapons hiding in plain sight.” 
 
    Mariah nodded, then thoughtfully asked. “Should we get guns too?” 
 
    “Guns are expensive, so we’d have to earn more money, but … yeah, someday.” 
 
    “I’ve been worrying,” Mariah said, “What if that tourist buying all our early drawings in a single batch was just a stroke of luck? If our art doesn’t keep selling, it’ll be hard to fund all these plans we’ve been making.” 
 
    Luciah sighed, frowning, “People might not like our acrobatic shows either.” “Nothing’s probably going to bring in as much money as that first batch of drawings but, as they say, all we can do is the best we can do ….” 
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 Chapter Two 
 
     
 
    Mexico City, Mexico— Today Presidente Torres became the first head of state to travel to the White House in Washington D.C. using one of Portal Tech’s transporters. This was in celebration of the opening of transporter travel from Mexico to the United States. Admittedly Torres did not travel through the screening and customs facilities at Washington National, instead arriving through a facility purpose-built to serve the White House, but it still represents a new and much easier form of international travel and one more blow to the beleaguered airline industry …. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Felix looked up to find that two little girls had entered his shop. He had a little factory out back that made a variety of wood products, much of it for the tourist trade. The girls were studying the canes in the rack near the door. His initial impulse was to shoo them back out the door but it seemed unlikely that kids that age could damage canes. Instead, he looked around for the adults who should be accompanying them. They were blondes, so there was a good chance they were tourist progeny. His business depended on tourists, so he was always at pains to avoid angering them. 
 
    One of the girls got out a small walking stick and twirled it, spinning it with excellent control. Much faster than Felix would’ve expected from a child her age. 
 
    He looked at the other girl and realized she’d pulled out a cane as well. She has one of the swordstick canes with a blade hidden in it! he realized. He got up to go over and tell her to put it down. 
 
    She figured out the release mechanism and slid the sword out of the shaft of the cane, then waved it as if testing its balance.  
 
    “Hey! Put that down!” Felix shouted, hurrying now. 
 
    If they were frightened, they hid it well. The girl with the swordstick had been examining the edge of the blade but she promptly shot it back into its sheath. Recklessly, he thought. If she’d missed the opening and stabbed the blade into her other hand there would’ve been hell to pay! he thought. 
 
    When Felix arrived in front of the girls and opened his mouth to ask them where their parents were, one of them—he suddenly realized they were identical—asked, “Does your shop do any custom work?” 
 
    Surprised that girls that age would even know what “custom” meant, he responded with his own question, “Where are your parents?!” 
 
    They gave him a sad look. One said, “Our father’s dead, and our mother’s at work. Do you do custom work? Our acrobatic team needs small batons for twirling.” 
 
    “Well … where’s your manager, or coach, or boss, or whatever?” 
 
    “We’re the ones who’re going to do the twirling, so we’re the ones who need to pick them out,” the first girl said. She indicated the second girl who’d just finished unrolling a professionally done draftsman’s drawing, complete with dimensions and specifications.  
 
    And an internal blade! Felix realized. He said, “You want to twirl a baton with a blade in it?! 
 
    “The blade will add needed weight,” the first girl said, then shrugged, “And if we have trouble with drunks or robbers, we’ll have protection at hand.” 
 
    They talk like they’re little adults! Felix thought, examining them more carefully. But they’re not women, he decided. They’ve gotta be about five! Who’s ever heard of five-year-olds who act like this? 
 
    His eyes went back to the drawings. “The blade’s just for the weight you say?” 
 
    “Oh, no, if we’re going to have it, we want a quality blade. How much would you charge?” 
 
    Am I actually going to negotiate a job with five-year-old children? he wondered. “Let me study the drawings,” he said, taking them over to his countertop to study them.  
 
    “We’d want blades of at least equal quality to the one in that swordstick,” the girl said, following him. 
 
    She knows it’s called a swordstick? he thought wonderingly. “Blades?” he asked. You want one for each of you?” 
 
    “No. If you look carefully at the drawing, you’ll see it’s supposed to have handles at both ends to make a balanced stick for twirling. One end with a short blade like a knife and the other end with a long blade. Not quite a sword, but long for a knife. The short one should be balanced for throwing.” 
 
    He pointed to an item on the drawing, “What’s this?” 
 
    “Hard metal caps beneath solid rubber tips so the sticks will tolerate bouncing.” 
 
    “And this?” 
 
    The second girl said, “A small, recessed metal loop for attaching decorative tinsels.” 
 
    “Who is going to wield these knives?” he asked. 
 
    “Our leader, we hope,” she said with a steady gaze. “In desperate circumstances, one of us.” 
 
    He studied the drawings for a bit, estimating the cost of the components and their assembly. It came to a lot more than five-year-olds could afford, especially after he doubled it to allow a decent profit. He tossed out a price of four hundred dollars, expecting them to be cowed and leave with their tails between their legs. 
 
    The second little girl narrowed her eyes, “This price would be for a high-quality item, right?” She glanced at his cane stand, “Your swordsticks say they’re made here and they’re priced at a hundred and sixty.” 
 
    “Of course,” he said, mentally surprised by the girl’s quick thought process. “For one-off, custom work we have to charge more. It’ll probably take us several redoes to get such a complex … stick right.” 
 
    “We’d expect a price that high to cover at least four revisions if needed.’” 
 
    Felix rolled his eyes. “Okay.” 
 
    “And, we’d want five batons,” the first girl said. “Two for each of us, plus a spare. Since you’ll have worked out the build issues on the first one, we’d expect that the next four would only cost two hundred each.” 
 
    I’m negotiating with children! Felix thought, dumbfounded.  “Two hundred and seventy-five each,” he said. 
 
    “Two twenty-five,” she replied. 
 
    “Two hundred fifty. Fifty percent down and fifty percent on delivery,” he said, realizing he had to be sure they could pay before this went any farther. 
 
    The girls glanced at one another, then the second one glanced up at her HUD. She said, “Okay. My AI just transferred seven hundred dollars to your account and recorded your receipt. When will you have a trial version for us to examine?” 
 
    Felix blinked and looked at his HUD. It did show a deposit of seven hundred dollars! He thought. Four hundred for the first one … plus four times 250 for the next four is a thousand …. Yes, that’s 1,400. Divide that by two gives seven hundred. How the hell did a five-year-old figure that out so fast? And have that much money?! He shook his head and looked up, “We should have a trial version in two weeks.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the first girl said. As one they turned and left his shop. 
 
    Gazing after them, Felix scratched his head incredulously, wondering whether he’d underbid the project. They hadn’t negotiated as hard as most of his customers. 
 
    But then, they were just kids. They probably didn’t know how. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Carmen looked up upon sensing motion in front of the table. It was the little girl whose mother did the drawings. She had another folder. The mother’s finished another drawing? Carmen thought with surprise and anticipation. She’d thought a lot about the drawings since yesterday. The $690 commission she’d earned represented a big bump in her income and she’d begun wondering whether there was any way to lock in the mother’s art for the foreseeable future. “Hola,” she said. “You have another drawing for me?” 
 
    “Nine more drawings,” the girl said, opening the folder. 
 
    “You were holding out on me yesterday!” Carmen said, thinking the mother must have a trove of drawings she’d accumulated before she’d decided to try selling them. Then Carmen’s eyes caught on the first drawing of the new set. It was quite recognizably a drawing of a pretty young woman who frequented the mercado. Rather than the shorts she usually wore, she had on a floor-length, flowered skirt. Her foot kicked out the bottom of the skirt on one side and the dress had lifted slightly on the other side in a light breeze. The girl’s hair twisted slightly in that same zephyr. She was walking past a tree Carmen recognized from a small park down the street. The flowers on the skirt looked perfect, even though they’d had to be drawn to follow the folds in the skirt.  
 
    As with the drawings the day before, the mother’s minimalist style depicted just enough detail to make you believe all the rest of the details must be present. This drawing was even more stunning than any of the astonishing drawings from yesterday because it’d been drawn in the colored inks Carmen had given the girl about sixteen hours ago. She must have drawn this one last night! 
 
     Carmen realized she’d been staring far too hungrily for someone who wanted to negotiate a better agreement. Despite her desire to see the rest of the drawings, she held herself to a noncommittal, “That’s nice.” She tilted her head, “I can offer you thirty dollars for it.” 
 
    The girl’s brilliant blue eyes narrowed. She said, “I was thinking you could sell them on consignment. You’d get thirty percent like yesterday.” 
 
    Carmen studied the girl, thinking that the child wouldn’t know what she sold them for. She opened her mouth to agree. 
 
    However, as if she were a mind reader, the girl said. “Your AI would send mine a record of the deposits made in your account for each picture.” 
 
    “I may not be able to sell them for such a high price as I did with the tourista yesterday—" Carmen began, hoping to tamp expectations.  
 
    She was interrupted by a man who stepped up behind the girl, staring at the picture. “Liz!” he exclaimed, beckoning a woman behind him, “Come look at this!” 
 
    “What?” the woman said, a little irritation showing in her voice. Then she saw the drawing. “Oh, my!” she stepped closer. “Oh. That’s … gorgeous. How much is it?” 
 
    Carmen found herself at war with her conscience. On the one hand, she didn’t want the girl to know how valuable she thought the picture was. On the other … Carmen did value it highly and didn’t want to let it go cheaply to this tourist. She’d rather it hung on the wall of her stand to attract customers. “Two hundred and fifty dollars,” she said, thinking, I’ll tell the girl I went so high to see whether people would pay that much. They can always negotiate me back down. 
 
    The man glanced back and saw people crowding in behind him, fascinated eyes on the picture. “You’ve got it!” he said eagerly as if afraid someone would outbid him. He spoke to his AI. 
 
    The deposit popped up on Carmen’s HUD. She didn’t know whether to feel excited or dismayed. I should’ve asked for more! she thought. 
 
    “Are there more?!” one of the people behind the man asked, staring at the sheaf of papers behind the drawing that’d caused all the excitement. 
 
    Trying to give herself time to think as well as to draw out the crowd’s intense interest, Carmen said, “Just a minute,” to the woman who’d asked if there were more and turned her eyes to the man who’d purchased the drawing. “Do you want it in a folder, rolled and boxed, or would you like me to frame it?” Though her frames weren’t suitable for such a work of art, Carmen normally pushed them because they delivered a substantial profit.  
 
    The man asked to see examples of her frames.  
 
    Carmen pointed to the three models of her cheap frames that hung on the wall of her stand. They had some of her own works mounted in them. 
 
    The man immediately said, “Rolled and boxed.” 
 
    Carmen pulled out one of her boxes and started assembling it. Someone in the crowd said, “Can you move his picture so we can see the next one?’ 
 
    Irritated, Carmen did so. 
 
    Several people gasped and a woman immediately said, “I’ll take that one for two-fifty!” 
 
    Carmen stared, her fingers putting the box together out of rote memory. The image featured a handsome, well-muscled young man done in red ink. He was on a hill drawn in green. He’d just cast a spear into the sky. It was aimed in the direction of a distant moon. The viewer was left to decide whether he’d thrown it high in an attempt at great distance … or whether he’d thrown his javelin at the satellite. Somehow the artist had perfectly implied the violent yet graceful motion necessary to fling the spear into the heavens. 
 
    As Carmen rolled the first drawing and slid it into the box she’d assembled, she eyed the woman who’d bid two-fifty and said, “That one would be five hundred.” 
 
    “Yes! I’ll take it!” the woman said and spoke to her AI.  
 
    A flicker on Carmen’s HUD told her another deposit had arrived. She started assembling another box, realizing no one would want to put such works of art in one of her cheap frames. 
 
    “Move that one so we can see the next,” someone cried out. 
 
    Carmen had never seen such a frenzy and wondered whether it could last. 
 
    It lasted long enough for her to sell the next seven drawings for a thousand dollars each. Has any single item in this entire mercado ever sold for a thousand?! Carmen wondered in awe. She began to wonder whether Señora LM Morales could keep turning out such inventive and beautiful works. And so many in a single day? If she could, would it flood the market and drive prices down? Can I figure out how to best balance price versus quantity? 
 
    As the crowd dissipated, one of the buyers stayed to badger Carmen for a meeting with the artist. Carmen felt irritated that the man assumed she couldn’t be the artist herself. She feared that anyone who met the artist would steal her from Carmen. Stone-faced, she repeatedly denied the man until he finally gave up. 
 
    With the crowd finally gone, Carmen looked at the girl.  
 
    The child said, “My share is fifty-four hundred and twenty-five dollars. Please transfer it now. I’ve got to get home.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you. I’d love to meet your mother.” 
 
    “No.” the girl said. 
 
    “Just, ‘No?’ That’s all? Why can’t I meet her?” 
 
    “My money! Now! … Or you’ll never see me again.” 
 
    While Carmen told her AI to transfer it, she picked up a set of relatively high-quality watercolors and brushes she’d bought in anticipation of seeing the girl again. She handed them and another stack of excellent watercolor papers to the girl. 
 
    The child glanced up at her HUD to confirm the monetary transfer, snatched the supplies, said “thank you” and vanished into the crowd.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jorge Mendoza curiously watched two little girls walking through the park, one in a red shirt, the other in blue. He couldn’t see an accompanying adult though he thought they were about five, much too young to be wandering the city alone. 
 
    When they arrived at the concrete-embedded chess tables, he was surprised to see them stop to watch a game. They tilted their heads inquisitively at what appeared to be precisely the same angles. A moment’s study on his part, even at a distance, convinced him they were identical twins. 
 
    The girls were watching Luis and Ricardo, two gifted but inexperienced players. They observed the game for about ten minutes. Jorge could see them speaking to their AIs and glancing up at HUDs, devices that were unusual in kids that age. It looked as if they were trying to learn the rules. This surprised him even more, since girls didn’t often become interested in chess, especially at such a young age. 
 
    The twins moved to the next table and watched for a few minutes, then the next. 
 
    Jorge checked his watch and decided that Manuel, his usual Wednesday opponent, was going to be a no-show. This caused him to regret having refused a game with Felipe fifteen minutes earlier. 
 
    The girls stopped at two more tables, watching for a few minutes at each, then arrived where Jorge sat at the last table. They studied him a moment, then the one in red said, “Are you waiting for someone?” 
 
    Jorge shook his head. “My usual opponent is a no-show today. Do you play?” 
 
    The one in blue shook her head, then said, “But, if you don’t mind, we’d like to learn. If your friend shows up, we’ll stop so you can play with him.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jorge said. “It doesn’t look like you have your own chess pieces?” 
 
    The other girl shook her head. Jorge found it pleasantly disconcerting the way they traded off participation in the conversation. 
 
    “Well, sit down,” Jorge said, sliding to the side on the bench so there’d be room. “You haven’t played before?” 
 
    “No,” the girl in blue said, “but we’ve watched, so we know the rules.” The girl in red sat down at the far side of the table—where the white pieces were set up—and immediately brought out her king’s pawn. 
 
    Jorge expectantly looked at the girl in blue.  
 
    She blinked and said, “Oh, no. If you don’t mind, Mariah wants to play against you, not me.” 
 
    Jorge chuckled, “That wouldn’t be fair, I’ve been playing for decades. You two should play each other. I’ll give you advice and explain why you might’ve preferred different moves.” 
 
    The girl in red studied him a moment, then said, “Please? We’re identical, so playing each other is much like each of us playing herself.” 
 
    Jorge rolled his eyes at the thought of someone on his level playing rank beginners. Teaching rank beginner children was mind-numbing enough. The girls were giving him puppy dog eyes, though, so he went ahead and moved his own king’s pawn. 
 
    The girl instantly moved hers. 
 
    Jorge said, “Chess isn’t a race. You should take your time.” He unconcernedly moved a piece.  
 
    Mariah immediately made a countermove. One that was quite reasonable. Jorge blinked. Was that luck?! he wondered. This time he gave it a little thought before he moved a piece. 
 
    Mariah’s hand moved so quickly he thought she was going to knock the pieces off the board in frustration. Instead, the bishop she’d moved stood perfectly in the middle of a square.  
 
    Jorge began to play quite seriously, thinking out each move despite the child’s instantaneous responses.  
 
    I’m in trouble, Jorge realized after three more moves. In ten more moves, his position was untenable. He tipped over his king. 
 
    Mariah blinked up at him. “What’s that mean, Señor?” 
 
    “It means I’ve realized I cannot win. I resign from the game. I give up. I’m Jorge Mendoza,” he said, putting his hand out to shake. 
 
    They each shook his hand, serious expressions on their faces. 
 
    “You girls have not only bested me, you’ve tricked me. You’ve obviously played before. Played a lot.” He looked Mariah in the eye, “You’re very good. I’ve heard of young players who are surprisingly good before, but I’ve never met one who’s even close to as good as you are. Not even teenagers.” He looked back and forth between the two girls, “You look like you’re five. Are you … older than you look?” 
 
    They glanced at one another. The one in blue said, “Um, yes, sorry, we are a little older.”  
 
    “Nothing to be sorry about,” Jorge said. “I think the youngest chess grandmaster was about thirteen. You could probably make Grandmaster younger than that if you work at it.” What am I saying? he thought with some incredulity. She could do it long before she’s thirteen?! The girl’s already playing at the level of a grandmaster. The only way she wouldn’t make it would be if she were already thirteen! 
 
    The two girls glanced at one another, then Mariah said, “Could we make money playing chess?” 
 
    “Seriously?” Jorge asked. 
 
    They nodded. “Our family’s very poor,” the unnamed one in blue said. 
 
    “You could win a little betting here at the park, but it might be dangerous. People sometimes get angry when they lose.” 
 
    “Oh ….” 
 
    “Or you could enter tournaments. Most of them are in Mexico City but Saltillo has a few. They have prize money, though not enough to make you rich. Only a very, very few of the very best players in the world earn millions of dollars.” 
 
    “Gracias, Señor Mendoza,” they said, apparently having lost interest. They made little bows and turned toward the mercado. 
 
    In puzzlement, Jorge watched them go, wondering how girls that age could have learned to play chess so well if they were from a family so poor they were worried about money. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    About an hour later, Jorge meandered toward the mercado himself, intent on getting a couple of tacos for lunch. As he got closer, he heard the heavy beat of reggaeton music being played on a small boombox. This wasn’t unusual in itself, but the crowd that’d gathered around let out a lusty cheer which caused Jorge to cast his eyes in that direction. Suddenly, he saw the blonde head of the twin in the blue shirt appear above the heads of the crowd as if someone had thrown her into the air. 
 
    Thrown her as part of a show? Jorge wondered, thinking a child that age couldn’t have done it herself but that surely no one would throw a five-year-old to such a height unless they’d trained for it. His feet turned that way. Chess prodigy and acrobat? he wondered.  
 
    He was close enough now that he saw the girl in the red shirt suddenly run up the wall, reaching a point as high as the other had just achieved. She flipped over and over on her way back down, then made an incredibly agile landing that left Jorge blinking in disbelief.  
 
    Jorge was tall, so after a few more steps his eyes could see over most of the crowd and witness Mariah and her unnamed sister tumbling slowly back and forth over one another. They didn’t seem to be exerting themselves at present but they were breathing hard. Jorge thought they were moving slowly to catch their breath and regain their strength.  
 
    A moment later they sped up again. They did handsprings apart, then shot toward one another, moving unbelievably quickly for children their age. Mariah knelt, caught the blue-shirted one’s foot, and launched her into the air. There she spun end over end. Though it was hard to count, Jorge thought she made three or four complete rotations! 
 
    Seconds later Mariah ran up the blue-shirted one’s outstretched leg and across her back to shoot into the air herself, also tumbling over and over. 
 
    They do stunts like young versions of Ell Donsaii! Jorge thought, trying to imagine the world’s greatest gymnast—well, the world’s greatest athlete—as a child. 
 
    A minute or so later, the girls went through the crowd, accepting deposits to their AIs.  
 
    Mariah came past Jorge and he sent her a big tip. She gave him a huge smile and raised up onto her tiptoes to give him a tiny kiss on the cheek—something that touched him more than anything had in years.  
 
    As he watched them smilingly collecting their money, he began wondering whether he could be a benefactor of sorts to the girls. Not that I’m the kind of wealthy man who usually acts as a patron, he thought, but I don’t spend much of the money I have … and if they’re as poor as they say …. He had a thought, Perhaps I could take them to a chess tournament in Saltillo. It’d be fun and they’re good enough that they’re certain to win some money.  
 
    He waited until they’d collected their money. As they prepared to leave, he stepped forward and cleared his throat. When they looked in his direction, he fixed his eye on the one in the red shirt and said, “Ahem, I hope you’ll remember me, Mariah. I played chess with you in the park?” 
 
    They nodded, not looking suspicious, only as if they wondered what he might want. 
 
    Jorge continued, “You asked about making money at chess. Though the prizes aren’t large, you’re good enough that you could make hundreds, possibly thousands of dollars at a tournament. I’ve been thinking of going to the tourney in Saltillo a couple of weeks from now. If your parents agree, I could take you with me … um, and one of your parents as well, of course.” 
 
    They looked doubtful. “We’d like to go,” Mariah said. “But our mother would have to be in an excellent mood before we could even ask her. What day is the tournament?” 
 
    After a little more discussion, the girls left, heading toward the mercado. 
 
    Jorge found himself uncomfortably following them because he was still on his taco quest. He wondered whether he should go to lunch somewhere else for fear they’d notice him behind them and worry that he was following them for ill purpose. But then they stopped in front of a waif Jorge had seen hanging around the Mercado recently.  
 
    Like most people, Jorge had been ignoring the little girl and wondering angrily where her parents were. She seemed about four, and so thin Jorge felt sure she wasn’t getting enough to eat.  
 
    But Jorge hadn’t done anything about it. 
 
    He didn’t think anyone else was doing anything either. 
 
    Today, she sprawled on the sidewalk, silently weeping.  
 
    The twins stopped and spoke quietly with her for a few minutes. Then the one in the blue shirt took the waif’s hand and tried to pull her to her feet. The child seemed so weak that the other one joined in and they practically hauled her to her feet. In a moment the three little girls proceeded on toward the mercado with each of the waif’s arms over a twin’s shoulder. 
 
    Do they know her? Jorge wondered, feeling embarrassed about his inaction over the past days. He chastised himself, At the least, I could’ve tried to get social services to help her. 
 
    As if karma had slapped Jorge in the face, the twins led the waif directly to his favorite taco stand. He stopped some distance away, once again afraid they’d think he was following them. Then rolling his eyes at himself, he crossed the street and approached the three girls. Bending down, he said, “Hello, Mariah and …, what’s your sister’s name?” 
 
    The girl in the blue shirt eyed him doubtfully, but said, “Luciah, Señor Mendoza.” 
 
    Jorge said, “I’m not following you. It’s just that this is where I usually eat lunch.” He waved at the proprietor and got a wave back. He hoped this helped prove his bona fides. Turning his eyes to the waif, he asked, “Who’s your little friend?” 
 
    Mariah said, “She’s Susana.” 
 
    Susana said nothing and the twins didn’t elaborate, so Jorge took a knee and said, “You look hungry, Susana. Where’s your mamá?” 
 
    Susana only shook her head, though she looked as if she were about to cry again. 
 
    “She says her mamá went out one evening two weeks ago and hasn’t come back,” Luciah said. The owner of their building made Susana leave their apartment the next day. She’s been sleeping in alleys and eating out of garbage cans since then. She hasn’t eaten at all for a couple of days. Do you know what to do?” 
 
    “Ah,” Jorge said, feeling the child’s tragedy like a gut punch. “I don’t know what to do, but I can try to figure it out.” Turning back to Susana, he asked, “What about your papá? Do you know where he is?” 
 
    Susana shook her head.  
 
    Luciah said, “She says she’s never had a papá.” 
 
    Mariah had stepped away. Now she was back with a taco she held out to Susana.  
 
    The little girl’s eyes widened and she quickly took the taco and started carefully folding back the wrapper—as if she were afraid she might spill even a tiny part of it.  
 
    Jorge said, “Let’s sit at a table.” He heaved himself to his feet. “I’m too old to stay down on a knee like that.” He walked to one of the taco stand’s tables and took a seat. 
 
    After a moment’s hesitation, Mariah and Luciah followed. 
 
    Anxiously devouring her taco, it took Susana a moment longer, but she followed as well. 
 
     “Susana, don’t eat so fast,” Jorge cautioned, “Sometimes people who’ve been very hungry throw up if they gobble their food quickly. You don’t want to waste that taco, do you?” 
 
    Susana’s eyes focused on her taco for a moment, then turned up to Jorge. She didn’t take another bite, but kept it close to her face, seeming reluctant to put it down. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Jorge said, “I’ll buy you another taco later, but not if you eat this one so fast you throw up, okay?” 
 
    Susana nodded and she lowered her hands to the table, still holding the taco. Jorge thought she was afraid someone might snatch it if she let it go.  
 
    Jorge looked around at the girls and asked, “How about if I get myself some tacos as well as tacos for Luciah and Mariah? When I do, I’ll get another taco that Susana could eat later.” 
 
    Mariah said, “We can buy our own tacos.” 
 
    Jorge arched an eyebrow at her, “I thought you were very poor?” 
 
    “Our family’s poor,” Luciah said, “so we’re working hard to figure out how to make money to help our mom. But,” her dazzling blue eyes twinkled, “a nice gentleman just gave us a big tip. So, we can afford to buy tacos today. Thanks for the offer though.” 
 
    Jorge gave a little laugh. “Having money to help your mom is partly a matter of earning more, but also a matter of spending less. Let me buy your lunch and you’ll have that much more to help her with.” 
 
    The twins glanced at one another, then nodded their heads. “Thank you,” they said simultaneously. 
 
    Jorge stood, then asked them what kinds of tacos they wanted. As he left to place the order, he said, “When I get back I’ll ask my AI to look up how we can find help for Susana, okay?” 
 
    The girls all nodded. 
 
    While he stood at the stand placing their order, Jorge felt a sudden sense of despair. He had a feeling finding help for the child would be difficult. 
 
    When he got back to the table with the tacos, Luciah looked up and said, “My AI made Susana an appointment with the Prospera program for the poor, but it isn’t for three weeks. Do you know how to find help for someone who’s in trouble now?” 
 
    Having no idea, Jorge shook his head. “Let me ask my own AI,” he said, already beginning to wonder why he’d gotten involved in something he should’ve known would be hopeless. I could let her live with me until her appointment, he thought. Then he thought about how people would react to an older man taking in a little girl. He could already hear the whispers of “pedophile” in his head. Turning his eyes up to his HUD, he asked his AI for advice, hoping to get something beyond a basic description of available services such as Prospera. No such luck. He did get a reply to a query about how to help someone who was waiting for such services. It suggested you find a relative they could stay with in the meantime. 
 
    He didn’t find this helpful but turned to Susana, “Are the police looking for your mamá?” 
 
    She shrugged hopelessly. 
 
    “Has anyone told them she’s missing?” 
 
    She shrugged again.  
 
    Susana wouldn’t know to contact the police and I suspect the landlord who threw her out probably wasn’t the kind of person who would call them for her, Jorge thought. Glancing around for a policeman, he said, “It sounds like the first thing we should do is make sure the police are looking for Susana’s mother.” He didn’t see any police so he turned back to Susana, “What’s your mother’s name?” he asked, worrying she wouldn’t know. 
 
    “Josephina Castro Vargas,” she replied promptly. 
 
    “Where did she work?” 
 
    Susana shrugged again. 
 
    With a sudden suspicion, he asked, “When did she work?” 
 
    “When?” the child asked 
 
    “Day or night?” Jorge elaborated. 
 
    “Night,” the girl replied. 
 
    Jorge’s shoulders slumped on the assumption that the girl’s mother was a prostitute. Then he chastised himself for thinking less of the woman. I don’t know how she got there. It might’ve been the only way she could provide for this child. Just as importantly, a mother’s profession is not a child’s fault! 
 
    Mariah asked, “Is there something wrong with working at night?” 
 
    “It’s more, um … dangerous,” Jorge said, embarrassed to say what he’d been thinking. As if these innocent children would understand anyway, he thought. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    An hour later, they’d found a policeman who told them to take the girl to the station. At the station, a brusque sergeant sarcastically asked Jorge if he thought the police had a boarding area for children who were waiting for social services. He did take Susana’s mother’s name, Josephina Castro Vargas, and looked it up on their system. He crooked a finger at Jorge, and when Jorge stepped closer, he whispered, “Josephina was murdered a week ago. They assume she was killed by a customer, but there aren’t any clues.” 
 
    “So, you don’t expect to make an arrest?” 
 
    The sergeant slowly shook his head. 
 
    “Surely, you’ve seen things like this before. What do you suggest I do with the girl?” 
 
    “Do not leave her here!” 
 
    “If I take her home, someone will accuse me of being a pedo!” 
 
    “Maybe you could take her to an orphanage.” 
 
    “Do you think they’d take her in?” 
 
    “Probably not. They have too many kids her age already. The people who adopt want babies.” 
 
    Leaving the police station, Jorge once again wondered how he’d gotten involved. And now I’ve got to tell this child her mother’s dead, he realized, dread rising in him. As he turned and went down on a knee again, he felt a frog rising in his throat and wondered if he’d even be able to say it. He wiped at his own blurry eyes. When he could see, he saw the twins had Susana in a clinch and were whispering in her ears. 
 
    Tears were streaming down all three children’s faces. Jorge sagged against the wall and rolled back onto his buttocks, stretching his legs out on the sidewalk as more tears rose in his own eyes and people stepped around them—studiously looking the other way. A few moments later the three girls were in his lap and he had his arms around all of them, wondering whether his old heart was going to be able to survive such desolation. 
 
    It seemed like hours but was probably only about fifteen minutes before the sniffles stopped and the girls began to clamber free. Luciah said, “The Prospera office is just three blocks from here. Maybe they’ll see Susana now if we just show up with her?” 
 
    A harried woman turned them away. “We’re swamped today. We’re always overloaded. Just be glad you’ve got an appointment.” 
 
    Leaving Prospera, Mariah said, “An orphanage called ‘Our Little Children’ is seven blocks from here. Let’s try it.” 
 
    Jorge thought it pointless but couldn’t bring himself to say so. They walked to the orphanage and found it bursting at the seams with children. They talked to a woman who was relieved he wasn’t dropping off three kids. She said, “We don’t have enough for the children we’ve got. If you give her food and she lives on the street, she’ll be better off.” 
 
    “But … my neighbors will think I’m a pedo!” Jorge protested once again. 
 
    “Tell them to take care of her then,” the woman said angrily. 
 
    As they walked away, Luciah asked, “Would your neighbors really think you were a pedo?” 
 
    Eyeing her, Jorge posed his own question, “What do you think a pedo is?” 
 
    “My AI says it’s a pedophile, an adult who’s sexually attracted to children …. Are you—?" 
 
    “No!” Jorge exploded, interrupting the girl. “But people will talk.” 
 
    “If all they do is talk, why would you care?” 
 
    “Because, long after Susana’s gone, I’ll still be living there and they’ll still be looking at me like some kind of ….” He trailed off as he realized he wouldn’t be able to explain it. Instead, he just shook his head in exasperation. 
 
    Luciah turned to Mariah and said, “Do you think Susana could live under our bed?” 
 
    Mariah eyed Susana a moment, then asked the child, “If we let you live with us, you’d need to hide from our mother. Could you stay under our bed at night, keeping completely quiet?” 
 
    Of course the child nodded eagerly. She turned to Jorge, “Can I eat my other taco now?” 
 
    “Are you hungry?” he asked dubiously. 
 
    She nodded again.  
 
    Jorge said, “Go ahead and eat it. But if you start to feel full, stop and wait until you’re hungry again, okay?” 
 
    Susana nodded and eagerly unwrapped her taco. 
 
    Jorge turned to the twins, “I’m not sure you should try to hide Susana from your mamá.” 
 
    Luciah said, “We can’t leave her on the street!” 
 
    “But surely your mamá will find her.” 
 
    “Not if she stays under the bed at night and keeps quiet,” Luciah said. She turned to Susana. “You understand how important it’d be for you to keep quiet, right? That you could wind up hungry and on the street again if you made even a little noise?” 
 
    Susana nodded, swallowing the last bite of her taco. 
 
    Jorge said, “I’m sure she means well, but kids her age aren’t good at staying still. Or quiet, either one.” 
 
    “They can be when it matters,” Mariah said with conviction. 
 
    Jorge realized he felt confident the twins could. However, he doubted Susana’d be able to. “What if I talked to your mamá? I could tell her about the chess tournament and offer to pay for Susana’s food.” 
 
    Luciah gave him a wide-eyed look of consternation, “Our mamá wouldn’t be happy about us hanging out with a pedo!” 
 
    Alarmed, Jorge gaped at the twins. Do they think I’m a pedophile?! Why did I even say anything about it to them? 
 
    The two little girls suddenly smiled, then laughed. “Sorry, Señor Mendoza” Mariah said. “We don’t think you’re a pedophile, but we do think our mamá’s going to be worried if she finds out we spent the day with you.” 
 
    Jorge rolled his eyes. Mumbling to his AI, he had it transfer more money to Mariah’s. “There. I’ve sent you enough money to feed Susana tomorrow. You can tell your mamá a nice man gave you money for her and offered to take all of you to the chess tournament.” 
 
    “What’s your commission on our winnings?” 
 
    Startled, Jorge said, “Nothing. No commission. I just want to help you.” 
 
    “Our mother will understand it better if you’re doing this for money rather than being nice to little girls. We’ll tell her you want twenty percent.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Harald Wheat looked around the little conference room. All of the Delta Pavonis team was there—except, as had become usual, for Ell. 
 
    As he’d been doing at most of their quarterly meetings when she didn’t show, Harald called them to order.  
 
    Before he could start on the agenda he’d prepared, Phil Zabrisk interrupted, “Ell’s not here again?! What’s going on?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Harald said dryly. “She doesn’t fill me in on the details of her life. I’d assume she’s got things that’re more important than DP3 on her plate.” 
 
    “We only have four of these meetings a year and she must have missed eight of the last ten, right?” Phil said, sounding exasperated. “We’re never going to get anything done if she doesn’t make time to come and hear what’s going on, or at least approve our next steps!” 
 
    “I’m sure she’s reading our minutes and—” 
 
    “Are you? ’Cause I’m not,” Phil said. “Earth’s animals have been doing fine on DP3 for two years and our last several meetings have concluded that DP3 seems reasonably safe. They’ve also concluded it’s time to put some people on-world. Has she gotten back to any of you on that idea? Roger? Emma? Have you guys been talking to her? I’ve only gotten to talk to her a couple of times in the last three years and those weren’t about DP3!” 
 
    Harald had been having many of these same concerns, but when he looked at Roger and Emma, he was dismayed to see tears tracking down Emma’s cheeks. When he checked Phil, he could see the big man’s eyes had seen those tears and were wide as well. 
 
     “What is it, Emma?” Phil asked softly. 
 
    Emma swiped at her eyes, then said, “Sorry. I’m, uh ….” Apparently unable to speak further, she gave a little wave at her husband and dropped her head to hang. 
 
    In his turn, Roger shrugged helplessly. “Yeah. Sorry. Ell’s been less and less involved in any part of D5R the past few years. She’s deputized most of the business stuff to Mark Amundsen and the bigger science-type decisions to me or Emma. We’ve been trying to keep things going but if you’ve ever wondered whether you could do what Ell does … if she didn’t just get lucky … trust me, it sure as hell isn’t just luck. We need her back because no one else even comes close to ….” He shook his head frustratedly, “There’s been a tragedy that’s … well, I can’t tell you what it is or what it’s done to Ell, but this group’s only one of the parts of D5R where her absence is causing problems. She wants us to keep studying DP3 but won’t authorize humans on the ground there until she has time to go over everything. And she doesn’t … isn’t going to have that kind of time until … oh, hell, I don’t know when she’s going to be better. I’m starting to worry she’ll never get back to the Ell we all know and love.” 
 
    The room sat in stunned silence for a few moments, then, his voice breaking, Phil asked, “What happened?” 
 
    Roger shook his head. “She doesn’t want anyone to know, and you know how she is about her secrets.” 
 
    “What can we do?” 
 
    “Just keep plugging along as we have been,” Roger said. “Trying to characterize everything we can with waldoes and—” 
 
    “No! I mean what can we do to help Ell? It’s not just the work. She’s our friend. I-we, we love her! If she’s hurting, I want to know who or what the cause is so I can do something.” He looked around at the others, “I’d imagine we all want to know how we can help!” 
 
    “Yeah … me too,” Roger said. “As I said, to Ell the, uh, problem, is extremely private. She doesn’t want anyone to know about it, not even her friends. Emma and I only know a little bit about it, not everything by any means. I can tell you that we haven’t been able to figure out how to help. Even though I have a deep-seated feeling that getting more heads working the problem would be a good thing, for Ell it’s one of her secrets and she wants it to stay that way. I’ve got to point out,” Roger snorted, “that she does, after all, have the smartest person in the world working it for her.” 
 
    Harald held the best meeting he could, given such devastating news but it was so desultory it just trickled to a stop when no one seemed to have much to say.  
 
    As they were leaving, still stunned, Harald was close enough to hear Phil ask Roger, “Is it cancer?” 
 
    Roger looked surprised, “No, it isn’t that, thank God. But please don’t try twenty-questioning me, trying to figure out what it is.” 
 
    Harald left feeling better knowing it wasn’t cancer, but, like Phil, he wanted a target for an immense pent-up need to do something!
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 Chapter Three 
 
     
 
      
 
    Apex, North Carolina— Portal Tech has announced that it formed a partnership with the Ballister and Ivensen Travel Agency. They will begin offering Lunar and Martian vacation packages in the next few months. Tourists can expect to take in stunning views of the lunar mountains and the Valles Marineris on Mars from the comfort of their hotel. Getting out and about on the surface will require space suit training that will be more rigorous than PADI training for diving. Nonetheless, it’s expected that large numbers of people will take said training and engage in such tours …. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Felix looked up. The twin girls were back. A third smaller girl had come with them but stayed in the doorway rather than coming in. A younger sister? he wondered, then decided that the third girl’s darker skin and hair, when compared to the two fair-skinned blondes, meant she was probably unrelated. 
 
    As the twins approached the counter, one said, “It’s been two weeks. Is our trial stick ready?” 
 
    “Let me check,” he said, standing up and heading into the shop behind the display area. He knew the stick was ready because the design was interesting enough that he’d been following its fabrication. However, he never let customers know if he thought their custom projects were interesting. Should he decide to move a product from the custom shop to the manufacturing section he hoped to keep them from thinking he’d stolen their idea—even if he had. 
 
    When he got back, the two girls were looking up at their HUDs. “What’re you watching?” he asked, wondering whether it was a show interesting enough that he might want to watch it with his own daughter. 
 
    They studied him a moment, then one said, “Chemistry.” 
 
    “Chemistry?” he asked, taken aback. “Have you even started school?” 
 
    They simultaneously nodded. 
 
    “What grade are you in?” he asked, thinking, based on his estimate of their ages, that they shouldn’t even be in first grade. 
 
    “Um …” one said uncomfortably.  
 
    The other twin filled in. “We aren’t attending a traditional school. We’re attending the Khan Academy. It’s taught over the internet.” 
 
    “And they teach some chemistry in the first grade?” 
 
    “No. But they teach at the student’s own rate. You can take any course you like once you’ve taken its prerequisites. We’ve taken the prerequisites to chemistry so we’re taking it now.” 
 
    Felix frowned, thinking about how much he’d hated chemistry in high school. “What grade level of chemistry are you talking about.” 
 
    “Eleventh-grade chemistry,” the one on his left said. Her bright blue eyes were on the stick in his hands. “Is that our trial baton?” she asked. He thought she was trying to deflect him from his next question. 
 
    Felix held out the stick, asking, “And you feel like you understand high school chemistry?” 
 
    They nodded simultaneously as the one on his right took the stick and twirled it. Slowly at first but spinning quickly up until it was going fast enough it blurred. She tossed it spinning up into the air. She caught it and sent it spinning over to her twin who twirled it into a blur herself.  
 
    The stick suddenly stopped. Saying, “It’s well balanced. Thank you,” the girl inspected it. There was a click and she drew the long blade out of the shaft. The girl tossed the remainder of the stick to her twin and thrust the weapon through the air before her as if she were wielding a sword in a fight.  
 
    Felix couldn’t help noticing she didn’t brandish the long blade the way most children did after watching swordfights on TV. Instead, she handled it … in a fashion that made Felix feel she’d be lethal. Partly because of the way she handled it, but also because of the speed of the blade’s darting movements. He found himself thinking her quickness would render her dangerous even to men who killed for a living. 
 
    That it wouldn’t matter that she was small, her quickness would kill them before they realized it was possible.  
 
    Felix looked at the other girl. That one had popped the knife out of the opposite end of the stick and, as he watched, she tossed the knife spinning into the air. As he opened his mouth to reprimand her, she caught it perfectly by the handle and—with a flick of her wrist, sent it even higher. 
 
    “Do not throw knives around in my store!” Felix barked, even though he felt uneasily certain she had the knife in complete control. 
 
    The girl who’d thrown it said, “Sorry,” as she caught it with ease a second time. She didn’t sound sorry. She came back over to Felix, saying, “It’s not very well balanced for throwing. The blade needs a little more weight near the tip.” 
 
    Felix opened his mouth to sarcastically ask if she considered herself an expert on throwing knives but realized that—as evidenced by the way she’d just handled it—she was more expert with a blade than anyone he’d ever seen. He took the blade and waved it a little to weigh its feel. He wasn’t skilled with throwing knives but knew enough about their balance to agree the blade was a little light. “Okay. We’ll make you one with a little more weight at the tip. Anything else?” 
 
    Annoyingly, it turned out there were quite a few small things they wanted adjusted or changed. “How long till the next one’s ready?” 
 
    “Three more days,” Felix said, a little irritated because he’d thought it was plenty good enough as it was. However, he could see how the changes they’d suggested would make it significantly better. 
 
    The twins smiled at him as they simultaneously thanked him, then left. The other little girl went with them. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They’d finished dinner and Mariah was lying on the floor in front of the bed, reading on her HUD while twirling some brightly colored sticks. When Gloria’d asked the twins about them, they said they’d found them in the dumpster when they took out the trash recently. The girls said they found twirling them relaxing. 
 
    Gloria frowned.  
 
    Luciah was over at the counter, wrapping the leftover beans and rice in tortillas to make little burritos. For days now, at the end of the dinner meal, one of the twins used the leftovers to make some form of ready-to-eat meals. Gloria didn’t feel like she should object but it was a new behavior that kept puzzling her. At first, she’d thought it was nice they didn’t let the excess food go to waste but now realized it had been happening every night. 
 
    Because recently there’d been leftovers every night. The girls had been cooking the family’s dinners for some time now. The first time Gloria’d come home to find they’d cooked a hot dinner she’d panicked. That five-year-old children were cooking at a hot stove without supervision went against everything she knew about childcare. However, when she’d protested, they’d had her sit down and watch them cook. She had to admit they were at least as competent and safety-conscious as she was. 
 
    She’d said something about their preparation of the leftovers before, but they’d just told her it was nice to have something ready to eat for lunch the next day. 
 
    So, she thought, I guess if I were them, I’d also cook extra food for dinner so I’d be able to make lunches for the next day. 
 
    Gloria turned back to her reading. She’d started studying for a childcare certificate that would let her apply for more professional jobs. She hoped to get a job at a daycare facility soon. Once she had some professional experience, she hoped to open her own childcare business. She still had some of the money Alberto had left her in their safe house and had been striving to save a little more to start it up. Next fall the twins would enter kindergarten and she wouldn’t have to worry so much about what might happen to them when she was at work. Then she’d be able to invest more time in developing her business. 
 
    She glanced up lovingly at Mariah who still lay on the floor in front of the bed. She frowned again, realizing that lying on the floor in front of their bed was another new behavior. The girls slept together on a single bed across the room from Gloria’s single bed in their tiny one-room apartment. Luciah’s movements caught Gloria’s eye when she turned away from the refrigerator where she’d been putting away the little burritos she’d made and headed toward their bed. Gloria thought there was something odd about the way she walked. Gloria suddenly realized. Her left arm isn’t swinging—keeping it hidden behind her hip. She’s hiding whatever’s in her hand! 
 
    Now Gloria’s attention was fully focused. Why? Gloria wondered. What would she hide? 
 
    Luciah flopped across her twin on the floor and landed on the bed on her back, an unusual maneuver requiring her to loft herself a little. Not that lofting herself was all that surprising, the twins were highly athletic. But, it would’ve been easier to step over Mariah …. And if she’d done that she’d have rotated enough for me to see her left hand. 
 
    Luciah’s left hand rose into the air to adjust her HUD. The hand was empty now. She reached across the bed and Mariah tossed her one of the sticks. She started twirling it, her attention on her HUD. 
 
    Did I imagine the whole hiding-something-in-her-hand thing? Gloria wondered. No! She dropped it between the bed and the wall! 
 
    Gloria rose, her first impulse to chastise the child. On her feet she reined herself in, thinking that she couldn’t imagine that Luciah could be doing anything terrible enough to justify such a confrontation. But if she’s dropping food beside the bed to eat later, that not only wouldn’t be sanitary, but crumbs from it could attract mice and cockroaches, Gloria thought. 
 
    Gloria walked across the room to kneel at the head of the bed the twins shared. Both girls were innocently staring up at their HUDs. “Are you girls watching cartoons?” she asked, not yet leaning to her left to try to see between the bed and the wall. 
 
    Mariah answered this time, sitting up and turning to face her mother. “We’ve found an online site that lets you go to school.” 
 
    Gloria blinked, her expression stilling. “You’re going to school online?” Gloria hadn’t enjoyed school—other than for the social life—so she found it hard to imagine her children “finding” a way to go to school, then actually using it. 
 
    Mariah nodded, “With you gone all day, we need something to keep us out of trouble, right?” 
 
    “But … how do you go to school?” Gloria asked, almost plaintively. 
 
    “It’s called the Khan Academy. It’s free. Gordito and D5R support it so it doesn’t charge anything. They think knowledge, education, and communication, or ‘KEC,’ are basic human rights and they’ve set up a KEC charity. It supports knowledge and education with the Khan Academy and provides knowledge and communication by providing AI/HUDs to anyone who can’t afford them. When these HUDs break, we’ll be able to get new ones from KEC for free.” 
 
    Gloria blinked, “What does this Khan Academy teach? How do you even know where to start?” 
 
    “It teaches everything from pre-kindergarten through advanced physics. It even awards degrees and diplomas.” 
 
    When Gloria looked down at her she saw that Luciah was looking up at her as well. Do they think I’m an idiot because I don’t know about Khan Academy? she wondered. “So, what are you studying? You already taught yourself to read and I know you can do some math so … what? I’d imagine you’re past first grade already?”  
 
    Mariah nodded.  
 
    Gloria found it a little disconcerting to have Mariah carrying this entire conversation since the twins normally traded off. “How far past?” Gloria asked with sudden apprehension. 
 
    “A long way past,” Mariah answered. “You don’t have to take classes if you can pass tests on the material, so we were able to skip quite a few grades.” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    Mariah hesitated, then softly said, “About ten.” 
 
    Gloria felt a little dizzy. “What do you mean, ‘about’ ten?” 
 
    In some classes we’re in tenth grade, others in eleventh, and with a few, we’re in twelfth.” She smiled brightly, “Right now we’re taking chemistry. It’s lots of fun.” 
 
    Gloria slumped. She’d hated chemistry and living with five-year-olds who thought it was fun felt daunting. “I, uh, was counting on you guys going to regular school this coming fall so I wouldn’t have to worry about you.” 
 
    Mariah tilted her head, “You still won’t need to worry about us, Mamá. We’re taking good care of ourselves now and by next fall we’ll be even older and more mature.” 
 
    Gloria rolled her eyes up at the ceiling over the idea that the twins would be significantly more mature by then. But they are maturing rapidly! she thought. Next, she wondered how she could think her girls were too precocious. She started to pull herself up to her feet, thinking she needed to read about KEC and the Khan Academy. Then she suddenly remembered her original mission. She pretended a misstep and stumbled to her left in a fashion that placed her where she could look down into the narrow gap between the bed and the wall. 
 
    What she saw was not a burrito dropped there so it could become a midnight snack. 
 
    At first, she thought it was a snake of some kind and stepped back with a curse. When it slid sideways, disappearing under the bed, she realized it’d been a slender brown elbow. She looked back and forth at the twins, “Someone’s under your bed ….” 
 
    Giving her a grim look, Mariah nodded. Luciah leaned over the edge of the bed and said, “You’d just as well come out, Susana.” Then she whispered something Gloria could barely hear. As Gloria waited for their hidden visitor to appear, she realized Luciah’d told their little friend, “Look sad. Cry if you can.” 
 
    Gloria thought those instructions should’ve made her laugh but she was upset enough that no mirth rose to the surface. 
 
    A skinny, pitiful-looking girl Gloria estimated to be almost four slid out from under the bed and looked pleadingly at Gloria.  
 
    They’ve decided to move one of their little friends in with us? Gloria thought. Wait, where did they meet her? I’m with them on the weekends, we don’t go out at night, and they’re here in the apartment all day ….   
 
    “Mamá,” Luciah said, “This is Susana. Her mother was murdered a couple of weeks ago and she’s been living on the streets. She’s been starving …. We couldn’t leave her out there like that, so she’s been living under our bed.” 
 
    Stunned by this recitation, Gloria stared at the thin child, thinking, She does look malnourished. I’ll bet she wasn’t eating much even before her mother got killed. But we’re poor too. We can’t afford to take in another mouth to feed. She felt tears springing from her eyes and wiped at them with a sleeve. Voice croaking, she said, “Girls … we can’t …. We’re poor too …. We can’t afford to ….” 
 
    Mariah, now on her feet, threw her arms around Gloria, hugging her. “We can help, Mamá. We’ve got some money.” 
 
    Gloria cleared her throat, “Oh, honey, whatever you’ve managed to save will be nice, but it won’t be enough to make much of a difference.” She brightened, “We can take her to an orphanage though. There’re lots of people who can’t have children and want to adopt kids. You know, like what happened with you girls and me.” 
 
    “We already tried taking her to an orphanage,” Luciah said, looking stubborn. “They’re too full and don’t have room for kids Susana’s age. No one wants to adopt four-year-olds.” 
 
    “Neither do we!” Gloria said plaintively. 
 
    Mariah had another go, “Mamá, it’s not just what we’ve been saving. We’ve been selling drawings and paintings. We’ve got—” 
 
    Gloria took a knee to interrupt her daughter with a hug, dismissing, for now, the fact that the girls must have broken many of her rules to go outside the apartment and ask kindly strangers to buy their pictures. “Sweetie, the way you’re trying to help Susana shows great heart. I appreciate you trying to help by earning your own money. But the amount of—” 
 
    Luciah interrupted, something the twins were normally quite reticent to do. “Mamá! We’ve saved up twenty-two thousand, three hundred and twenty-three so far. That’d feed Susana for a long time.” 
 
    Gloria felt startled, then realized the sum must be in pesos. Since AIs traded money in dollars—the de facto international currency—she’d gotten out of the habit of knowing the peso conversion rate. However, the last time she’d known it, a peso was worth one or two U.S. cents—if that were still true it would mean 22,323 pesos would be worth $223.23—far more than she would’ve expected but certainly not enough to support Susana for long.  
 
    How could they have accumulated that much money? Gloria wondered. They must’ve been out begging all the time. It’s hard to believe they’ve flaunted my rules so cavalierly … they’re usually so well-behaved. 
 
    Gloria decided this wasn’t the time to deal with the rule-breaking. She needed to deal kindly but firmly with her daughters’ desire to adopt this poor orphan. She said, “Girls, I’ll look into Susana’s options this evening. Maybe she’s eligible for support from Prospera or something.” She glanced at the frightened little girl, “Susana can stay here until we work out somewhere ….” Gloria trailed off, realizing she’d just committed herself to caring for the child at least temporarily, She hadn’t said how long but it was an offer that might be difficult to rescind later. A picture flashed through her mind of her pushing the little girl back out into the streets to starve. 
 
    Gloria’s gut suddenly developed a cramp. 
 
     Mariah broke into Gloria’s dismaying thoughts. “We’ve got Susana an appointment with Prospera next week,” she said, taking Gloria by surprise once again. 
 
    “Oh!” Gloria said. “That’s great! Still, I might try to go to the Prospera office without an appointment now, just to see if I can talk to them sooner.” 
 
    “We tried that last week. They said ‘no,’ and told us we were lucky to have the appointment.” 
 
    These girls are ahead of me at every step, Gloria thought, amazed but frustrated. She narrowed her eyes and studied her daughters, “Has someone been helping you?” 
 
    They nodded. Luciah said, “Our friend Jorge Mendoza helped us a lot the day we noticed Susana was in such trouble.” 
 
    “Who’s Jorge Mendoza?” Gloria asked, trying not to sound as threatening as she felt. 
 
    They brightened. Mariah said, “A friend. He taught us to play chess and thinks we could win some money at a tournament in Saltillo this coming weekend. He’ll pay our way, and yours too. He only wants a twenty percent commission on whatever we win.” 
 
    “How old is this ‘friend,’” Gloria asked tightly. 
 
    The twins looked at one another, then shrugged. “Seventy?” Luciah said uncertainly. “He’s retired.” 
 
    “Girls!” Gloria barked angrily. She closed her eyes and tried to calm herself. She continued in a more measured tone. “You aren’t even supposed to leave the apartment without me! Now I find out you’ve been going out to beg. You’ve picked up an orphan. You’ve been talking to a man! I’ve told you men can be dangerous, especially to little girls! How can I go to work to support us if I can’t trust you to stay here where you’ll be safe!” 
 
    “We have been going out,” Mariah said. “And we’re sorry. But from what we’ve read, staying in a small apartment all day isn’t healthy for children either.” She studied her mother, “You’ve told us stories about when you were little. You played outside with your friends. Not just occasionally but a lot. Without supervision. In a place where there were men nearby ….” 
 
    Gloria knew they had her there but she shot back valiantly, “That may be true, but that was a different place and time. Things were safer ….” she halted when she remembered a teenage girl in the block next to hers had disappeared, never to be seen again. Things weren’t safe back then either, she thought, but I’m not going to admit that to the girls. She bulled ahead, “And I didn’t beg for money either. That lets dangerous people know you’re vulnerable.” 
 
    “We haven’t begged!” 
 
    “Oh, I know it doesn’t seem like it, sweetie,” Gloria said, tilting her head sympathetically. “But people buy art from children because they feel sorry for them, not because they want the art. So, it is a form of begging. You know, like the kids you see on the street selling trinkets. Most people don’t want the trinkets, they just want to help the children.” 
 
    “We didn’t sell them on the street,” Mariah said, sounding frustrated. “We sold them to Señora Carmen at the mercado. She sold them to customers and took a commission.” 
 
    Gloria blinked, thinking about the bewildering array of abilities her daughters had displayed already. Talents she would’ve sworn no child their age could have until she’d encountered them firsthand. “Can you …” she cleared her throat, “can you show me one of your drawings?” 
 
    “Señora Carmen gave us watercolor paints and heavy artist’s paper,” Luciah said. “So, lately, we’ve been painting instead of drawing. One of us could do a new drawing if you like?” 
 
    “I’d be happy to look at a painting if you have one.” 
 
    “We have one we did just for you, Mamá,” Luciah said happily as Mariah dove under their bed and came out with a large-diameter, heavy cardboard tube. A moment later she had her little hand inside the opening of the tube gently working a crisp sheet of thick watercolor paper out of it. Once it was out, Mariah carefully unrolled it and held it up. 
 
    “Oh!” Gloria exclaimed, clapping her hand to her chest with emotion. They’d painted a sunset over the skyline of Monterrey. Gorgeous gold and red colors filled the sky. The buildings of the city were cast as dark silhouettes but Gloria recognized many of them and felt sure there was a location in the city where she’d be able to see them just as they were depicted. A sunset could look just like that, she thought, if only a sunset that beautiful ever came to Monterrey.  
 
    The most striking thing, even though it was small, was the silhouette of a little family standing on one of the rooftops, watching the sunset with the viewer.  
 
    A mother and three girls. Two girls who were exactly the same size and one a little smaller. 
 
    My little family, Gloria thought, wiping at an eye and unconsciously accepting Susana. 
 
    Luciah interrupted Gloria’s gobsmacked admiration of the painting by saying, “Señora Carmen sold all the others but we’ve been keeping this one because we thought you might like to keep it.” 
 
    Tears streaming down her face, Gloria held the painting up and stared at it, thinking there was just something about it. Are all their paintings this good? she wondered. “How much is Señora Carmen selling your paintings for?” Gloria asked, voice trembling. 
 
    “Two thousand dollars each,” Mariah said. “We’ve only finished four paintings and only get seventy percent or we’d have more money. But we’ll keep painting till you’re sure you have enough money to take care of Susana.” 
 
    “Oh, honey—" Gloria began. 
 
    “Mamá, no one else is gonna take care of her,” Luciah interrupted. 
 
    The child speaks an important yet brutal truth, Gloria thought. If not us, then who? The answer would be, “No one.”  
 
    “Okay,” Gloria said. “She can stay with us as long as your money holds out.” 
 
    “Can we go to the chess tournament with Jorge?” 
 
    Give them a centimeter and they take a kilometer, Gloria thought, but their money’s gonna last a long time even if no one ever buys another painting. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jorge was at his usual chess table in the park, waiting for his game with Manuel but thinking about Luciah and Mariah. He’d seen the girls every day over the past several days, each time giving them a little more money to support Susana. When he hadn’t seen them yesterday it’d worried him. And Manuel was late, a not uncommon occurrence. 
 
    I should go look for the girls, Jorge thought. Being here when Manuel’s late just encourages his bad behavior. He’d put the box for his chess set on the table and had picked up the first four pieces when he saw the twins making their way down the line of chess tables. He put the four pawns back down, settled back on his seat, and set the box aside.  
 
    When they arrived at his table one of the twins asked, “Can I play you this time?” 
 
    He grinned, “You must be Luciah since I played Mariah the first time.” 
 
    She arched an eyebrow and grinned back, “You’ll never know.” 
 
     “You’re right,” he said, shrugging helplessly, “I won’t.” He waved to the seat across from him. 
 
    She took a seat and immediately pushed out her king’s pawn. 
 
    Jorge pushed his out as well and pondered trying an unconventional attack since Mariah had beaten him so handily the other time. Unconventional approaches might work if they’ve gotten to be this good by reading a lot about classic games and strategies, he thought, then wondered how five-year-olds could read well enough or have put in enough time on Earth to do that kind of reading.  Could they just be figuring it out as they go? Learned the rules and now they work out their own strategies from those basic principles? He shook his head, Can’t be. Someone taught them and they’re hiding it. 
 
    Manuel’s voice came over his shoulder. “What? Is playing against me getting to be too hard for you in your old age, Jorge? You’ve decided to play kindergartners now because they’re more your speed?” 
 
    Jorge looked up at him. “You were late, my friend. Again. I’m old and can’t waste what little time I have left waiting around to see if you show up.” 
 
    Manuel scoffed, “Go ahead. Finish playing this child, then we’ll start a real game.” 
 
    “No,” Jorge said, grinning and standing up. “I think you should play her. I need to talk to her sister a moment.” He stood and started pulling Mariah aside a bit, turning them so they could watch the game. “How’s Susana?” he asked quietly. 
 
    Manuel stared after Jorge for a moment, then rolled his eyes and sat down. 
 
    Mariah told Jorge their mother had discovered Susana but had agreed to let her stay.  
 
    Jorge sent some money to Mariah’s AI because he’d promised to help the orphan. He watched the chess game out of the corner of his eye. Manuel made a move and Luciah instantly responded—just like Mariah had in his game with her. 
 
    “You don’t need to keep giving us money, Mr. Mendoza,” the girl said softly. “We have enough to take care of Susana. We have, however, decided we’d like your help getting into the chess tournament Saturday.” 
 
    Jorge smiled, “Done. I already filled out your applications and bought tickets on the early bus for Saturday morning.” 
 
    “Oh!” Mariah said as if surprised. “Thanks! But, um, we were hoping to go by transporter.” 
 
    Jorge blinked, “Go by what?” 
 
    “Transporter. It’s one of D5R’s new inventions. They’ve been out for a few years in the U.S. but they just started installing them around Mexico. Last week they put in transporters in Monterrey and Saltillo.” 
 
    Once the girl had explained how the transporters worked, Jorge objected, “Anything new’s expensive, at least at first. We should take an old, reliable, cheap bus this time.” 
 
    Mariah gave him a doubtful look, “Transporting only costs a few dollars. Aren’t bus tickets a lot more than that?” 
 
    Jorge narrowed his eyes, “Really?” 
 
    She nodded, a serious look on her face. 
 
    “Oh …. That’ll be bad news for the bus company.” 
 
    She nodded again. “It’s bad news for the entire transportation industry. But it’s good news for the rest of us. Can you get your money back for the bus tickets?” 
 
    “I’ll put my AI on it. Let’s go see how Luciah and Manuel are doing.” 
 
    Luciah had just checkmated Manuel. His face was red and he was setting up for a second game.  
 
    Manuel took his time with each move when he and the child started their second game. Luciah was still moving her pieces instantly, as if she were playing blitz or bullet chess. Despite the way she didn’t seem to give any thought to her moves, Manuel began to lose again. He looked up at Jorge with a glare. “Where did you find this … this, little witch!” 
 
    Jorge grinned at him. “Right here in the park. I’m taking her to the tournament in Saltillo Saturday. How do you think she’ll do?” 
 
    Manuel snorted, “She’ll go through those guys like a bullet through butter.” He grinned as if visualizing it. Then, eagerly, he asked, “Can I come watch?” 
 
    “Sure, but,” Jorge looked up at his HUD to confirm it, then said, “we’re going by transporter. You got the huevos for that?” 
 
    “Transporter?” 
 
    Jorge gave Mariah a triumphant look, “See, I’m not the only one who’s behind the times!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Carmen looked up. She hid her delight upon seeing the little girl whose mother’s paintings were bringing in so much money. The woman’s output had decreased when she went from drawing to painting, but she still turned out several gorgeous paintings a day. The day after Carmen gave her the paints, the girl didn’t deliver anything at all and Carmen had felt panicked that night. She’d feared the goose that laid the golden eggs had decided to take those eggs elsewhere. 
 
    When the girl showed up the next day with two stunning watercolors, Carmen felt the hair stand up on the back of her neck. These deserve to be in one of the fancy galleries downtown, she’d thought but hadn’t said. Instead, she’d asked, “What happened yesterday?” 
 
    “Um … Mamá had to learn how to paint. She’d never painted before and the way the paints worked caught her by surprise. Are these two okay?” 
 
    “Sure,” Carmen said dismissively, while thinking how ridiculous it was to propose that anyone who’d never painted before could render anything appealing, much less the two works of art she’d held in her hand. The two paintings had sold within an hour and the clinch in Carmen’s bowels had relaxed. 
 
    Carmen’s first experiences—where people had bought the drawings as fast as Carmen got them out of their folders—hadn’t often been replicated. At the prices she was charging in a common mercado, it was surprising that they sold at all. With the higher prices, Carmen had even had a couple of paintings stay up on the wall of her little stand for the better part of a day. One hadn’t even sold until the morning after Carmen received it. But, they were selling daily, even at the exorbitant prices Carmen was charging, thus, they were a wonderful source of income. She worried each day would be the one when the girl didn’t bring another. 
 
    The girl held out the large cardboard tube Carmen had given her to transport the bigger watercolors her mother’d been painting. 
 
    Carmen reached into the end of the tube and worked another watercolor out of the tube. When she held it at arm’s length, she felt her heart breaking and her throat constricting. She stared at a bleakly colored portrait of the little waif who’d been hanging around the mercado a week or so ago. Somehow the painting captured the desperate hunger in the girl’s wistful eyes as she sat on the sidewalk, staring up at the viewer, presumably a passerby. Carmen had guiltily passed the girl herself, hardening her heart against compassion but thinking someone should do something. She glanced away, hoping no one could tell how greatly the image had affected her. How her carefully cultivated tough outer shell had just cracked. She turned around, hoping people would think she was looking for a place to hang it on her wall. She cleared her strangled throat, hiding it behind a couple of coughs. Back over her shoulder, she said to the girl, “You might warn your mamá that sad paintings don’t sell as well. I’d advise cheerful themes.” 
 
    Having surreptitiously wiped her eyes, Carmen turned back around. 
 
    The girl had her hand in the tube, tugging out a second painting. “This one’s happier,” she said. She indicated the first one, “They’re a pair.” The child finished extracting the second painting and held it up for Carmen to see. 
 
    It was a painting of the same child at the same location. But there was a vast difference between the images. In the second—brightly colored—painting, the child was smiling. Still thin, but no longer giving the impression she stood on the verge of starvation, she now stood jauntily rather than sprawling hopelessly.  
 
    Somehow the girl’s mother had shown hope in the child’s eyes. 
 
    Carmen’s throat relaxed and the pain she’d felt there faded away. 
 
    She pictured the two paintings displayed side by side, the one tugging … no … ripping the viewer’s heartstrings, the other gently repairing said strings.  
 
    Then strumming a blissful chord on them. 
 
    Immensely understating the emotional response they’d wrought, she gave the child a nod. “They make a nice pair,” she said. “I hope they sell that way. If not, at least the cheerful one should command a decent price.” 
 
    The girl said, “You owe me for the two paintings I brought yesterday.” 
 
    “Oh, yes. Just a moment,” Carmen said, pinning the two new paintings up on her display to give herself a moment to think. 
 
    As Carmen turned back to the child, a woman who’d been walking by glanced over at them and abruptly stopped. Carmen had seen this kind of reaction to the LM Morales paintings before. She quickly transferred $2,800 to the child’s AI, hoping to get rid of the kid. 
 
    Instead, the little girl said, “Show me your receipt.” 
 
    “That’s seventy percent of $4,000 for two $2,000 paintings,” Carmen said, irritated. 
 
    Patiently, the child said, “We don’t trust you, Señora Carmen. Please show me the receipts.” 
 
    Outwardly, Carmen scoffed. Inwardly she panicked. She’d sold the ones yesterday for $2,500 each, thinking the girl wouldn’t keep checking. 
 
    The child turned and started away. Back over her shoulder, she said, “Okay. But I’m going see if I can find someone honest to represent us.” 
 
    “Wait!” Carmen called, now fully freaked out. “I’ll show you the receipt!” 
 
    The girl kept walking. 
 
    The woman who’d stopped, walked closer, eyes fixed on the two paintings. “Who painted that diptych?” She asked. 
 
    Embarrassed to admit she had no idea what a diptych was, Carmen said, “The pictures of the girl?” 
 
    The woman nodded, seemingly unable to tear her eyes away from the images. 
 
    “LM Morales,” Carmen replied. 
 
    The woman turned and intensely focused on Carmen. “Man or woman?” 
 
    “Er … woman.” 
 
    “Does she live here in Monterrey?” 
 
    Carmen nodded. 
 
    “Can I visit her studio?” 
 
    Carmen shook her head. 
 
    The woman blinked, “Are you afraid of losing your commission? I’d still pay you the commission on anything I buy.” 
 
    “Um, no. She’s very private. Her daughter delivers her paintings to me daily. Even I don’t know where she lives.” 
 
    The woman’s eyes widened, “The blonde child who just left?” 
 
    When Carmen tentatively nodded, the woman took off after the girl at a run. 
 
    Heart sinking, Carmen thought, Why’d I tell her?! 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Glad she had on her running shoes, Juliana Benavidez ran full tilt for a minute or two, heading in the direction the little girl had been going. She slowed as soon as she saw the child’s silvery blonde head some distance ahead. She didn’t look around, sure she’d found her quarry. Blondes weren’t unheard of in Mexico but they were rare. However, the chances of encountering more than one five-year-old girl with platinum blonde hair on the streets of Monterrey were vanishingly small. 
 
    As if to put the lie to Juliana’s assessment, the girl turned a corner and when Juliana stepped around that same corner, she saw two similarly sized platinum blonde children talking to one another. Both wearing jeans and T-shirts and holding a pair of brightly colored sticks! The one she’d been following hadn’t had any sticks, so the other one had to have brought four and given two to the one Juliana had followed. But which one do I follow now?! Juliana wondered. She’d planned not to confront the child on the street but to follow her to her home. The art merchant in the mercado might not know where the artist lived but Juliana thought it’d be easy to find her, simply by following the child to their home. Then she could visit the mother later without mentioning how she’d divined the address. But if these kids head off in different directions, I’ll only have a fifty-fifty chance of following the right one! she thought. 
 
    As she was thinking these thoughts, Juliana slowly walked past the girls and gave them a surreptitious glance. She was thinking she could stop to study the window at the next shop and glance back at their faces hoping for hints as to which one was her target. Instead, just the one glance told her they were a pair of beautiful and identical twins. So, Juliana thought, I can follow either one since they certainly have the same mother. 
 
    Their conversation done, one of the girls set a small device against the wall of the sidewalk. It promptly began emitting music—a drum-heavy tune with a peppy beat. 
 
    Since the one I was following didn’t have a boom box, the one who put it down isn’t the one who delivered the painting, Juliana thought. Not that it matters which is which anymore. She tilted her head curiously, What’s with the music?

  

 
  
   The girls strode a little more than a meter in opposite directions, putting them almost three meters apart with the boom box between them. With a suddenness that startled Juliana, they began spinning all four of the colored sticks so they whirled into blurred disks. 
 
    When they tossed the sticks at one another Juliana unconsciously dodged out of the way because her position just beyond one of the girls placed her in the line of fire of the whirling batons.  
 
    She needn’t have feared. The girl on her side snatched the baton out of the air and sent it back to her sister, still spinning as fast as it had been. 
 
    A moment later all four batons were flying back and forth, moving and rotating so fast they looked like fuzzy wheels. 
 
    A crowd began forming, the people in it chanting and stomping their feet in time to the beat. 
 
    Juliana realized the girls weren’t just spinning and throwing the batons but simultaneously dancing. The dance moves looked difficult, even if you ignored what they were simultaneously doing with the batons. 
 
    Now the batons were whirling back and forth along higher arcs which gave the girls more time between throwing one and catching the next.  
 
    They began using that time to do flips. 
 
    Then began throwing the batons while they were mid-flip! 
 
    The show wasn’t long, running perhaps a total of four minutes. At the end of that time, the girls were panting hard and looking exhausted as they accepted a fervent round of applause and walked around the encircling crowd, gathering tips with their AIs. 
 
    Juliana thought, They not only have a supremely talented artist for their mother, but these acrobatic abilities of their own are astonishing too. 
 
    She began to imagine a large crowd at her art gallery, walking amongst a stunning collection of the mother’s paintings while being intermittently entertained by shows put on by the daughters. This could put my gallery on the map! she thought. It’s going to be a huge feather in my cap if I’m the first significant art dealer to show their mother’s art! 
 
    Juliana didn’t count the woman who’d been selling the mother’s art from the mercado as an art dealer but decided she had to go back to the mercado to buy the diptych of the hungry child. That’s almost certainly the finest work the mother’s produced, she thought. Even if I pay that woman far more than she’s ever made from a painting before, I’ll still be able to make a huge profit. 
 
    Juliana sent the girls a tip she thought would be large enough to stun them with her generosity, making sure they saw who’d given it to them. When she showed up on their doorstep, she wanted them favorably disposed toward her. Hopefully, that attitude would affect their mother 
 
    Then she walked some distance away, hoping to keep them from noticing her when she began following them. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    When the girls arrived at a low-end apartment building, Juliana wasn’t sure what to make of it. If the rest of the mother’s paintings are anything like the diptych I saw, she thought, they should have enough money to live in a better place than this! 
 
    The twins entered a stairwell and Juliana realized she could have difficulty following the girls to their door unobserved. The problem became even worse when the girls tore up the stairs at a speed typical for such children.  
 
    Fortunately, Juliana was in good shape and her running shoes didn’t make noise as she sprinted to stay just a floor behind the girls. 
 
    She heard a door open and hurried to get a line-of-sight on it as it swung closed. With a final rush, she made it up the last flight in time to catch the door before it slammed shut.  
 
    A glance down the hall showed her an apartment door closing. Got it, Juliana thought. She walked softly down the hall and made sure she knew the number on the door—515. She didn’t want there to be any doubt about where to go later. 
 
    Then it was back down the stairs and off to the mercado where the proprietor asked if she’d found the child. 
 
    “No, I wasn’t able to catch up to th-the girl,” she said, catching herself before saying “them,” just in case the mercado stand owner didn’t know she’d been dealing with a twin. 
 
    The woman, Carmen, sold the diptych to Juliana for $6,000, which made both of them happy. Carmen, because Juliana was pretty sure $6,000 was more than she’d ever sold a pair of paintings for in the past. Juliana, because she felt certain she’d make an enormous profit by reselling them at a much higher price in her gallery downtown. 
 
    Carrying the tube containing the diptych paintings as if it were precious jewelry, Juliana treated herself to dinner at one of the restaurants in the area, then headed back to apartment 515, barely able to contain her excitement. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    When Gloria got home and said hi to the girls, she blinked on realizing that Susana had on a HUD. “Where did you get the HUD, Susana?” she asked, appalled that the twins had bought one for her when she still—irrationally—worried about money to feed the child. 
 
    Mariah said, “We put in a KEC application for her. Remember? They’re the people who provide poor people like us with HUDs and AI access. The HUD came today and she’s already learned how to use lots of its features.” 
 
    Gloria opened her mouth to protest, then realized that’d be looking a proverbial gift horse in the mouth. She was about to compliment the twins but instead stiffened with alarm when a knock came at the door to their apartment. She turned to the girls and hissed, “Under the beds, all three of you, now!” 
 
    Once the girls had vanished, Gloria cracked the door and peeked out. She found herself looking at an attractive woman in her thirties. The athletic clothes and shoes the woman wore—in brands Gloria had worn a lot during her high-roller days as Alberto’s wife—had to have cost over $600, possibly over $1,000. “Yes?” Gloria asked. 
 
    “LM Morales?” the woman asked brightly. 
 
    At first, Gloria thought the woman was asking after Luciah and Mariah, then she remembered that LM Morales was the name the twins had been signing to the paintings. Which is supposed to be my name—or pseudonym—she realized. How did this woman find us?! She gave it another moment’s thought, then decided that if a rich woman was at the door asking after their imaginary painter, she should talk to her. “Yes,” she replied, but couldn’t help narrowing her eyes. 
 
    “I’m Juliana Benavidez,” the woman said, proffering a card. “Owner of the Benavidez Gallery, downtown. I’ve seen a couple of your paintings and I’m hoping to represent you.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Gloria found the time between when Benavidez entered and eventually left the apartment … surreal. 
 
    She’d seated Benavidez at their little table and offered her some herbal tea which the woman accepted. After a few minutes of easy conversation, Benavidez asked whether anyone was representing Gloria already. Once Gloria had said “no” Benavidez had said she’d love to show Gloria’s work at her gallery and represent her to other high-end dealers around the world. She’d said she’d like to see Gloria’s studio and any finished works before working out a deal. 
 
    As Gloria was wondering how to answer that request, one of the twins whispered to her through the earphone on her HUD. “Tell her your studio is completely private and no one’s allowed into it.” Once Gloria had haltingly explained that to Benavidez, the twin had continued, “You don’t have any finished works here for her to look at but can get four of them to her on Monday.” 
 
    Benavidez had brightened and said she’d come back Monday afternoon. 
 
    “Tell her no,” Gloria heard. “One of your daughters will deliver the paintings to her gallery on Monday.” 
 
    Gloria herself wondered why they wouldn’t deliver paintings to such a prominent gallery tomorrow, then remembered she and the girls were going to Saltillo for the weekend so the twins could play in a chess tournament. Shouldn’t they drop out of the tournament for this opportunity? she wondered. She wanted to ask but couldn’t without alerting Benavidez to the fact that—she couldn’t keep from shaking her head in some amusement—her children were telling her what to do. 
 
    In her earpiece, a twin said, “Tell her you won’t go to the trouble of showing her any of your paintings if she’s planning to take more than a twenty-five percent commission.” 
 
    When Gloria passed on that demand, Benavidez’s eyes widened. She said, “I’m afraid that’s out of the question. My gallery always marks art up at least a hundred percent and usually much more than that for a new artist. Sales will be slow to begin with and we’ll have to work hard to develop customers for your work.” 
 
    Gloria stared at the woman as she listened to one of the twins tell her, “Say, ‘You’ve seen the pictures of the hungry child, right? Surely you don’t think I’ll find it difficult to find another gallery to represent me?’” 
 
    Gloria repeated what she’d been told. The words seemed to rock the woman back. After a moment Benavidez reluctantly said, “If the four paintings you show me Monday are of that quality, you’ll probably have a deal. Um, can I have your promise that you won’t talk to other dealers until Monday?” 
 
    In Gloria’s ear, a twin said, “Tell her you’ll agree to that promise if she’ll promise to take a twenty percent commission.” 
 
    To Gloria’s dismay, though Benavidez’s eyes widened, a moment later they narrowed and she said she’d take her chances.  
 
    Her daughters told Gloria not to worry. “This way we can show the paintings to several other galleries Monday morning before we talk to her. That’ll give us a feeling for the market so we can make sure we can’t do better.” 

  

 
   
      
 
    [image: Ell Silhouette] 
 
   



 

 Chapter Four 
 
     
 
      
 
    Paris, France— Sanofi, one of the giants of the vaccine industry, reports that they have manufactured, lab-verified, and field-tested most of the vaccine sequences released by the reclusive Gordito several years ago. They claim that all of the vaccines were disease protective except the one for chlamydia. They claim they have negotiated manufacturing rights with Gordito and that they will be able to meet Gordito’s specification that each vaccination should cost no more than one dollar US.  
 
    More importantly, Sanofi says that they can combine multiple immunizations within a single injection. Thus, we should soon be able to immunize people against malaria, influenza, herpes, adenovirus, coronavirus, HIV, dengue, rabies, eastern equine encephalitis, Ebola, Marburg, Rocky Mountain spotted fever, sleeping sickness, tuberculosis, leprosy, syphilis, gonorrhea, valley fever, and plague. In addition, they expect they will also be successful with Gordito’s release last year of the sequences for vaccines against the fifteen most lethal cancers. 
 
    Conquering this tranche of infectious diseases and cancers will result in a major improvement in the health of the human race. Our gratitude should also go out to the Gordito organization for keeping its promise to use the income from these vaccines to support KEC (the Knowledge, Education, and Communication charity).  
 
    One must wonder, however, how Gordito supports itself …. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning Luciah, Mariah, Gloria, and Susana arrived at the square dominated by the bus station. Portal Tech’s new transporter had been set up across the square from the station without fanfare. Jorge and Manuel arrived a few minutes later.  
 
    Luciah felt surprised that the line for the transporter was only three people long, but once she’d watched it in action she understood why. The transporter consisted of a cylinder 3 meters high, standing beneath a canopy. She quickly realized the canopy probably wasn’t needed for the transporter itself. It served only to shelter a short line of waiting people. For a moment she wondered about infrastructure, but quickly realized power must come in through a port and IT support through PGR chips. She suspected that if it ever came time to move the transporter to a new location it would take far less time to move it than its canopy.  
 
    The door opened and a young couple stepped out, blinking. One asked the man waiting to get in, “This is Monterrey?” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” the man said irritatedly. “Step out of the way. You’re holding us up.” 
 
    The couple moved, and the man got in. There were a few thumps from the transport ring and the door opened again, emitting a father and son. 
 
    Gloria leaned closer to Jorge and asked, “Where do we get the tickets?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I checked it out yesterday. No tickets. You get in, tell your AI where you want to go and, boom, you’re there. It charges your AI.” He ushered her to the end of the line, presently only two people long. 
 
    Sounding stunned, Gloria said, “So I could take this transporter to New York?” 
 
    Jorge shrugged, “You could, but it’d deliver you to U.S. immigration. There you’d have to show your e-passport and go through customs. Then you’d have to take a second transporter to your destination in America. It’ll take you directly to Mexico City though.” 
 
    Then Luciah was getting into the transporter with Gloria and her suitcase. She heard the transporter ring thump twice and the door opened on Saltillo. Luciah urged her mother out of the transporter so the man waiting outside the door could get in. 
 
    Less than a minute later, Mariah came through with Manuel and the backpack serving the twins as their suitcase. Shortly after that Susana came through with Jorge. 
 
    Gloria narrowed her eyes, and asked, “Why didn’t Jorge bring a suitcase?” 
 
    Luciah shrugged. 
 
    As they took an autotaxi to the chess venue, Luciah wondered what was going to happen to the taxis when the transporters were everywhere. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Hector Provincio looked up at the next person signing into the tournament. He didn’t look up very far because the person just in front of his desk was a little girl. He looked to her right and saw the person checking in was Jorge Mendoza, the grandmaster from Monterrey. Smiling, Hector said, “Hola, Señor Mendoza. Good to have you back at the tournament. I didn’t see you on the list.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not playing,” Mendoza said. He indicated the child in front of the desk, “I’m here to sign in my young friends, Mariah Morales, and her sister Luciah. They are on your list.” 
 
    Hector blinked, suddenly realizing there were two little girls, one in front of the other. “But … she’s just a child!” 
 
    Mendoza leaned down and spoke quietly, as if in confidence, “Yes. She’s only five. But she or her sister is going to win this tournament.” 
 
    Hector stared at the two girls, realizing belatedly that they were identical twins. “Um, the youngest age category we have in this tournament is for the under thirteens.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Mendoza said, “I entered them in the open category.” 
 
    “Do they have FIDE ratings?!” 
 
    “No, but they will after this tourney.” 
 
    “But, Señor Mendoza, the players they draw will be offended!” 
 
    Mendoza grinned, “First they’ll be offended, and then,” he arched a knowing eyebrow, “they’ll be so busy losing they won’t have time to worry about how offended they are.” 
 
    “You can’t be serious!” 
 
    “I am. Come on,” he said peremptorily. “Sign them in.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    As he’d feared, as soon as the matches were about to begin Hector was called to the floor by a chess master with a rating of 2100, furious that he was having to waste time playing an unrated child and a girl to boot. 
 
    Hector leaned close and murmured, “Grandmaster Jorge Mendoza says she’s beaten him.” 
 
    The man’s eyes flashed to the child who was smiling pleasantly at him. “Really?” 
 
    Hector nodded.  
 
    The man didn’t say anything more, simply settled thoughtfully into his seat. Then he looked back up at Hector, “You’re sure she doesn’t have an AI helping her?” 
 
    Hector nodded, “Just like you, we’ve checked her for contacts and ear ports.” 
 
    For a while, Hector was busy dealing with the usual stumbles as the tournament got underway, but as soon as things were moving smoothly, he checked back on the two children. The one was destroying the master rated at 2100, moving her pieces immediately after he made his moves.  
 
    The other child had already won. 
 
    The tournament was limited to two days so it’d finish in the one weekend, therefore the games were limited to two hours total with sixty total minutes allocated to each player. As it went on, the two girls quickly defeated player after player. Because they made their moves so quickly, they seldom used more than one of their sixty allotted minutes. Hector got used to seeing the twins sitting over in the waiting area, staring up at their HUDs while they waited for their next game.  
 
    He got the impression they weren’t watching the other players’ games the way most of the competitors did. 
 
    At one point, watching a game with Jorge Mendoza, he asked if the twins were watching the games on their HUDs.  
 
    Jorge gave him a sad smile as he shook his head and said, “They’re studying calculus online. They claim they’ve never watched other people’s games or read up on chess. They just learned the rules and started playing. Played their first game against me in the park in Monterrey a few weeks ago.” 
 
    “How long was it before they started winning?” 
 
    With a sad shake of his head, Jorge said, “Mariah won the first damned game she played against me. I don’t think they’ve ever lost a game. One of them’s going to lose today though.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “They’ve got to play each other to decide who takes home first prize and who winds up with the second purse from this tourney.” 
 
    “Oh ….” Hector said thoughtfully. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    At first, Gloria enjoyed hanging out with Susana and watching the twins play their games. She barely knew the rules of chess and didn’t understand any of the theory or strategy, but their games didn’t take long and she loved watching her girls win. Nonetheless, their wins became so routine that it got boring after a while. 
 
    She could tell the twins were bored too, after all, while they were at a board, they couldn’t wear their HUDs, so all they could do was stare off into space while their opposing player was thinking.  
 
    In the early afternoon, Gloria and Susana ran into Luciah in the bathroom. After congratulating her, Gloria asked if she felt sorry they’d entered the tournament. 
 
    Luciah shrugged, “No. It’s been an interesting experience. I don’t think we’ll play in another though.” 
 
    Gloria indicated Susana, “We find the whole tournament kind of dull. We’re probably not as bored as you are, but we don’t even get to play any games. I’m thinking we might go out and have a look around the city.” 
 
    “Oh. That’s a good idea,” Luciah said. “Um, if you see an art store while you’re out, can you buy a nice set of acrylic paints, some brushes for that kind of paint, and a roll of primed, meter-wide canvas?” 
 
    “Are you going to do the paintings for the Benavidez Gallery in acrylic?” Gloria asked, surprised because she’d only seen watercolors so far. 
 
    “We’ll do four watercolors first to be sure we can keep our promise to deliver four paintings on Monday. Once those’re done, we’re going to try some acrylics since big acrylics seem to sell for a lot more money. Hopefully, we’ll be able to take at least one large acrylic with us when we go to visit the galleries.” 
 
    Worried, since the girls’ watercolors looked so good it seemed crazy to take something different, Gloria asked, “How many acrylic paintings have you done? Are they as good as your watercolors?” 
 
    “We haven’t done any acrylics yet.” Luciah shrugged, “If they don’t turn out as well, we can always go back to watercolors. If we have to do that, I think we should do bigger ones. Maybe you could get us some of the biggest watercolor papers you can find?” 
 
    “Okaay ….” Gloria said doubtfully. 
 
    Luciah transferred $500 to Gloria’s account. “You don’t have to do that …” Gloria began. 
 
    Luciah shrugged. “If we’re not making enough money to buy our own supplies, we ought to stop painting.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Gloria did find the supplies Luciah’d requested, but when she got back from shopping and tried to send her the change, Luciah said, “Consider it part of our upkeep for Susana.” 
 
    Later, when the twins had played—and won—their last games for Saturday, Gloria turned to Jorge, “So, do we have our AIs find us a hotel now?” 
 
    Jorge shrugged, “We could, but I’m impressed with the transporter. It’s so cheap and so fast I think I’d rather save some money by porting back home and sleeping in my own bed.” 
 
    I should’ve thought of that, Gloria thought. This is why Jorge didn’t bring a suitcase. Why’d we waste time packing ours? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Gloria got up early the next morning to be sure they got back to Saltillo in time. When she opened the bathroom door, she found her daughters on their hands and knees, painting. 
 
    They immediately got up and began moving their paintings and supplies out into the main room so Gloria could use the bathroom. 
 
    Luciah had been applying finishing touches to a painting of the square they’d been in yesterday. In the foreground stood the transporter. In watercolor, it couldn’t exactly gleam, but somehow Luciah’s technique made the device appear vibrant and new. In the background stood the bus station, shabby by comparison even though Gloria thought it was a faithful representation. How’d she make the station seem like a dinosaur? Gloria wondered. 
 
    Mariah had been crouching over a painting of Jorge and Manuel, playing chess. It was as if she’d done two portraits. Focused and concentrating intensely, the two men somehow appeared noble. 
 
    Gloria wondered how these two, apparently simple, paintings of ordinary subjects—other than for the new tech of the transporter—could somehow make such important and dignified statements. 
 
    As she glanced back at Luciah’s painting, Gloria realized that, far back in the sky behind the bus station, she could see the faint, faded image of an airplane. Statements indeed, Gloria thought. 
 
    “How long have you girls been up?” Gloria asked, overwhelmed by the depth of consideration and attention to detail reflected by the works of art on her bathroom floor and fearful that they’d been up the entire night and would be too exhausted for the tournament. 
 
    “Since one in the morning, Mamá,” Mariah replied.  
 
    “Same as always,” Luciah added. 
 
    Gloria blinked. She knew the girls didn’t sleep much, but had assumed they lay awake reading on their HUDs—and probably dozing some—and did their paintings after she left for work in the mornings. “So,” she asked tentatively, “You’re planning to do two more paintings tonight, then try painting with acrylics Monday morning before delivering them Monday afternoon?” 
 
    “Oh, no, mamá” Luciah replied. “We did two watercolors earlier this morning. They’re over on the table, drying. We’ll get started on acrylics tonight. We might need more time to figure out how to use that kind of paint.” 
 
    “And,” Mariah said, “time for them to dry.” 
 
    After Gloria’d finished in the bathroom, she walked out to look at the table where they ate. Sure enough, there were two paintings there. One was a brilliant and bold abstract explosion of color. The other had captured a beautiful young woman striding boldly down the street to the mercado. She had on faded denim pants, a vibrant red blouse, and a startlingly yellow scarf. 
 
    Gloria recognized the young woman in the painting—without any doubt because the painting was a striking likeness. Recognized her but knew the girl had never, not even on her best day, ever looked that good. How did they do that? Gloria wondered. Could the twins outfit me and help me with makeup? Could I, somehow, look that much better? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After winning their matches that morning, that afternoon Luciah and Mariah played each other in the championship match of the tournament. The organizers had a tripod set up to film it, so everyone, including the other competitors, could watch on a large display. Gloria didn’t try to watch, just listened to the steady, metronome-like clack-clack-clack-clack of their moves and the excited murmurs of those watching.  
 
    Suddenly the clacking of the pieces ceased and Gloria looked over at her children. Mariah had thrown her arms up in victory and Luciah, whose king lay on its side, had leaned across to give her a delighted hug. Mariah hugged her back. 
 
    Applause rose like thunder, surprising Gloria because the proceedings had been so staid up to that point. 
 
    Then came a ceremony in which Mariah was awarded $1,000 and Luciah $500. The girls immediately sent twenty percent—$300—on to Jorge. Gloria felt like it was a little much for children to be giving an adult but felt quite grateful to him for his help and didn’t demur.  
 
    Someone asked Gloria’s permission to take the twins’ pictures and she denied it because she thought they were too young. She didn’t know the overhead video of the final game had already been authorized by their sign-in and the fact that it didn’t show faces. 
 
    Smaller prizes were handed out to other players and then they were on their way home, the girls tossing and twirling and bouncing their colored sticks. It would’ve made them seem more like children if they hadn’t done it with a degree of proficiency that should’ve taken decades to achieve. 
 
    Gloria turned to Jorge, “Does the last game of a tourney usually go so quickly?” 
 
    “Oh, my goodness, no. Though chess enthusiasts will be watching the recording of that game decades, if not centuries from now. On the strength of it, I’m sure the girls will be invited to the World Chess Championship in Paris next year.” 
 
    Gloria gave him a sad frown. “I doubt they’ll go.” 
 
    “But …! Really?! The prizes will be much larger!” 
 
    “I know. But they were bored, which they absolutely hate.” She gave him a wistful look, “Maybe they’d be willing. I’d love to see Paris.” 
 
    It was Jorge’s turn to look sad, “Paris is going to be badly overcrowded next year.” 
 
    “Why?!” 
 
    “Transporters,” he said with a shrug. 
 
    “Oh,” Gloria said, realizing she’d soon be able to go to Paris for lunch if it weren’t for the immigration hassles. Which will probably get worse as they try to reduce the traffic into their fair city. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Yesenia looked up when the gallery door opened. A little girl had just entered, carrying a tube under one arm and a couple of brightly colored sticks in the other hand. When a quick look around failed to detect a responsible adult, Yesenia came around the desk and went out to head the girl off. “Excuse me,” she said, approaching. “Children aren’t allowed in the gallery without a parent.” 
 
    The girl knelt and quickly undid the tube she’d been carrying. She rolled it out onto the floor displaying a stunning, brilliantly-colored abstract watercolor. Pulling that piece off to the side, she said, “My mother’s an artist and we’re looking for a gallery to represent her.” 
 
    Her mouth open to say “no,” Yesenia stared at the next piece in the pile, a breathtaking watercolor of a beautiful young woman striding boldly down the street. She wore a vibrant red blouse with a startling bright-yellow scarf. 
 
    The girl moved that one to the other side, exposing a gorgeous acrylic painting of the sun rising behind the famous Cerro de la Silla Mountain. Standing in front of the mountain, a young couple was also cast in silhouette by the sun—the light limning their outline. The colors in the sky were spectacular, the couple was striking. Lighted properly, Yesenia knew she’d be able to sell it for whatever she asked. She looked at the lower corner and read, “LM Morales.” Could this be the same LM Morales whose drawings have been shaking up the art world? she wondered. 
 
    Though she’d been about to send the girl packing, she rethought it. “Um, where is your mamá?” 
 
    The girl paused in the act of uncovering a watercolor of two men playing chess in a park. It didn’t sound interesting, but it was. Yesenia felt as if one of them would pick up a piece and move it at any moment. Not every buyer would be attracted to this one, but Yesenia knew there would be someone who just had to have it.  
 
    The girl said, “Um, my mamá won’t come down here. She’s always busy. We’re trying to find someone who’ll sell her paintings on consignment at a twenty percent markup.” 
 
    “Oh, my goodness, we have to make a larger commission than that to make it worth our while!” 
 
    The child looked up at her for a moment, then gave Yesinia a puzzled look, “If you sell them for a high enough price, your commission can be as large as you like.” She shrugged, “But we already have a gallery willing to show them at a twenty-five percent commission, so I’m looking for someone willing to beat that offer.” She started pulling the paintings back on top of each other, “I’ll just keep looking.” 
 
    “Your mamá is LM Morales?” 
 
    The girl nodded, still assembling the works. 
 
    “Wait! Don’t keep stacking those. I’m going to get my boss.” 
 
    “Okay,” the child said dubiously, “but I don’t have much time.” 
 
    Yesenia felt surprised to find herself hurrying down the hall to the gallery owner’s office. Artists made cold calls on the gallery all the time and virtually always got turned away. Unless there was some kind of buzz already, the best the gallery normally offered was an agreement to display a couple of works for a few weeks and see if any of them attracted buyers. The markup for such a deal started at a minimum of 100%. 
 
    But these … they were different. 
 
    She knocked on the frame of the owner’s open door, “Señora Soto?” 
 
    Moments later Yesenia found herself trying to explain why she thought the paintings she’d just seen were special. Frustrated, “You just have to see them for yourself.” 
 
    “Okay,” Soto said. “Let me finish this e-mail and I’ll be out. Say about ten minutes. But there’s no way we’re agreeing to a twenty percent commission.” She shook her head incredulously. 
 
    To her own disbelief, Yesenia felt a gnawing dismay that this artist might get away from them. Timorously, she said, “I think she’ll be gone and we’re going to regret not signing this artist …. Regret it for a long time.” 
 
    Soto looked up with narrowed eyes, then rose to her feet. “After this buildup, I’m bound to be disappointed, but I guess I must come and see for myself.” 
 
    By the time they got back out to the gallery, the child was almost done rolling the paintings back up. “Wait!” Yesenia said, trying not to make her alarm evident. “Señora Soto’s come out to look at them.” 
 
    The little girl studied Soto for a moment, then said, “She understands we want a deal in which you’d take a commission of twenty percent or less?” 
 
    Soto snorted and started to turn, “No way that’s going to happen!” 
 
    Urgently, Yesenia hissed, “Show her one of them!” 
 
    Soto paused. 
 
    The child shrugged, then with a twitch of her hands, sent the bundle unrolling to expose the painting of the sunrise at Cerro de la Silla. 
 
    Yesenia turned her eyes quickly enough to see Soto’s eyes widen and immediately knew she wasn’t the only one enamored with the painting. To the child, she said, “Please. Show her the others?” 
 
    Shortly they were staring at six paintings, all in quite different styles, four watercolors, and two acrylics. Yet there was a similarity too. The strikingly beautiful simplicity of each member of the body of work. You knew the same artist had done them all, no matter how different they and their subjects were. Soto turned to Yesenia and whispered, “They’re something like the LM Morales drawing we saw online.” 
 
    Yesenia whispered back, “Look at the signature.” 
 
    Soto bent, then straightened in surprise. To the child, she said, “Okay. We’ll take them on a trial basis but we’ll need a fifty percent commission.” 
 
    The little girl sighed and started pulling the paintings back over one another. 
 
    “Do we have a deal?” Soto asked, obviously exasperated to be negotiating with a child who didn’t understand how things were done. 
 
    Without looking up at her, the kid said, “We already have a deal with the Benavidez Gallery for twenty-five percent. I like the look of her gallery better than yours but would’ve been willing to come here if you would’ve offered to take twenty percent or less. You know these paintings will sell high enough that, at twenty percent, you’ll make more than you do on any of the other artists you’re offering.” The child’s arresting blue eyes swept the room as she said it. 
 
    Yesenia thought, She’s right, but how could a child her age be sure of it?! And say it with such confidence? She looked at Soto, hoping the woman might’ve seen the light. Yesenia would love to sell any one of the paintings the little girl was starting to roll back up. 
 
    “Okay!” Soto said, “Twenty-three percent!” 
 
    The child finished rolling and slid the bundle back into her tube. She stood and turned for the door. 
 
    Soto said, “Twenty!” 
 
    The child eyed her a moment, then said, “My AI is recording the deal I believe you’re offering as a permanent record to count as a contract. You’re saying you’ll keep the gallery’s commission at twenty percent or below. You’ll show us the invoice and the customer’s payment receipt for each sale. You’ll bear the costs of any framing or other expenses you undertake to set the works off to their best advantage. You’ll display at least five works at all times unless we are unable to keep your stock levels that high. This agreement can be revoked by either party at any time on one month’s notice.” 
 
    Soto stared at the child and for a moment Yesenia thought she’d recant. Instead, she said, “With the commission so low, your mother should bear the cost of framing and you’d need to agree that we’ll be your exclusive dealer for two years.” 
 
    The girl said, “Thank you for your consideration. I may be back if the Benavidez Gallery attempts similarly petty tactics, otherwise, we’ll stick with them.” 
 
    Soto said, “All right! I’ll accept your initial offer!” 
 
    “Sorry,” the girl said, “From this experience, I foresee having to haggle over every centavo with you and don’t have the patience for it. Unless Benavidez tries the same … irritating tactics, I won’t be back. But I do, again, thank you for your time.” 
 
    Horrified, Yesenia glanced at Soto and saw the owner looked as appalled as Yesenia felt.  
 
    Soto took a couple of steps out onto the street and called after the child, “No further haggling! I’ll go with and stick to the numbers you suggested! I promise!” 
 
    The little girl didn’t even glance back. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Walking quickly down the dimming street, Margarita Vasquez regretted how long she’d stayed out. She’d been having so much fun flirting with the boys in the square that she’d lost track of the time. Then, with it late enough it would be hard to get home by her parents’ curfew, she’d decided to take a shortcut through a neighborhood she usually avoided because of its reputation.  
 
    Now two boys had started walking behind her. Maybe they’re just going the same direction, she hoped frantically.  
 
    But she had an ugly feeling in the pit of her stomach. 
 
    One of the boys called out in a sing-song voice, “Hey, chica.” 
 
    For a moment she considered responding so she’d seem friendly, but, fearing it might encourage them, she hunched her shoulders, wrapped her arms around herself, and sped up. 
 
    “Come on, Chica, why’re you in such a rush? Wait up, we just wanna talk!” 
 
    Margarita walked even faster. As fast as she could without breaking into a run. This felt like a nightmare to her. Her mother had warned her about how boys and men could be, and she’d promised to avoid getting into just this kind of situation. 
 
    Suddenly, one of the boys was beside her, “Hey, don’t be that way. Just stop and talk to us a minute or two.”  
 
    She broke into a shuffling run. 
 
    He grabbed her arm. “I said, don’t be that way!” He was strong and easily jerked her to a halt.  
 
    “Please,” she said weakly, hating the beseeching tone in her voice. “I’ve got to get home. I’m late and my father’s gonna be so angry.” 
 
    “Here,” he said pulling her into an alley, “just step over here so we can talk a minute. You ever been kissed?” 
 
    Hunching further and struggling against the way he pulled her easily down the alley, she shook her head. She hadn’t been kissed, but she’d imagined it. In her mind’s eye, the runup to the kiss hadn’t been anything like this. Tears welled in her eyes, blurring her vision. She both feared the tears would make her seem weak, yet hoped they’d evoke compassion from her assailant. 
 
    The boy lifted her chin, “Come on now,” he said sounding sympathetic, “Just one little kiss. It’s gonna happen someday, why not now?” 
 
    A shout came, “Leave her alone!” which would’ve bolstered Margarita’s spirits if it hadn’t sounded like it came from a child. However, when the boy looked toward the source of the cry, she jerked away from the finger under her chin and windmilled her arm to twist it free of his hand.  
 
    Starting to run back out of the alley, Margarita realized that the shout had indeed come from a child who looked to be about five. How would a girl that age get the courage to shout at this guy? she wondered. The girl stood six meters closer to the alley mouth, legs apart, holding a pair of sticks, one in each hand. She looked as if she thought the sticks were the swords of Zorro. 
 
    It would’ve been funny, but …. 
 
    The boy she’d run from shouted, “You were supposed to keep the alley clear!” 
 
    Margarita realized he was yelling at the second boy. That one stood in the mouth of the alley. In dismay, Margarita realized she had to get past the second one to make her escape. Having slowed uncertainly, Margarita glanced back and saw the first boy coming up behind her.  
 
    She resumed running full tilt—past the girl-child—on the assumption that she knew the first boy was bad news but that the second one was an unknown quantity. One she might be able to slip past.  
 
    She felt ashamed she wasn’t trying to keep the child safe but rationalized that they wouldn’t be interested in a girl so young. 
 
    She heard a curse and thump behind her. Another glance back showed her boy number one sprawled on the cobbles of the filthy alley—just past the girl child. 
 
    The child ran after Margarita. 
 
    Margarita looked ahead at the uncertain-looking second boy and kept running. 
 
    The boy dodged to her right, closing the gap between himself and the alley’s corner. 
 
    Margarita angled left to swing around him. 
 
    Arms spread wide, the boy crouched lower and shifted to her left, making evident his intention to tackle her.  
 
    Deciding this was not the time for indecision, Margarita plunged ahead to the left, thinking she’d cut right at the last moment.  
 
    Suddenly, something flew over Margarita’s right shoulder and smashed into the boy’s face.  
 
    For a moment, as she dodged to the right and shot past the boy, she thought it’d been an owl or bat. But, as she turned the corner onto the street, it bounded up into the air flipping end over end and she realized it was one of the girl child’s sticks. 
 
    Who is that kid? she wondered as she lengthened her stride.  
 
    She glanced back again. 
 
    Boy number two was down on the street, hands over his face, howling with pain.  
 
    Boy number one came around the corner full tilt, then suddenly sprawled full length once again.  
 
    This time she saw the girl-child, kneeling just on this side of the corner, jab her stick between his ankles. 
 
    Margarita stumbled to a stop, realizing she couldn’t leave the child who’d saved her to the mercy of her assailants. Trembling, she turned, hoping she had the gumption to go to the child’s aid.  
 
    Running toward her at an impossibly fast pace, the girl shouted, “Go! Get out of here! I’ve only slowed them down!” 
 
    Margarita reversed course again. Before she could get up to speed the child zipped past. When Margarita got up to her fastest running speed, she felt surprised to realize the child was still drawing ahead … rapidly.  
 
    She had both her sticks, and Margarita wondered how she’d picked up the one she’d thrown. 
 
    After they’d run for a while, the girl looked back and suddenly dodged into another alley. 
 
    Margarita followed and found the child behind a dumpster, hands on her knees, gasping for breath. “Thanks,” Margarita said, thinking surely no one had ever uttered a more heartfelt expression of appreciation. 
 
    Between breaths, the little girl said, “You, shoulda, kept, runnin’.” 
 
    “I couldn’t leave you to those guys.” 
 
    From under lowered brows, the child said, “They, weren’t, after, me.” 
 
    Shaking her head, Margarita said, “You saved me! I-I … couldn’t run out on you.” As she said it, she knew the kid was right—if she’d disappeared into the night they would’ve both been safer. 
 
    “Yeah, well,” the child said, then apparently thinking better of whatever she’d been about to say, instead said, “Hunker down here behind the dumpster with me. They might see your head the way you’re standing.” 
 
    Seconds later they heard running feet slow at the mouth of the alley, then continue onward. 
 
    About ten minutes later, the child peered out from behind the dumpster, then said, “I think it’s safe to go now.”  
 
    Margarita stood and hesitantly started back toward the street.  
 
    The little girl hissed, “Not that way!” 
 
    When Margarita turned, the child beckoned her toward the opposite end of the alley, saying, “We’re gonna take side streets. Where do you live?” 
 
    Deciding that her parents’ injunction against telling strangers where she lived didn’t apply to five-year-old girls, Margarita told her. 
 
    The girl walked Margarita all the way home, which against all reason made her feel much better. When they arrived at her door, Margarita said, “My dad can walk you home.” 
 
    “Oh, no, I’ll be fine,” the girl said taking off at a run. 
 
    “Wait! What’s your name?” 
 
    The child didn’t reply. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They were eating dinner while Luciah was explaining that they’d gotten essentially the same deal with the Benavidez Gallery that Gloria and Juliana Benavidez had worked out over the little table in their apartment. “We could have gotten a better rate from the Soto Gallery but I didn’t like the tenor of the negotiation.” 
 
    The “tenor” of their negotiation? Gloria thought. These words are coming from a five-year-old? She shook her head and said, “Seventy-five percent sounds quite good to me. If your paintings keep selling for thousands of dollars each, you’ll be doing very well.” 
 
    Luciah opened her mouth to speak, but before anything else was said, a heavy knock came at their apartment’s door. 
 
    “Quick, under the beds!” Gloria hissed at the girls. She stood, heart thumping. Don’t panic, it’s probably Jorge, she thought, trying to reassure herself. 
 
    The girls shot under the beds, a twin under each one with Susana preceding Luciah under the kids’ bed. Susana’s normal, thumping, childhood clumsiness cast the smooth, silent movements of the twins in stark relief. 
 
    Gloria made her way to the door. As she approached, she called out, “Who is it?” 
 
    Propelled by a couple of large men’s shoulders, the door burst inward, knocking Gloria off her feet. 
 
    As she sprawled onto the floor, Gloria hoped the girls were smart enough to stay hidden. “Wh-what do you want?” 
 
    “You, bitch,” a smaller, better-dressed, man said as he came through the door, sneering. He looked around the room, “And, where are those cute little blonde girls you had with you?” 
 
    Gloria recognized Rafael, one of her husband Alberto’s business associates. A sleazy one she’d never liked. A man who’d made a pass at her the very first time he’d been in her house and fondled her butt when she’d rejected him. She didn’t think Alberto’d liked him either. 
 
    “Grab her,” Rafael said, “and rip off that HUD, then her dress.” 
 
    Alberto isn’t around to protect me anymore, she reminded herself as the two burly men grabbed her, one on each arm. She wondered for a moment whether Rodrigo Garcia might be able to protect her, but thought he’d have little impetus and might rank lower in the cartel than Rafael did. 
 
    Each of the big enforcers had grabbed a side of the neckline of her dress. Now they pulled, ripping it open to her waist. With another jerk, her bra burst open, spilling her breasts. 
 
    Besides, by the time anyone might decide to help, these men will be finished with me, she thought, amazed to feel analytical rather than hysterical as she would’ve expected. 
 
    Rafael stepped closer and slapped Gloria hard in the face, “I asked you where the little blondes were?” He winked and sneeringly said, “They’ll bring a nice price.” 
 
    “Jefe, the little bitches just climbed out from under the beds,” the man on Gloria’s right laughed. But then he grunted and let go of Gloria’s arm, stepping back and staring down at a ten-centimeter, colored peg sticking out of his gut. The other one also let go, flailing back, grabbing at a similar peg, this one protruding from his throat. 
 
    Rafael had only begun to turn when one of the twins slammed into his back, knocking him down. 
 
    The big man who’d been on Gloria’s right fell like a tree that’d been chopped. 
 
    Though she admired the girls’ spunk and felt somewhat amazed by the way one of them had knocked Rafael down, Gloria thought to herself, It won’t do any good in the long run. He’ll just get up and hurt her. “Run girls! Run!” she shouted, her eyes dropping to the three men, wondering whether she could slow them enough to give her children some small chance of getting away. 
 
    Events had been whirling too fast to reconcile but suddenly they slowed. The big man who’d been on Gloria’s right had sprouted a second peg, this one protruding from his left eye. His right eye stared sightlessly at the ceiling. His body twitched randomly. 
 
    Rafael was laid out, quivering, on his stomach, a colored peg protruding from the left side of his upper back. 
 
    The other big man lay wide-eyed, staring up at the ceiling and gingerly touching the peg protruding from his throat.  
 
    Luciah and Mariah were lifting the door back into its frame. Once they’d fitted it back into place, they let go but it wouldn’t stay. Luciah asked, “Mamá? Can you hold the door in place?” 
 
    Gloria stared at Luciah, feeling frozen into place. She opened her mouth but nothing came out. 
 
    Mariah had taken a knee beside the man with the peg in his throat and was asking him if there were any more men outside. 
 
    Luciah barked, “Susana! Come. Hold this door in place.” 
 
    Susana, who’d been standing as frozen as Gloria, suddenly started moving, walking rapidly, though woodenly, to the door, and leaning hard against it.  
 
    Luciah came over to Gloria and hugged her. “That was very brave,” she said, “telling us to run.” She tugged Gloria, getting her to move, then shepherded her over to her bed and sat her down. She was gone a moment, then returned with Gloria’s heavy denim pants, a bra, a nondescript blouse, and a denim jacket. Kissing Gloria on the cheek, the child whispered, “Put these on. We’ve got to get out of here.” 
 
    Luciah turned and went to check on Susana.  
 
    Mechanically, Gloria removed her torn dress and bra, then started putting on the clothes Luciah had given her. Where can we go? she wondered. 
 
    Gloria glanced over to see Mariah still talking to the man with the peg on his throat. Disinterestedly she realized that the pegs were painted like the handles of the colored sticks the girls had been twirling. What’s holding them in place? she wondered. 
 
    Then Luciah stepped over to Raphael and pulled on the peg in his back. It came up, pulling out a length of bloody, gleaming, edged steel. Gloria’s eyes widened with sudden realization, Those sticks have little swords in them! Where in the world could the girls have gotten such … things?! 
 
    Luciah walked over to the thug that’d been on Gloria’s right, pulling another sword out of his abdomen and a knife out of his eye. She went to the sink and began washing them, as blasé as if she were doing dishes. 
 
    Gloria had her clothes on, so she walked over to see what Mariah was doing with the other brute. 
 
    The man’s eyes were wide and his lips were moving, apparently in prayer. Mariah held the hilt of the knife that stood, buried in his neck. Gloria found herself both hopeful and afraid that Mariah had been torturing the man. He deserves it, she thought, but Mariah shouldn’t be the one to do it. “Mariah?” Gloria asked softly. “What’re you doing with this man?” 
 
    “Questioning him, Mamá.” Apparently tracking Gloria’s eyes to where her hand was on the hilt of the knife, she said, “I haven’t been hurting him any worse. I’m just making sure the knife doesn’t move. It’s got to be close to the big blood vessels in his neck and a little wiggle might kill him.” 
 
    “And what does he say?” Gloria asked, stifling a hysterical giggle. 
 
    “He says the three of them were the only ones who came after us tonight. I believe him. He’s suddenly got religion.” 
 
    “But,” Gloria said, “I’ll bet there are others who’ll come if these guys don’t make it back?” 
 
    Mariah nodded. “Rafael, their boss,” Mariah indicated the man with her chin, “got sent after us by the cartel’s big boss. Santos, here,” Mariah nodded at the man with the knife in his throat, “says if they don’t come back, and at least two of them aren’t going to come back, that the big boss will send a lot of men next time.” 
 
    “Ah,” Gloria said, acknowledging the words and thinking they’d only cheated death for a little while. But I can’t let the girls realize that, she thought.  
 
    What can we do?! Gloria wondered, turning to see what Luciah was doing.  
 
    The girl had a suitcase and a couple of backpacks laid out and was busily stuffing clothes and essentials into them. I guess she thinks we’re moving, Gloria realized. But we’ll be in a hurry. We’ll have to leave a lot of stuff. What … what do we have to take …? Gloria moved that way. I should help. 
 
    Gloria and Luciah quickly finished packing and started toward the door. Luciah said something to Mariah in their special language. Mariah answered. There followed a rapid-fire conversation, then Luciah looked up at Gloria and said, “She thinks we’ve packed more than we should’ve because we need to be able to move fast, but we can’t agree on what to leave behind. I think we should just go. What do you think?” 
 
    Gloria nodded, not at all sure what the answer should be.  
 
    Mariah stood and turned toward the door. 
 
    Gloria said, “What about Santos?” 
 
    Mariah spoke rapidly, “I promised him we wouldn’t kill him if he answered my questions so I just pulled the knife out without hurting him. He’s not sure whether he’ll call for an ambulance or drive himself to the hospital. He says he’s going straight after this but he’s afraid the new cartel jefe’s going to send someone after him if he does.” 
 
    “Should we take him with us?” Luciah asked. 
 
    Mariah shook her head. “If he doesn’t stay straight, he could call the jefe and save his own life by telling him where we are.” She looked down at Santos, “Good luck to you. If you don’t stay straight, you’d better stay away from us,” she said matter-of-factly. “Next time, we’ll kill you too.” 
 
    “Si, Señorita,” Santos whispered, fear in his eyes. “Vaya con Dios.” 
 
    They laid the broken door out in the hallway and left the lights on so someone would see what’d happened and call the police. As they turned to leave, Gloria asked, “Where are we going to go?” She realized that, for the first time, she was acknowledging the truth of her long-held unease that the girls knew—far better than she—what their best course of action should be. 
 
    As if to put a point on that thought, Mariah put a finger to her lips and quietly said, “Not till we’re sure we’re far enough away that Santos can’t hear us.” 
 
    Once they were outside, Luciah started down the street. She said, “Let’s take the transporter to Saltillo and stay in a hotel there. We can do research overnight and decide whether we should go farther in the morning. I think we should go to los Estados Unidos.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t be able to take Susana to the States,” Gloria reminded them. “She doesn’t have a passport.” 
 
    “She’ll have one soon,” Mariah said. “We sent in an application right after she moved in with us, in case we needed to get out of here.” 
 
    This statement left Gloria shaking her head once again as she remembered how difficult she’d found the process of applying for a passport. But these five-year-old twins act as if they thought it was easy, she thought. On a realization, she said, “But they’re going to send her passport to the apartment we just abandoned, aren’t they?” 
 
    As if calming a frightened child, Luciah touched Gloria’s arm, “It’ll be okay. They’re sending her an electronic passport that’ll reside in her AI.” 
 
    Taking in Susana’s wide eyes, Gloria realized she did have one frightened child with her. She took the little girl’s hand and spoke soothingly to her in turn, “It’s gonna be fine, Susana, don’t worry.” Even though it was what she’d been thinking, Gloria stopped herself before she said, “Mariah and Luciah have everything in control.” 
 
     Then Gloria couldn’t help thinking about how the twins had dealt with the cartel’s heavies. “Girls, what you did with those men, um … that was amazing,” she said, avoiding the temptation to say anything about the fact that it was also horrific. She didn’t want to waken any guilt in the children but she badly wanted to understand. “Um, how … did you learn how to do that? Throw knives and …. I’d just as well adapt to the fact that you weren’t staying in the apartment like I wanted you to. And that … it was a good thing you didn’t. But … how? Did you take martial arts courses or something?” 
 
    “We watched videos, Mamá,” Luciah said. 
 
    “Oh, come on!” Gloria said, “You can’t learn to fight by watching videos! You certainly can’t learn to throw knives …!” She studied them a moment, then asked uncertainly, “Can you …?” 
 
    “Um … we seem to be able to learn a lot of things by watching videos, Mamá,” Mariah said. “That’s how we learned to draw, paint, twirl, and do acrobatics. We had to practice, of course, but not very much. Once we’ve seen how something’s done we can usually do it.” She shrugged, “It seems to be a lot easier for us than for most people.” 
 
    Gloria blinked in confusion, “Acrobatics?” 
 
    Without saying anything to one another—or even glancing at each other—the twins did standing flips, synchronized and without losing their backpacks. 
 
    Gloria stared at them. “You know most people can’t do those things, even with coaching and months of practice, right?” she said. “If it’s that easy for you, that’s great. But if I were you, I wouldn’t tell anyone that’s how you learned it. They might think … well, I’m not sure what they might think, but it could be bad.” 
 
    “We know what you mean, Mamá,” Luciah said. “We feel just as surprised that other people can’t learn to do things that way. But we can tell others would be uncomfortable with it so we tell them someone taught us. We just don’t want to lie to you about it.” 
 
    They’d arrived at the transporter. After a few minutes in line, they were in Saltillo.  
 
    Gloria asked her AI to get them a room in the cheapest hotel with a vacancy. 
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 Chapter Five 
 
     
 
      
 
    Research Triangle Park, North Carolina— ET Resources announced today that it is partnering with Portal Tech, to offer “lunar bedrooms.” The two companies are both spinoffs of D5R, the original company founded by Ell Donsaii. Essentially, the companies are partnering so that Portal Tech can offer transporters that will move you from your house to a bedroom ET Resources has built in one of its tunnels on the Moon.  
 
    This idea came about from the highly positive sleeping experiences people have reported while sleeping in some of the new resorts and hotels that have been built on the Moon. It’s said that the low lunar gravity enhances one’s sleeping experience by eliminating the tossing and turning related to constantly seeking comfortable positions in full gravity. 
 
    The “lunar bedroom” offerings range from a “lunar bed” consisting of a horizontal transporter containing a made-up mattress. You climb into it on Earth and the transporter ring slides over you, moving you and your mattress to a small tunnel on the Moon. On the high end of the scale are master bedroom suites, complete with windows onto the lunar landscape, luxury bathrooms, and small kitchenettes …. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was three in the morning and Ell was down in her lab, puttering aimlessly. As so often happened nowadays, she’d had glimmers of a new idea but her concentration had been derailed by the recurrent tsunami of guilt over how she still hadn’t found the twins. Even after all these years, any efforts she made that weren’t specifically aimed at the overarching objective of finding her girls sat like stones in her gut. 
 
    She often tried to tell herself there was no way to know whether or not a new idea or invention might turn out to be the thing that found Caii and Raii for her, but she couldn’t seem to bludgeon her subconscious into line. 
 
    Occasionally she considered the possibility that her daughters were dead, but she usually managed to suppress such thoughts. 
 
    As soon as she’d woken at 2 a.m. Ell’d checked in with Allan, asking about his ongoing worldwide digital image search for twins in the right age group.  
 
    As always, it was still negative.  
 
    Allan had, per protocol, shown her digital images of what the twins were supposed to look like now. Seeing what they—hypothetically—looked like was heart-rending as well as frustrating because she didn’t trust the algorithms that predicted the girls’ appearances. Nonetheless, she never skipped putting herself through it.  
 
    It seemed to be the least she could do and felt to some extent like touching base with her children. 
 
    Suddenly, Allan interrupted her thoughts, saying, “You have an urgent message from Zage.”  
 
    Only urgent messages had any chance of getting through to her at this time of the morning. 
 
    “Put it up,” she said, fearing horrible news. 
 
    A message popped up on the HUD in her contacts. 
 
    The words shot through her like a bolt of lightning.  
 
    “Repeat sewer search found twins’ DNA in the sewers of Monterrey, Mexico. Trying to figure out whether we can take transporters there.” 
 
    Slouch gone, a bright-eyed Ell started rolling out a plan, “Allan, find us the fastest possible way to Monterrey. Tell Zage you’re doing that part.  
 
    “Wake up Shan and Steve, brief them, and have them meet me here. Steve should mobilize the security team so we can leave for Monterrey ASAP. Shan should wash off his bronzers and lighten his hair so he’ll look as if he could be the twins’ father. Ask him to bring my travel kit. 
 
    “Ask Zage if he can meet us too. If he thinks it’d be better for him to keep working in his lab, find out what we need to take with us to help him track down the twins in Monterrey. 
 
    “Focus your digital image search in Monterrey and start accepting a much wider set of twin possibles. Include males, in case the girls have been dressed as boys to throw us off. 
 
    “Divert all the computing resources you need for that search, excepting that you not take resources from any work Zage and Osprey are doing on the twins. 
 
    “Compile images of whatever ‘possibles’ you find for me to review. 
 
    “Compile a map and information on Monterrey so I can get up to speed on the area. Include a map of the sewer system, marking the locations where samples containing the twins' DNA were taken.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Instantly wide awake as soon as he got Ell’s message, Shan arrived in Ell’s basement lab twenty minutes later, skin and hair lightened and carrying the bags they kept packed. He was already praying this wouldn’t turn out to be another false lead. 
 
    That’d crush Ell. Shan had accepted that the girls probably died when the Cessna crashed, but Ell’s denial of that possibility was steel-clad and he’d learned not to try to convince her otherwise. 
 
    But if Zage had found DNA …. Shan shook his head, unable to imagine how it could be false. But what if the girls are alive but aren’t really in Monterrey? What if the people who have them just stopped there while traveling from one place to another? He closed his eyes and cursed to himself, Begone, negative thoughts! Damned negative thoughts!  
 
    Opening his eyes, he looked at his wife, “Any update?” 
 
    “We’re on our way to Monterrey as soon as Steve and a minimum team get here,” she said. “Gotta go through customs to get to Monterrey, so make sure your AI’s got your passport pulled up and ready to go.” She flashed him a smile that lit up the room. “And … our girls are alive and well. Allan found this video a tourist posted.” 
 
    Shan’s eyes went up and back down to let his HUD know it could start projecting through his contacts. A crowd appeared in the space before him. Music blared from a little boom box and a little blonde head bounced into view above the heads of the people in front of him. When that twin had barely descended out of view, another one came into view on her way up confirming there were two of them. On the next bounce, their knees and feet spun past the observer’s headset cameras.  
 
    The person filming leaned to the side to see between the people in front of him. The two girls, wearing similar shorts but differentiated by red and blue T-shirts suddenly ran at the wall and up it, flipping over to effortlessly land back on the sidewalk. They separated, then ran at one another, leaping into the air, grabbing each other’s arms, and flipping end over end so the one in the red shirt—who’d started on the viewer’s left—landed on the viewer’s right. He heard a person in front of him say, “It’s as if they’re a tiny pair of Donsaiis!”  
 
    Shan started choking up. He cleared his throat. “It’s them ….” he said tentatively. Then, enthusiastically, “It really is them! They’re doing gymnastics like their mom!” 
 
    Ell said, “They’re barely visible on the net. Allan’s found a few more clips but only a couple of static images. Almost all of the clips have only one or the other twin visible at a time so they don’t stand out as twins and thus eluded the algorithm he’s been using.” She shook her head, “Also, they don’t look much like the system predicted they would. That threw another wrench in the works.” 
 
    Shan frowned, “Um, that’s … they don’t look much like either of us. Um, could it be those aren’t our girls?” 
 
    Ell laughed, “They look a lot like you. You just don’t see it. I’m glad I asked you to wash off your bronzers. So, when we find them, they’ll be able to see that they look like you and know we’re not strangers.” 
 
    “You’re not washing yours off?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and shook her head, “If I show up down there looking like Ell, it’ll bring on a shitstorm of media coverage. Something we don’t need right now.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Steve arrived, followed shortly by six members of Ell’s security team which—under a little pressure from Ell—he accepted as sufficient protection to cover them while they got started in Monterrey.  
 
    Ell called Zage, asking impatiently, “Are you coming to Mexico with us?” 
 
    “Yeah … I want to. But aren’t you taking a border-jumping-transporter—by which he meant one that didn’t go through customs and immigration but made the jump from one country to another illegally—down there so I can go back and forth to perform analyses?” 
 
    Ell had quite a few such “illegal” transporters. Most were used to jump her family and security team from one of their foreign homes to another without having to go through customs. She thought of those transporters as not crossing borders, but simply going from what she considered to be one room of a big multilocation home to another room in the same domicile. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Ell said. “We’re flying it down and it’ll be there early in the morning. But if you’re thinking of staying here and coming down later through that transporter, that could cause problems.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “We get mixed up with the police down there, which isn’t too hard to imagine if the people who have the girls don’t want to give them up. The cops check on us and realize you didn’t come into their country legally. Once you’re legally down there, coming back to check on your stuff here will be simple, just like it is going back and forth to the DR.” 
 
    “How about if I come down legally later this morning after I get some stuff set up?” 
 
    “Zage,” Ell said, letting frustration seep into her voice, “You’re eleven years old. You can’t legally cross a border by yourself. You must be accompanied by your parents or guardian. I am not willing to leave the search for your sisters to come back to the border and bring you across at your convenience. And, before you ask if your dad would be willing to come back to the border to take you across, note that neither of us can bring you across by ourselves without documentation to prove we’re not kidnapping you from our spouse. You’re asking us to go to a lot of trouble—" 
 
    “I’m coming,” Zage interrupted, sounding put upon. “I’m coming. Be there in a sec.” 
 
    The door opened and Zage stepped through from his lab—next door to Ell’s in the underground warren beneath their Pittsboro home. 
 
    Ell rolled her eyes. “You were in your lab this whole time?” 
 
    “Of course. How do you think the search for the twins’ DNA happens? Magic?” 
 
    Ell glanced at Shan but her unsupportive husband was laughing. She turned back to Zage. “I suppose this means your go bag is upstairs in your room?” 
 
    Zage nodded, “You want me to go get it?” 
 
    “Nah,” she snorted. “You did find your sisters after all. We’ll get someone from the security team to bring it because I can’t wait another minute.” She pointed at the transporter in the corner of her lab, “Let’s go.” 
 
    Steve and a couple of other members of her team had already gone through it. She, Shan, and Zage stepped in and she told Allan to transport them to the least crowded Mexico border crossing. The transporter thumped twice—the first one to make sure the ring drop mechanism worked freely, the second to transport them—and they found themselves in a closed cylinder that didn’t have a door. 
 
    Two more thumps followed, during which Zage asked curiously, “Where are we now?” 
 
    Distracted, Ell said, “We were in a junction porter.” 
 
    “Junction porter?” Zage asked. 
 
    “Um-hmm, and now we’re in another one,” Ell replied. She looked down at him with some surprise. “You haven’t gone through junction porters before?” There came two more thumps. 
 
    He shrugged. “Maybe? I think I’ve been through a few that thumped several times before, but I just thought they were having problems.” 
 
    Ell gave him a wide-eyed look. “A malfunctioning porter’s a big deal, kid. One could, in theory, cut its passenger in half. If you think you might be in one that’s not working right, you should have Osprey cancel your trip until you find out if it’s okay.” 
 
    Another double thump and they were in a cylinder that had a door. 
 
    “So, what’s a junction porter do? Seems like we went through several.” 
 
    Ell opened the door and they stepped out into a large room with a banner proclaiming it to be “Mexico Customs and Immigration.” As they walked toward a line of kiosks, she said, “The porter in my lab can take us directly to most of the places we usually go, but not to a Mexico customs and immigration transporter. Instead, Allan had to have it send us to one of several junction porters the lab porter does connect to. Junction porters connect to thousands of other transporters, but that one didn’t connect directly to the Mexico Immigration porter either. So, it sent us to a junction porter that could connect us to the customs porter.” 
 
    A kiosk’s AI queried theirs and got their electronic passports, then compared them and their pictures to the data stored in the passports and online with the government. A green light signaled that they could pass and a synthetic voice said, “Welcome to Mexico.” 
 
    Ell picked Steve and Randy out of the crowd waiting at the Mexican transporters but didn’t wave, instead having Allan connect her to Steve. “Everything okay?” 
 
    Steve said, “Yep. My AI says we’re staying at the Holiday Inn Monterrey?” 
 
    “Uh-huh. It doesn’t have a transporter yet. In fact, there’s only one transporter in the whole city of Monterrey so far. It’s located in a square near the Holiday Inn so it’ll only be a short walk.” 
 
    Zage stared up at her, wide-eyed. “We have to walk?!” 
 
    Ell gave him an affectionate look, “Don’t give me that. I happen to know you’ve been  exercising on your own without even being nagged.” 
 
    Zage leaned close and whispered loudly, “Shhh! We don’t want anyone to know about that!” 
 
    Ell had been immensely enjoying having a normal conversation without the specter of the twins’ absence hanging over every word and thought, but suddenly that specter was back. “Allan,” she asked her AI. “Has image analysis let you pin down the girls’ location any better?” 
 
    Ell began walking in the general direction of Steve.  
 
    Allan said, “We aren’t finding a lot of images. At first, I thought they might be purposely avoiding cameras, but I’m realizing that images of ordinary people in Mexico don’t get posted to the general net very often. That may have something to do with trying to stay off the cartels’ radar. I’m sure there are a lot of images on security cameras. Would you like me to try to hack my way into those databases?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Have you located the sites of the images that you have found?” 
 
    “I’ve located about eighty percent of them. They’re almost all from an eight by eleven block region of Monterrey.” 
 
    “So, eighty-eight blocks?” Ell asked. 
 
    “Yes, which sounds daunting, but the majority of the sightings are in a four-by-seven-block area, so only twenty-eight blocks.” 
 
    “That’s still not great. Go ahead and see what you can collect from security cameras.” 
 
    “Working it,” Allan said. “Of interest, all the ones we’re finding are recent. They may have just moved here in the last few months.” 
 
    While Ell was wondering what that meant, Zage asked, “Why aren’t we using the same transporters the security guys are going through? It’s like you’re staying away from them.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ell said, “Steve thinks it’d be better if we don’t look like a small army descending on Monterrey.” 
 
    “But we are a small army.” 
 
    Ell nodded, “But we don’t want the polícia to see us that way. They might follow us around and cramp our style.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    They stepped out of a lone transporter into a dim square in Monterrey. Ell looked around, the square appearing well-lit because Allan’s image processing of the light hitting her contacts boosted the dim light to make it seem almost bright as day. Years of experience with such boosted lighting let her recognize it and know the square would seem poorly lit to the locals. “Allan,” she asked, “is Monterrey supposed to get more transporters soon?” 
 
    “They’ve put in the requests, but it’ll be a couple of months due to delivery backlogs.” 
 
    “Let’s move Monterrey to the top of the list,” Ell said. “See if Portal Tech can start delivering tomorrow … well, I mean today since it’s after midnight. Make sure we monitor the destinations of the transporters in this area and that they’re monitored by cameras so we’ll know if the twins use one.” Ell turned to Zage, “Don’t tell anyone we’re doing this. Recording destinations is an illegal invasion of privacy.” 
 
     “Geez, Mom,” Zage said, “you’re sounding like some kind of evil overlord.” 
 
    “Bwah-ha-ha-hah,” she intoned ominously. “I’ll do anything to find your sisters.” 
 
    “Not anything,” he said. “I know you better than that.” 
 
    “Maybe I wouldn’t,” she said, looking around, “but I’d be torn. Allan, which direction is the area where you have the most sightings?” 
 
    Shan said, “You’re going there now?!” 
 
    Ell looked at her husband, “I was planning to, yes. Surely you don’t want to wait around?” 
 
    “Ell,” Shan said patiently, “it’s the middle of the night. No one’s around. The twins won’t be out on the street. People aren’t going to open their doors and answer questions. We are not going to find them tonight. The only thing you’re going to do is exhaust the ordinary humans on your team.” 
 
    Ell closed her eyes and stood quietly for a moment, then sighed. “You’re right, of course. But I don’t sleep during these hours. I can’t just check into our hotel and go to sleep. So, I’m gonna go check out the lay of the land. That way I’ll be a step ahead in understanding our search patterns tomorrow. If you’ll check me into the hotel, I’ll be ready to take you on a guided tour in the morning.” 
 
    He leaned closer and quietly said, “Steve will have to send a team with you. You’re still going to be exhausting your team.” 
 
    “I know. But, this’s what we pay them for. Pay them well. Most of the time they sit around. Now it’s time for them to earn their keep. Tomorrow I’ll work with the new shift, the ones who haven’t arrived yet.” 
 
    He laughed. “You’re impossible.” He gave her a salute, “Checking you into the hotel and getting rest, ma’am.” He turned to Zage, “Let’s go, Munchkin.” 
 
    Zage shook his head pitifully. “I don’t sleep these hours either. I can’t work in my lab ’cause it’s not here.” He sighed, “I’d just as well go with Mom and try to keep her out of trouble.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Ell walked down the streets of Monterrey, following Allan’s directions to the area where the twins had been imaged most often. Zage walked beside her and they spoke of inconsequential things. 
 
    It was so pleasant, they could almost imagine there weren’t four members of the security team scattered up and down the street, doing their best to appear unrelated to them. 
 
    They walked through a closed-up market, or mercado, where the girls had been imaged a few times—one twin at a time. 
 
    On the other side of the market was a street with a wide sidewalk where the girls had been recorded doing acrobatic shows several times.  
 
    Farther down that same street they’d been imaged a couple of times as they walked past some touristy souvenir shops. 
 
    “What’s your plan for finding them in the morning?” Zage asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Ell said. “Hope to just bump into them of course. Seems possible in a small area like this. They probably live nearby and hopefully within the search area. But I’ve got Allan printing up pictures in the hotel’s business office so we can wander around asking people if they’ve seen the twins, and more importantly, whether they know where they live.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we bring in some unobtrusive camera ports that we can put up on the streets? Then Allan could be watching for them all the time.” 
 
    Ell hugged him. “You know, sometimes I think you’re just a little smarter than the average kid.” She promptly began talking to Allan about the best kinds of cameras to use. 
 
    A few minutes later she started pulling camera ports out of the big pocket in her jacket that had the port in it. They were tiny flecks of glass that directed light through a micro port at their focal point. The actual camera was a little bigger and lived back in North Carolina. As they continued wandering the streets where the twins had been seen, they started sticking tiny camera ports on the buildings at every corner. 
 
    There were a few minutes of panic when they encountered the police wheeling bodies out of one of the apartment buildings. A gawker said an ambulance had taken away a big guy about an hour ago. 
 
    They relaxed somewhat when both of the coroner’s bags proved to be far too bulky to be the girls. 
 
    Nonetheless, Ell insisted on going up to see what was going on.  
 
    “How’re you going to do that?” Zage asked, knowing the security guys desperately wanted to know her plans but didn’t want to ask. 
 
    “I’m just going to climb the stairs until I figure out which floor the police are working, then walk down the hall past the room they’re investigating … which would be the one they pulled the bodies out of.” 
 
    “You think they allow rubbernecking in Mexico? I’m pretty sure they block it back home.” 
 
    “Probably not. But at least I’ll know which apartment it is. Then I can come back for a look-see after they’re gone.” 
 
    Zage rolled his gray eyes. “I think we can be pretty sure the deaths of big guys like those have nothing to do with the girls, but I can see you’re not about to be dissuaded.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    By the time the sun rose, they had camera ports on every corner in the eighty-eight-block area that encompassed the sightings of the twins. Allan felt certain he’d be able to pick up the twins as soon as they got out and about. 
 
    After they’d had their breakfast with Shan, Ell queried Allan and he reported no sightings. She started drumming her fingers on the table and looking thoughtful. 
 
    Shan said, “Patience, Ell. Patience. They’re going to turn up. What I’m worried about is how’re we going to handle it once we know where they are.” 
 
    Ell abruptly got up and started for the door of the restaurant. “Walk with me while we talk it over. I can’t just sit there.” 
 
    He sighed, getting up. “I assume Allan paid the bill?” 
 
    She nodded. “How do you think we should handle contacting them?” 
 
    “Depends on who they’re with. Have we identified the adults who’re usually with them in the images Allan found?” 
 
    Ell said, “Allan? What about that?” She looked at Shan, “I can’t believe I haven’t already asked that. Good to have you awake and back on the team.” 
 
    Allan said, “There are almost always adults present in images that contain the twins, however only five of those adults are present in more than one image. The most commonly seen adult is only present in four of the girls’ images. One would have to conclude that they are not typically accompanied by an adult on their outings. Rather, the presence of the same adults in images containing one or both twins is likely coincidental.” 
 
    Ell looked at Shan, “You think they’ve broken free of their kidnappers? That they’re somehow living independently?” 
 
    He gave her a wide-eyed look, “How would they support themselves?” 
 
    “I could’ve supported myself when I was five,” Zage interjected. 
 
    Ell gave him a considering look. “Well, yeah. But somebody’d helped you get an educational spot in a lab and bought you a bunch of cell-free protein synthesis equipment, right?” 
 
    Zage, said, “Yeah. But I think I could’ve done it anyway. Maybe not at the same level, but I could’ve figured out some way to make money.” 
 
    Ell mussed his hair, “I think you could’ve too, but you also had access to high-end AI resources that the twins won’t have been able to avail themselves of.” 
 
    “They were wearing HUDs in all the images I’ve seen,” Zage said. “Maybe not high-end ones, but even if no one bought them access, they could’ve gotten them from KEC. With AIs, I’ll bet they’re smart enough to make some money and support themselves.” 
 
    Ell’s eyes widened, “Great thinking! Can you work through KEC to see if you can figure out if they set up a pair of girls with AIs?’ 
 
    Zage tilted his head, apparently thinking how to phrase the query, then said, “I can try.” He started talking to Osprey, his AI. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They spent the morning wandering the streets and showing people pictures of the twins. They didn’t see the girls and Allan didn’t catch them on the cameras Ell and Zage had put out either.  
 
    They did run across a lot of people who’d seen the twins. Cute little blonde twins stood out in Mexico.  
 
    Unfortunately, none of the people who’d seen the twins knew where they lived or who they lived with. 
 
    In the afternoon, they started working on a more organized search pattern that Allan laid out in their HUDs. It kept them from over-covering some areas and missing others. 
 
    The security team that accompanied them kept eyes out as well. Many of the onsite security team members walked separately from the family to extend the search. They had no luck 
 
    Later in the afternoon, they extended the area of their search to include additional blocks of the city. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Without apprising the others of the ominous fears that’d risen in her, Ell headed for the apartment building the police had rolled the bodies out of. Barrett, the more senior member of the security team accompanying her, said, “Um, we’re going off the search grid?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said grimly. “I’m feeling the need to check out something we saw last night. Don’t tell the rest of the team about this.” 
 
    “Um, you’re signing our paychecks, but I’m a little uncomfortable keeping them in the dark.” 
 
    “Everything about the fact that we haven’t found them yet makes me uncomfortable. You’re gonna have to live with my ugly hunches.” 
 
    “Can you at least tell me where we’re going so I can send assets ahead to clear it?” 
 
    She gave him the name of the apartment building, then bleakly said, “But I don’t want anyone going inside before I get there.” 
 
    “Um, my AI says the police were working a murder scene in that building last night. You’re not planning to go in there alone, are you?” 
 
    “No, you guys can go in with me. I just don’t want anyone getting out ahead of me. I don’t have to be the first to put eyes on that scene. But I want to be simultaneous with whoever’s first.” 
 
    “Okay, boss lady,” Barrett said, without alerting her to the fact that he’d just copied Steve on their little conversation. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    When they arrived on the fifth floor, Barrett stationed guys at each end of the hall. He and Dan approached the door of apartment 515 with Ell. Barrett said, “I assume you want to enter the apartment itself, right?” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Ell said tightly. 
 
    “Dan’s armored up, so he’s gonna go in first, okay?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    Barrett thought to himself that she looked like someone expecting the worst possible news. The murders couldn’t be related to the twins but he’d learned not to doubt Ell’s thought processes. What’s her genius mind assembled from disparate data points? he wondered. Then his eyes caught on the way the door didn’t fully fit into its frame, there being a little gap at the bottom. “Um, Dan—” he started to say, but Dan standing a little to the side, had already grabbed the knob and given it a little push. 
 
    The door tipped into the room, trailing its disrupted hinges. Realizing it was about to fall full length into the room and bang loudly on the floor, Dan started hauling back on the knob. 
 
    Before Barrett even began to react, Ell leaped forward and grabbed the other side of the door. Once they’d stopped its fall, she said, “Let it lean a little farther into the room.”  
 
    When he did so, the door started to pull towards a fall again and Barrett began saying, “This seems like a bad id—” 
 
    But Ell hopped over the hinge side of the tilting door, caught the door again, quickstepped to the far side, grabbed the door in both hands and moved it to the side of the frame, leaning it against the wall. 
 
    It didn’t seem like much, but Barrett knew no one else was quick enough to have done it. He glanced at Dan who shook his head in awe.  
 
    Dan had been working with Ell for years. He’d seen such feats in the past so he didn’t say anything but it was still hard not to be taken aback. 
 
    They focused on what turned out to be a tiny apartment. One room, plus a bathroom. Kitchen in the corner. Single beds on each side. A small table that likely served for both food prep and eating surfaces. The unspectacular but clean little home of poor Mexican citizens. Barrett glanced at Ell and followed her eyes across the room to a rack of clothing.  
 
    She was already walking toward the rack with an intense focus.  
 
    Barrett looked back at the rack and realized it had children’s clothing hanging on it. Are we a day late? he wondered in horror as he noticed the little shoes on the floor beneath it.  
 
    Then realized the clothing came in matched pairs. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A couple of hours later they’d gone over the scene themselves and Ell had brought in a team of high-end crime scene investigators. That team was minutely studying everything about the scene and complaining about the people—read “Ell” here—who were in their way and fouling up the scene. 
 
    They’d been able to determine that two girls of the correct size had lived there by finding paired sets of clothing—including the matching red and blue t-shirts the twins had worn in videos of their acrobatic acts. 
 
    They’d found several other items of clothing that were visible in images of the girls. 
 
    The CSI people had found blood on the floor near the kitchen. Zage had taken samples for DNA analysis and ported back to his lab to see if they belonged to the twins.  
 
    That sick possibility cast a bleak pall over the scene.  
 
    Zage had also scraped the sheets for skin cells and taken the toothbrushes from the bathroom. 
 
    Barrett found the toothbrushes ominous. They were child-sized and, if the little family had left voluntarily, it seemed to him they would’ve taken them. 
 
    A sick feeling in his stomach, he thought, The police could’ve had two children in one of those adult-sized coroner’s bags they took out. 
 
    One of the investigators lifted his head, “Do we know if they were artists?” 
 
    Ell’s head spun to look at him. “No. Why?” 
 
    The fellow gestured at a shoebox he’d opened, “Paints and brushes. Not a common thing to find in a low-rent place like this.” 
 
    Ell’s eyes narrowed, “Low-rent?” 
 
    “Sorry.” The man waved around the room. “One-bedroom apartment, four inhabitants, inexpensive clothing, and, well … everything’s cheap. Art supplies are unusual for people who’re having trouble making ends meet. These,” he indicated the box, “are better quality than you’d expect people this poor to buy for a hobby, even if they loved painting.” 
 
    “Maybe they had the paints and brushes from before they fell on hard times?” 
 
    The guy shrugged, and pointed, “There’s a pad of large format watercolor paper and a roll of primed artist canvas over there and paint residue in the bathroom sink. I’d say someone had been actively painting.” 
 
    Ell’s eyes swept the room and came back to the investigator, “Good pickup, thanks.” She addressed the room, “Anybody find any finished paintings or drawings?” 
 
    The investigator waved the lid of the box. “Not finished art, but it looks like someone practiced the signature they were going use here.” 
 
    Barrett could see a row of three signatures on the inside of the lid. One in pencil and the other two in paint. Ell leaned over them and musingly said, “LM Morales … could that be who they’ve been living with? Allan, is LM Morales a recognized artist?” 
 
    Since Barrett wouldn’t hear the answer her AI gave Ell, he posed the same question to his own AI. It replied, “L. Morales is a common name and many of those people have the middle initial ‘M.” Quite a few identify themselves as artists but only two of those are located in Monterrey. One is a tattoo artist, the other is a woman who’s been making a stir with her paintings in the last few weeks.” 
 
    “Images?” Barrett asked excitedly. 
 
    The images that popped up on his HUD were of the paintings rather than of the artist as he’d intended. He opened his mouth to clarify his request but halted a moment to take them in. There was one of a pretty girl walking down the street, but such a description just didn’t do it justice. Something about the bold colors of her blouse and scarf and the young woman’s ebullient stride—all rendered in a strikingly sharp, simple fashion—resonated with him.  
 
    Then there was a young couple cast in silhouette by the sun as it rose behind an oddly shaped mountain. The gorgeous colors in the sky set off the beauty of the young duo. Once again, the image’s simplicity seemed as if it should detract. Instead, marvelous execution rendered the painting magnificent. 
 
    Barrett wouldn’t have been able to describe what was so good about the paintings, but he knew what he liked and he loved those paintings. 
 
    There were more images and his eyes kept darting to the next and the next, but, after a moment, he reminded himself he was working. “Images of the artist,” he said to his AI. 
 
    “There are no images of the artist,” it replied. 
 
    Suddenly, the broken door scraped, then tilted into the apartment slamming down onto the floor. This revealed a surprised-looking man standing in the doorframe. The man’s entire demeanor screamed “callous brute.” His eyes focused on Ell and he growled, “Gloria Morales?” 
 
    Ell shook her head as she, Dan, and Barrett strode toward the man.  
 
    Barrett was wondering what the hell had happened to the members of the security team who were supposed to be blocking the ends of the hallway. More gangster types filled the doorway behind the first one, giving Barrett a sinking feeling about what’d happened to the rest of the team. Speaking to his AI, he said, “Call Steve and link him into events here.” 
 
    Barrett subconsciously registered the CSI team fading back out of the line of fire.  
 
    The brutish fellow drew a weapon. 
 
    The investigators dove for the corners. 
 
    There was a flurry of motion, and suddenly Ell had the big man’s gun shoved into his gut and aimed upward at his heart. “Don’t move!” she snarled in Spanish, using a vicious tone Barrett had never heard from her before.  
 
    Barrett had never been so glad he’d learned Spanish while they’d been spending so much time in the DR. 
 
    Wide-eyed in alarm, the man rose onto his toes, lifting his hands in surrender. 
 
    The men behind him scrabbled for their weapons. 
 
    Barret pulled at his.  
 
    Jabbing the brute even harder in the gut, Ell snarled Spanish again, “Tell them to drop their guns or I’m going to shoot them right through you.” 
 
    One of the men got his weapon free. 
 
    The gun Ell had snatched fired. 
 
    The man who’d been lifting his freed weapon twitched and flopped back out the door colliding with some men who’d been behind him. 
 
    Headshot, Barret thought. 
 
    The brutish man collapsed to the floor. 
 
    Ell immediately stepped over him and had her gun against the next guy’s head. She barked at the men behind him, “Anyone else want to die?” 
 
    One of the backup men turned and ran.  
 
    The gun in Ell’s hand darted out between the two men directly in front of her.  
 
    It fired.  
 
    The guy who’d been running fell to the floor, howling and grabbing at his leg. 
 
    Ell was back in the room, slowly sweeping her gun back and forth over the men just outside of it. “Anyone else want to die?” she asked, still in Spanish. 
 
    The stench of shit manifested itself. 
 
    The guys outside the room shook their heads and put their hands up. 
 
    “Barrett,” Ell said, stepping back. “Get some plasticuffs on these guys. Dan, cuff the guy I shot in the leg, then untie and check on our hallway guards. These SOBs got the drop on them and it looks like our guys got hurt. Allan scrub the video from our HUDs so it shows these guys and their actions but keeps our identities hidden.” 
 
    As she spoke, she dropped to a knee beside the brutish fellow on the floor and slapped him. He sputtered awake and stared up at her with frightened eyes.  
 
    As Barrett pulled out his plasticuffs he saw the guy’s hands grope at his belly.  
 
    “I didn’t shoot you,” Ell growled impatiently. “I reached around you. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Carlos, Señora!” 
 
    “Who sent you?” 
 
    Barrett started cuffing the first of the guys and glanced down to see the guy Ell was talking to start shaking his head.  
 
    “No, Señora!” he said. “He’ll kill me and you!” 
 
    Ell stuck the guy’s gun into his crotch. “Maybe, Carlos, but if you don’t answer my questions I’ll definitely shoot you. Worse, I’m gonna shoot you right now. First in the left ball. Then in the right ball. If you still haven’t answered me by then, I’ll shoot you in the head and start asking the boys you brought with you. Think about the fact that those first two shots are gonna go through your balls and then tear up your rectum. If you survive that, you’re gonna be shittin’ in a bag.” She paused for a sigh, “If I were you, I’d answer now, not after I’ve started puttin’ holes in you.” 
 
    “Juan Garcia,” the man on the floor said. 
 
    “Allan,” Ell asked her AI, “is Garcia some kind of cartel or mob boss here in Mexico?” She listened a moment, then snarled at the man on the floor, “You’re lying to me, asshole. There isn’t a Juan Garcia in the upper ranks of any of the Mexican crime organizations.” She grabbed his junk through his pants, positioned the pistol, and said, “Left ball first.” 
 
    “No, no!” the man shrieked. “Pablo Estevez. I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” 
 
    Without loosening her grip, Ell said, “Allan, what about Estevez?” A moment later she said, “Okay. Estevez is plausible. Now, what were you guys doing here?” 
 
    Barrett interrupted. “We’ve got ’em cuffed. What do you want us to do with these guys?” 
 
    “Stuff ’em in the bathroom. Tape a chip with a copy of the video Allan’s prepared to the door.” She looked around and took in the frightened looks on the faces of the CSI guys. “You guys need to get out of here before more trouble arrives. Sorry to have gotten you mixed up in this. If you send us a report based on the evidence you’ve gotten so far, we’ll send you a hundred percent hazard bonus.” 
 
    They scrambled to their feet, grabbed their stuff, and hustled out the door. 
 
    Barrett and Dan started manhandling the cuffed men toward the bathroom. He spoke to Ell, “Bathroom’s kinda small.” 
 
    “Those guys are lucky they’re alive,” she growled. “If they complain, remind them of that. Besides the cops are gonna be here soon so they won’t be in the bathroom all that long. Figure out if there’s anything else we should take and bring it along. I’m gonna egress with this piece of shit.” She grabbed the big guy on the floor and hauled him to his feet. 
 
    As Ell shoved the guy out the door, Barrett asked, “You want me to cuff him?” 
 
    “I’ve got Señor Carlos in control,” she said in an ugly tone. “I don’t want to be dragging his ass down the street in cuffs when we’re not even citizens, but,” she leaned forward and spoke close to her captive’s ear, “I think he already understands that failing to cooperate will be the last thing he ever does.” 
 
    As Ell frog-marched the guy down the hall with his wrist forced high up behind his back, Steve burst out of the stairwell ahead of them. He had a couple more security guys at his back. He took in the scene in front of him and disappointedly said, “Aw, shit! Ell!” 
 
    “Ell-sa,” she said, stopping and shaking a dumbfounded Steve’s hand as if they were just meeting for the first time. “Elsa, Gardon, mi amigo.” She nodded at the burly man she still had up on his tiptoes. “Carlos here showed up here with a bunch of minions to kill Gloria Morales, the woman who lived in that apartment,” she leaned close to Carlos’ ear and asked loathingly, “That was your mission, right?” 
 
    The guy was beyond any resistance. He bobbed a nod, “Si, Señora.” 
 
    Ell continued, “He was sent by a cartel boss named Pablo Estevez.” She leaned close to the guy and asked, “Why does Pablo want Gloria dead?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Señora,” the man squealed. Barrett didn’t know if the high pitch came from the pain in his arm or fear of Estevez. 
 
    “Guess!” Ell said. “And tell me what Pablo wanted done with the girls who lived in that apartment.” 
 
    “He wanted them all dead, Señora.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “He had a feud with Gloria’s husband, Alberto Morales, Señora. They hated one another. Pablo told Alberto he’d wipe out his entire family. He’s been searching for them to finish his revenge.” 
 
    They were going down the stairs now.  Ell asked, “Finish his revenge?” 
 
    “He killed Alberto a while ago, Señora.” 
 
    “Man holds a grudge, huh?” Ell asked thoughtfully. 
 
    “Oh, si, Señora!” Carlos said with a little shiver. 
 
    Ell said, “Do you believe Alberto was the girls’ father, Carlos? I hear they’re blonde.” 
 
    “He said they were his, but nobody believed it,” Carlos said. He shrugged, “Everyone thinks they were adopted or stolen to make Gloria happy.” 
 
    Barrett saw Ell’s shoulders sag with relief. She let go of Carlos’ wrist as they left the stairwell and stepped out into the darkening street. However, when she spoke she still sounded as if she were in full control. “I’m lettin’ go, Carlos, but if you run, you’ll be dead in a step, understand?” 
 
    “Si, Señora.” 
 
    “I’m thinking Pablo isn’t gonna let this go, is that right? I’m gonna have to kill him?” 
 
    Carlos slumped a little, but he didn’t try to deny it. “Si Señora.” He didn’t seem to doubt she could do it either, “Who are you, Señora? The angel of death?” 
 
    “This evening I am, Carlos,” she said tiredly, “This evening I am ….” She sighed, “But if you follow our instructions and help, I’ll let you live, understand?”  
 
    Carlos nodded eagerly.  
 
    Barrett felt surprised to realize he thought Carlos believed her. Barrett knew she’d keep her word but expected a low-level enforcer like Carlos to doubt promises by second nature. There’s just something about the way she says things that makes her hard to doubt, Barrett thought. 
 
    “Take us to Pablo’s compound,” Ell told Carlos. 
 
    The man led them to the car he’d used when he came to Gloria’s apartment. The car’s AI recognized Carlos and he ordered it to take them to the Estevez compound. Barrett and Steve rode with Carlos. Ell said she’d follow in a moment. When Barrett looked back in the mirror, he saw her suddenly shoot up into the dimming sky. Pulled up by a hoverbike using an invisible graphene thread, Barrett realized. She’ll be at Estevez’s place before we are. 
 
     A few minutes later, Barrett heard Ell’s voice in his ear. “We’ve identified Estevez’s compound. Have Carlos drop you off where you are and drive into the compound by himself. Delay him a little bit. We’ve got drones and hoverbikes moving in over the compound but we need to give them a few minutes to get in place. He’s to tell Pablo that Gloria and the twins are shot up but that he brought them in the trunk of the car so Pablo could see them and finish them off himself if he wants. Give him the earpiece that’s ready to come through your jacket’s port and make sure he puts it in.” 
 
    Steve spoke softly enough Barrett wouldn’t have heard it if it hadn’t come through Barrett’s earpiece as well. “Elsa,” he said, “Do not go in there yourself! This’s what your team’s for!” 
 
    “I won’t ask the team to murder someone for me,” she said wearily. “No matter how much that person deserves it.” 
 
    “Ask me!” Steve said urgently. “Or don’t ask, just let me do it!”  
 
    She didn’t answer. 
 
    Carlos drove up to the compound, talked to guards at the gate, then drove on in. He parked in front of the huge home and hurried inside. 
 
    Barrett patched himself into the feed from one of the drones hanging over the Estevez compound so he could keep an eye on events. 
 
    Barrett could hear Steve speaking urgently to his AI, trying to get a team positioned around the compound. He was still trying to get them organized when Carlos and another man came out the door of the mansion and walked out to Carlos’ car. As Carlos walked up to the trunk with the man, an Ell-sized object swung across the compound, passing beneath the drone Barrett was watching through. 
 
    Gunfire rang out, sounding like a machine gun, though Barrett assumed it was just his boss firing a pistol at the kind of speed only Ell could achieve.  
 
    Estevez and his men fell dead around Carlos. 
 
    Carlos froze for a moment as if expecting to be struck down in his turn. Then he spun around, presumably seeing that all of Estevez’s men were down. Leaping back in his car, he drove out of the compound as if the back of his vehicle had caught fire. 
 
    Barrett enhanced and rewatched the video later. He couldn’t find a single puff of dust from the driveway to indicate Ell had missed a target. When the drone left the area over the compound a minute or so later—though some were still twitching—Estevez and every one of his men appeared to be dead from headshots. Do we protect her? Barrett wondered. Or does she protect us? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Walking into the hotel lobby that evening, Shan saw Ell sitting and staring out the window. He walked over and sat down beside her. Seeing a forlorn look in her eyes, he said, “We never did figure out how we’re going to approach the twins when we find them.” 
 
    “If we find them,” she said glumly. 
 
    “Hey, come on! You’ve stayed positive through four years when there wasn’t even any evidence the girls still existed! You can’t give up now! We’re close!” 
 
    “There wasn’t blood on the floor in any of those years.” 
 
    “So, what I’ve been thinking,” Shan began. 
 
    “Stop,” Ell said, getting up. “I know you’re trying to manage my mood. I don’t want to be managed.”  
 
    She walked away. Even though she tried to make it seem as if she had a purpose, to Shan, who’d lived with her for years, she looked aimless. He shot Zage a message. “Your mom’s going off the deep end. If you’ve found anything on that DNA, send it ASAP. Good or bad, she needs to know.” 
 
    An immediate reply arrived, “DNA confirming the girls lived there will take a little longer but the blood’s not theirs. Wrong type.” 
 
    Shan’s eyes rose to see Ell had stopped in the street to read the message. Now she threw her hands up in the air as if in triumph. 
 
    Shan started running toward her.  
 
    She turned and saw him coming. 
 
    He arrived, threw his arms around her, and lifted her off her feet. 
 
    “I’m sorry I’ve been acting like such a bitch,” she said softly in his ear. 
 
    He snorted, “You’re more like a dragon than a female dog …”
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 Chapter Six 
 
     
 
      
 
    Apex, North Carolina— Portal Tech has announced that the Mexican City of Monterrey is serving as a demonstration project for Mexico, showcasing what transporter technology can do to improve transportation within a city. For this project, transporters will be spotted in squares around the city and made available at a reduced cost to businesses that wish to install them.  
 
    If this technology rolls out in Mexico in a similar fashion to the way it did in the United States and Europe, people will rapidly convert to this highly efficient form of transportation. It’s thought the tourism industry will see massive benefits as people begin to appreciate the convenience of porting directly from Customs and Immigration to their hotel lobbies. Those tourists will then be able to port out to visit attractions that used to be poorly accessible. While the autotaxi and bus industries will rapidly collapse, it’s thought that hotels will remain in demand since people won’t want to go through customs every evening so they can sleep at home the way they’ve started doing in the United States. Many tourists will check into one hotel in a country, then take transporters to the beach one day, to the mountains on the next, and to a major city …. 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the morning, as they ate the complimentary breakfast in their cheap hotel, Luciah said, “Mamá, I need to get back to the Benavidez Gallery and see if they’ve sold any of our paintings. We don’t want them thinking we’re not keeping tabs on what they’re doing.” 
 
    “You can’t go back to Monterrey!” Gloria exclaimed. “The cartel’s probably learned that the men they sent are dead. They’ll be looking everywhere for us.” 
 
    “I’m just going to take the transporter to the square, then walk downtown to the gallery. I don’t have to go anywhere near the area where we used to live.” 
 
    “Oh, come on!” Gloria exploded. “The way your hair stands out, they can see you from blocks away.” 
 
    Mariah’s eyes widened and she grinned, “Let’s dye our hair. All of us. It’d be a disguise and fun!” 
 
    Gloria rolled her eyes. “That’s not a terrible idea. But, first, we need to get an apartment. Then we’ll get our hair cut and colored to disguise our appearance. Then we’ll buy new clothes and shoes. Then—” 
 
    “We’ll buy toothbrushes and art supplies,” Luciah interrupted. 
 
    “We’ll get art supplies,” Gloria agreed. “I’ll need to look for work.” She looked at Luciah. “Going back to Monterrey to get your money can wait a few days. They’ll still have it. You don’t want to look too eager, but when you go back you should take some new paintings with you … um, on the assumption that they’ll have sold what you took them last time.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Finding an apartment took much more of the day than the twins had expected. They finally found another small, furnished, one-bedroom. Even though they had quite a bit of money from the sales of their art, Gloria argued that they shouldn’t count on that going forward. Instead, they should continue living frugally until they were confident the paintings would keep selling. 
 
    At least moving in their paltry few possessions didn’t take long 
 
    The next thing was shopping. By the time the stores were closing, they had pots, pans, implements, flatware, and dishes for their new kitchen, plus supplies for the bathroom and sheets for the beds. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next day they headed out, aiming to get new looks. As they walked down the street and passed a clothing store, Mariah asked, “As long as we’re here, shall we go in and find some clothes?” 
 
    Gloria frowned, “This place’s expensive. We should buy secondhand for now.” 
 
    “But secondhand stores won’t have two of the same item ….” Luciah trailed to a stop on a sudden thought. “We shouldn’t wear matching clothes anymore, should we? If the cartel’s looking for twins, we want to look different from one another, right?” 
 
    Gloria nodded. “In fact, what would you girls think about having one of you pose as a boy for a while? They probably know you’re identical twins, and identicals are always the same sex. So, if one of you looks like a boy, they won’t give you a second look.” 
 
    “Ooh!” Mariah said excitedly. “As the girl, I could wear shoes with a little bit of heel and play the part of Lucho’s big sister.” 
 
    “I’m the one who negotiated with Señora Benavidez,” Luciah said. “I’ve got to be the one who talks to her in the future since you don’t know the fine details of our discussions. Therefore, I can’t be the one who changes into a boy. I’ll have to wear the heels and play Martin’s big sister.” 
 
    “You girls can’t wear high heels!” Gloria said. “They’re not appropriate—” 
 
    “A little bit of heel, Mamá,” Luciah interrupted. “Like a wedge. Not the spiky things you wear.” 
 
    “The spiky things I used to wear,” Gloria said dispiritedly. “You didn’t pack any when we left the apartment. No more beautiful Mamá for you two.” 
 
    Mariah hugged her. “You’ll always be beautiful to us, Mamá.” She looked up at Gloria endearingly. “Though I would’ve packed you at least one pair of heels.” 
 
    Luciah snorted. “You were the one who thought I’d packed too much and wanted to leave even more stuff behind!” 
 
    “I just thought we should leave your stuff,” Mariah said with an angelic smile. 
 
    Gloria always found the girls’ pretend fights amusing. She suspected they only had them to distract her from whatever they were focused on. She stopped when they saw a hairstylist. “Let’s see if we can get our hair done here.” She looked down at Mariah. “You okay with being Martin?” 
 
    Mariah smiled, “Sure! It’ll be fun.” 
 
    Gloria looked down. “Susana, would you be okay playing at being a boy for a while? It’d make them even less likely to find us. You could be Symon.” 
 
    Susana nodded timidly but, as usual, didn’t speak. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The stylist started by coloring their hair. She advised against taking Gloria’s bleached blonde hair to the bright red Gloria requested, saying it wouldn’t look natural. Gloria, realizing something that looked like a dye job didn’t suit their purposes, settled on a deeper red than she’d chosen at first.  
 
    Luciah went from pale blonde to a gorgeous shade of auburn, making Gloria wonder if it looked too good. Whether she’d attract unwanted attention just because she was so pretty. Deciding they weren’t going to do it over just because it looked nice, Gloria didn’t say anything. 
 
    The stylist balked at taking Mariah from blonde to black. “You look so cute as a blonde! At the most, you should go to auburn to match your twin!” 
 
    Mariah shrugged. “I’m tired of looking like my sister. I want to look way different from her.” 
 
    The stylist looked at Gloria for support but Gloria resignedly said, “Do what they want,” as if she were tired of arguing with her kids, rather than it being her idea to make them look different in the first place. 
 
    Mariah didn’t just insist on black but also chose a very short hairstyle. Something that appalled the stylist. The woman complained that it’d make Mariah look boyish.  
 
    To Gloria’s astonishment Mariah started to cry, “Can’t I have it my way?” she begged pleadingly. Gloria thought the girl was truly upset until Mariah gave her a wink with the eye the stylist couldn’t see. “Cut it her way,” Gloria said, trying to sound exasperated rather than amused. 
 
    Gloria thought the twins’ vivid blue eyes looked amazing with either the auburn or the black hair. 
 
    Susana’s hair went from black to light brown. As Gloria’d urged her, she also chose a short hairstyle, though not quite as short as Mariah’s.  
 
    This time the stylist rolled her eyes but didn’t object. 
 
    Before they left, Gloria bought some matching spray-on coloring so they could touch up their parts as their hair grew out. 
 
    The twins were wearing pants and unisex T-shirts since that’d been what they’d had on when the men broke into their apartment. Susana had on pants and a frilly blouse. Luciah hadn’t packed any dresses when they left. 
 
    So, next on the agenda was a stop at an open-air market to look at secondhand clothing. There they found a few cute dresses for Luciah and bought Mariah some boys’ pants so they’d have the correct zipper in them. This caught the girls by surprise because they hadn’t realized boys’ and girls’ zippers and buttons were different. Looking at the new pair of boy’s pants Gloria had picked out for her, Mariah asked, “Would anyone notice?” 
 
    Gloria shrugged. “Probably not. But if someone does, it could be a big problem. You keep telling me you have lots of money that we’d just as well spend, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, but—” 
 
    “And,” Gloria pointed out, “Since Luciah needs some girls’ pants we already have two pairs, the ones each of you had on when those guys broke in. So, if we buy three pairs of boys’ pants for Martin, we’ll be set, right?” 
 
    “What about Symon?” 
 
    “We’ll get her two pairs of boys’ pants. I think it’d be okay for her to wear her girls’ jeans occasionally. If someone asks, we’ll just point out that we’re poor and tell them the girls’ pants were on sale. We’ll trade in Symon’s frilly blouse for a T-shirt too. She and Martin will only be wearing t-shirts for a while.” 
 
    “Don’t forget my wedges!” Luciah said in a syrupy, overly feminine voice. 
 
    Gloria rolled her eyes. “Okay, okay!”  
 
    With some searching, they found some pink sneakers with thick soles as well as a pair of wedges. These only made her a little taller than Martin/Mariah but Gloria figured every little bit helped. We can fluff up her hair to make her look even a little bit taller in comparison to her short-haired brother/sister, she thought. 
 
    Martin/Mariah came around a corner with an electrical device. “What’s that? Gloria asked suspiciously.  
 
    “Hair clippers,” Martin said, “With these, you can cut my hair even shorter than the stylist did.” She held up a little pack of combs. “These combs snap on the clippers to keep you from cutting my hair too short.” 
 
    “You want a buzz cut?!” 
 
    Gloria had to explain a buzz cut, but then Martin/Mariah agreed it’d be perfect. 
 
    “We’ll have to be touching up your hair color all the time! Not just the part, all of it!” 
 
    Martin shrugged. “It won’t be forever, just till we think they’ve given up trying to find us.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Juliana Benavidez looked up as Sophia, her new gallerist, knocked on her office door. “Señora, there’s a little girl out here and she says—”  
 
    She broke off when Juliana rose suddenly to her feet and quickly came around her desk. As she passed the gallerist, she said, “Remember? I told you a little girl would bring in the LM Morales paintings! Where is she?!” 
 
    “Um, um …” 
 
    “Quickly now,” Juliana said. “Lead me if you can’t speak.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Sophia said. “It’s just that she’s so young.” 
 
    Juliana gave her new assistant a wide-eyed look, “You didn’t try to send her away, did you?” 
 
    “Um, I-I told her children weren’t allowed in the gallery, but she pushed back hard and knew your name so ….” 
 
    They entered the main floor and Juliana looked around unsuccessfully for Luciah’s little blonde head. “She’s not here!” Juliana said, upset and afraid Sophia had successfully driven away their windfall. 
 
    “Um, the girl’s right over there,” Sophia said, pointing at an auburn-haired girl-child in a cute green dress and wedge shoes. That child was the right size but looked vastly different from the girl in jeans Juliana had negotiated with. Nonetheless, hoping against hope, Juliana moved that way. “Luciah?” she asked tentatively. 
 
    The girl turned and smiled.  
 
    With great relief, Juliana recognized her face. “Hi! I’ve been worried about you! You said you’d be back the next day, but it’s been five days now! Did something happen?” Something that brought about a change in hair color and these … feminine clothes? she wondered. Something important enough to give me a heart attack—thinking I wasn’t going to get any more paintings? 
 
    “Yeah,” Luciah said. “Sorry. We decided to move and that kept us pretty busy. Have you sold any of my mom’s paintings?” 
 
    “Yes,” Juliana said. “We’ve sold all six.” Her eyes had fixed on the cardboard tube under the girl’s arm, noticing it was long enough to have large format works in it. “You brought me some more?” 
 
    Luciah’s eyes were on the wall, “It looks like you even bought the Hungry Child paintings from Carmen?” 
 
    “Um, yes,” Juliana admitted. “I’ve decided not to sell that diptych for now. I, um, wanted to have something by your mother on display all the time, even when we’re sold out of the rest.” Besides, she thought, I love those paintings! She wasn’t sure she could part with them. 
 
    Luciah walked closer to them, “I don’t see prices?” 
 
    “Uh, no. As I said, they’re not for sale at present.” She nodded at the cardboard tube, “Can I see the new ones?” 
 
    “Please show me your receipts for the six you’ve sold.” 
 
    For just a moment Juliana was tempted to just try sending the girl $140,000, sure the child would be so ecstatic over the money that she’d forget she’d asked to see the receipts. Juliana had initially priced the paintings at $20,000 each, but the first painting sold before she’d gotten it hung up. Juliana increased the prices on the rest to $30,000 as soon as that customer was out the door. When the next painting also sold while she was hanging it, she’d increased the prices on the remainder to $50,000 each. Suggesting that she was approaching the price the market would bear, there’d been some dickering over the third one, so she’d stayed at $50,000. Then the fourth one sold almost immediately as well, so she’d increased the prices on the final two to $65,000.  
 
    That same afternoon a man came in, looked at the last two with a stunned look on his face, bought them both without bargaining, and asked Juliana if she had any more. When she’d told him no, he’d asked if the Hungry Child pictures weren’t by the same artist. 
 
    She’d admitted they were but said they weren’t for sale.  
 
    He’d promptly offered her $200,000 for the pair. When she’d rejected that, he’d offered $300,000! 
 
    When, with trepidation that she’d never get such an offer again, she’d turned him down once again, he’d offered her $25,000 just to be the first one called when they got more LM Morales paintings. 
 
    She’d accepted that bribe and now looked forward to collecting on it. 
 
    But, she’d sold those six paintings for $280,000 in one day! Her twenty-five percent commission came to $70,000. It was a windfall, and more than she’d ever made in a day before, but just didn’t seem like enough when she’d have to give the child $210,000. 
 
    She opened her mouth to tell her AI to send the child the $140,000, thinking, If she insists on seeing the receipts I’ll just say I made a mistake because we usually mark up 100% … Then Juliana saw the look in the girl’s eyes. A look that seemed to display more wisdom and skepticism than Juliana’d ever seen in an adult, much less a child. Do not take a chance you might lose this artist, she thought as she told her AI, “Show Luciah the receipts for the six LM Morales paintings.” 
 
    The girl glanced up at her HUD and immediately said, “Thanks. You owe me $210,000.” 
 
    Stunned by how quickly the child had done the calculations, Juliana wondered whether the girl had primed her AI to do the calculation as soon as it saw the numbers. Speaking to her own AI, Juliana said, “Send it.” She sternly reminded herself, $70,000 for the gallery is more than we’ve ever made for so little work. 
 
    Don’t feel like you’ve been cheated. 
 
    Be happy. 
 
    Looking at the cardboard tube, she spoke to Luciah again, saying, “Can I see what you’ve brought me?” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    When the child left, Juliana had a signed agreement to be LM Morales’ exclusive representative for one year. Juliana had written ten years on the contract she’d had Luciah take to her mother, but it’d come back with the “0” on the “10” struck through and initialed. Juliana had wanted to protest but didn’t have any leverage. After her experience selling the last six paintings, she could hardly refuse to represent the woman on the ground that she needed a contract for more than a year. I’ll just have to do so well for her that she keeps me on, Juliana thought. 
 
    And, now she had eight arresting new paintings laid out on the counter. Morales is turning out more than one a day! she thought, counting back the five days since she’d gotten the last six. While moving apartments and working in a larger format! She cocked her head and wondered whether Morales had a big backlog of finished work in her studio. If so could Juliana count on a continued high-frequency rollout? 
 
    She frowned and wondered, If Morales has been painting this well for some time … how can it be that no one signed a deal to represent her before this? 
 
    Most of the new works were cheerful and bright. However, the one her eyes kept tracking back to was brutal and dark, showing an attractive but frightened-appearing woman in her thirties, face downcast, arms gripped on either side by vicious-seeming men who seemed poised to do her harm. Though, because it was turned downward you couldn’t see the woman’s face well, you could sense her fear and dread. Juliana thought it could be a self-portrait of Morales herself. She wore a white dress and looked like a goddess—while the two men were dressed in dark, rough clothing and lacked only horns to render them full-on demons. 
 
    Repellent demons. 
 
    That painting will be despised by many but some collectors will be strongly affected, Juliana thought. I’ll price it far higher than the rest, because, eventually, someone will come in who’ll pay whatever we ask …. 
 
    Juliana looked up at Sophie, her new gallerist. The young woman was staring with revulsion at the painting of the two horrible men. I’ll call it “Los Diablos,” Juliana thought. She cocked her head thoughtfully, You’d almost think the artist had seen a woman treated in that fashion ….  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Luciah got home, Mariah was trying to teach Susana to draw.  
 
    Quite unsuccessfully. 
 
    To keep Susana from knowing what they were saying, Mariah expressed some surprise using the language the twins had invented when they were younger. “It may seem easy to us, but Susana just can’t make the pencil go where she wants it to.” She frowned, “Or maybe it’s just that she can’t visualize the image she wants to create?” 
 
    “You’ve had her try copying a picture rather than inventing one in her head?” 
 
    “Uh-huh. She can’t do that. Well, I guess she can, but her drawing doesn’t look anything like the picture she’s copying. For a while, I thought maybe there was something wrong with her, but then I did a search for drawings by four-year-olds. You should try it. They’re bad. On average, even worse than Susana’s” 
 
    Luciah called up a search. “Oh! I see what you mean.” 
 
    Mariah said, “Try looking at some ‘outsider’ art. That’s art done by people who’ve never had any training.” 
 
    “Like us?” Luciah asked as she did the search. 
 
    “Maybe we’d classify as ‘trained?” Mariah said with a shrug. “We watched some vids on drawing and painting before we started. We learned about perspective, color schemes, and points of interest, though I never think about them anymore. I just get an idea, then put down the minimum amount of paint I need to depict what I had in mind. Is that what you feel like you’re doing?” 
 
    Luciah nodded slowly. “Thinking about those videos we watched, I was often surprised that even the people teaching just couldn’t seem to put the paint exactly where they wanted it. They had to put it on a little at a time, working it gradually to where it belonged. Even then, they didn’t seem to get it quite right.” 
 
    “So,” Mariah said, “you think we’re just lucky that we can do this stuff even though most people can’t? That we not only have ideas for what the painting should look like but are also able to put the paint where it should go to create that image?” 
 
     “Maybe our blood ancestors are artists and we inherited their talent?” 
 
    “You sure spend a lot more time thinking about our birth parents than I do. Maybe we’re not identical after all.” 
 
    “You should look in a mirror,” Luciah said distractedly. “Um, I think this outsider art’s pretty bad too, what about you?” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t like much of it,” Mariah said. “Though I keep seeing a quote that, ‘beauty’s in the eye of the beholder.’ Maybe some people love some outsider art.” She shrugged again, “I dislike a lot of the art done by famous artists too and they probably were trained.”  
 
    Luciah nodded, “Some famous artists don’t seem much better than these ‘outsiders.’ I guess we’re lucky at least some people seem to like our stuff.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Mariah said, “I forgot. Did the last six paintings sell? Or has our string of luck run out?” 
 
    “I guess we’re still lucky,” Luciah said, telling Mariah how much Benavidez had put in their account. She asked, “Where’s Mother? We should tell her she doesn’t have to keep looking for a job.” 
 
    Mariah said, “She’s at work. Got a job this morning right after you left. I thought she was in more of a hurry to get back to work than I would’ve expected with what we had in the bank so I read a little about it while you were gone. It seems some people like having a job because it gives them a sense of worth. You might not want to push too hard on how she doesn’t need that new job she worked so hard to get.” 
 
    “Okay … Do you think it’d be okay to tell her she doesn’t have to work?” 
 
    Mariah nodded, “But don’t make a big deal of it. It might be better if you didn’t bring up how much Benavidez paid us if she doesn’t ask.” 
 
    Luciah tilted her head, thinking. “I’m realizing she didn’t work when Alberto was alive. Maybe she isn’t the kind of person who needs to have a job for her self-esteem.” 
 
    Mariah frowned, “I think back then she didn’t work because that was important for Alberto’s self-esteem.” 
 
    “Ah. Machismo, eh?” 
 
    “Yes—” 
 
    Susana suddenly broke into their conversation. “Hey! What’re you guys saying?! I don’t understand any of it?”  
 
    “Um,” Luciah said, “it’s a language we invented when we were too young to know better. We still use it because it’s faster than when we speak Spanish or English. Would you like to learn it?” 
 
    “No!” Susana said grumpily. “I think Spanish is good enough. Why’d you even learn English?!” 
 
    Mariah tilted her head, “English is spoken by more people than any other language in the world, so it’s a good one to know. Spanish is number four, so it’s another nice one to know. Because they’re numbers two and three, we’ve started learning Chinese and Hindi too. So far we can barely carry on a conversation in either of them.” 
 
    Ignoring that, Susana asked in a surly tone, “What were you saying about my drawings?” 
 
    Luciah said, “We think they’re exciting! Do you like them enough to keep drawing?” 
 
    “No! Mine look stupid,” she said disgustedly. “I want you to teach me to paint. Paint the way you do.” 
 
    “That sounds like fun,” Mariah said. “I’m thinking about doing an abstract painting tomorrow. You might like doing one of those ’cause they’re easier.” 
 
    Susana perked up, “Okay!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Eight days had passed without finding any evidence the twins still existed. Dispirited, Ell asked Steve if he had any ideas.  
 
    Shaking his head, he said, “My best idea is to just keep after it. That if we keep tracking down leads and putting more and more camera ports around the city, they’re bound to show up. But, I am starting to worry, like I’m sure you are, that they might’ve moved somewhere else in response to Estevez’s goons showing up at their apartment. They probably don’t know Estevez is out of the picture, so there’s no reason they’d think they can come back.” 
 
    “You think she knows that more of Estevez’s men showed up after she moved out?” Ell asked. 
 
    “No. I’m thinking she doesn’t know Estevez sent the first team. Someone must have interrupted hitters and wiped them out. Presumably, that team was smaller than the one that ran into you. We only found blood from three guys.” 
 
    Ell stared at him. “Who could her protector be in that scenario, Steve? If she had the money to hire protection, it doesn’t seem like she’d be living in that tiny apartment.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Steve said. “A rival drug lord?” 
 
    “I don’t know that theorizing about that helps. But, if they moved somewhere else, we’re back to square one,” Ell sighed. “Searching the entire freaking world all over again.” 
 
    Steve shook his head. “Morales is a Mexican from Monterrey. She’ll almost certainly stay in Mexico somewhere. We know where her parents live and Allan’s watching for her on the camera ports we planted at their home.” 
 
    Ell frowned, “You said yourself that if she has any sense she won’t go back there for a long time.” 
 
    Steve nodded, “But a long time’s still a lot better than never. Allan’s also tracking camera ports on that gallery that sells Morales’ paintings.” 
 
    “She probably won’t go back there either, will she?” 
 
    Steve shrugged. “Maybe not, but those paintings are selling for boatloads of money, and, from the look of their tiny apartment, they could use the cash. Well, that and the fact that she has hitmen after her. Maybe those paintings are how she afforded protection.” 
 
    Ell gave him an intense look, “How much?” 
 
    “How much, what?” 
 
    “How much are the paintings selling for?” 
 
    “Um, we don’t know for sure but the ones that sold at the open-air mercado went for thousands. The word is that the Benavidez Gallery sold six of them in a day for a lot of money but we don’t have a figure for it. I’d assume significantly more than they sold for at the mercado.” 
 
    “How long ago did they sell? Has the gallery gotten any more inventory?” 
 
    “I don’t know. You want me to have someone go in and feel them out? It could be touchy.” 
 
    “No,” Ell said thoughtfully, standing up. “I’m gonna do that myself.” 
 
    “Before you go,” Steve said, “I’ve thought of a suggestion.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Ask your son. If there’s anyone who thinks farther out of the box than you do, it’s Zage.” 
 
    Ell’s eyebrows rose. “Good idea, Steve. Thanks.” As she left she was asking Allan to connect her to Zage. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    When Allan connected them, Zage said, “Hi, Mom, any news?” 
 
    Ell began. “No—" 
 
    Zage broke in, “That’s better than the bad news I was afraid you were calling with. What’s up?” 
 
    “I was talking to Steve and he thinks we would’ve seen the twins if they were still in Monterrey.” 
 
    “Oh,” Zage said thoughtfully. 
 
    “That’s the bad news. The good news is that he thinks they’ve got to be in Mexico somewhere so we don’t have to go back to searching the entire world.” 
 
    “Mexico’s still a really big place,” Zage said. 
 
    “Yeah. Steve said I should ask you if you had any ideas. For some reason, he’s gotten the idea you think outside the box.” 
 
    Zage snorted, “He’s always accusing me of ‘going off the reservation,’ not ‘out of the box.’” 
 
    “Well, just the fact that he thought I should ask you made me think about how we found them through your DNA sewage search in the first place. Can you at least check to see if they’re still in Monterrey as well as starting to check new samples from other sewer systems in Mexico?” 
 
    “I can do that ….” Zage said slowly. “Um, you should know that the test I was using to check sewage is kind of a yes-no that’s extremely sensitive but not very quantitative. It’ll be positive if it finds any matching DNA. It might be positive in Monterrey for weeks to months even if the twins have moved somewhere else because some of their fecal matter will still be making its way through the pipes. It won’t tell us if their DNA’s diminishing. Um …” 
 
    “Um, what?” Ell asked impatiently. 
 
    “I had an idea but you might not like it.” 
 
    “What is it?” Ell asked, still impatient but dreading his reply. She thought it might be that he had a way to tell if they were dead. 
 
    “Well, city sewer systems essentially consist of pipes that all eventually converge on treatment plants. So, if you study maps of the pipes, you can figure out which sections of a city drain through which pipes ….” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So, let’s say four main lines are draining into the plant, if you sample each of those main pipes and only find the twins’ DNA in one of them, then you know which quadrant of the city they live in. Um, ‘quadrant’ isn’t a very accurate description, but you get the idea. Then you can sample all the larger pipes that drain into that quadrant’s ‘main’ pipe and figure out—” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. I get the idea. How do we get this sampling done?” 
 
    “Um, for some places it’s as easy as opening a manhole cover and climbing down into a sewage tunnel with a test tube. But for modern sewage systems, the sanitary sewage moves through closed pipes that’re separate from the storm runoff system that uses the tunnels. It’d be difficult to get permission to drill into those closed sewage pipes because they don’t want leaks.” 
 
    “Difficult? Or impossible?” 
 
    “Well, if you knew someone who had access to one-ended ports, she could just open a port down into those pipes and suck samples out that way.” 
 
    Ell laughed gaily. “So, all this hemming and hawing was just you leading me to the fact that I’m the only person who can suck shit out of sewers for you?” 
 
    “You see right through me,” her son said with a tone of saccharine innocence. 
 
    “Is there a map of the sanitary sewage pipe system for Monterrey?” 
 
    “I don’t know. My team just paid someone to get a sample from the treatment plant. If anyone could find such a map, it’d be Allan.” 
 
    “If Allan finds such a map, I’ll have him show it to you and get your suggestions for sampling locations.” 
 
    “Now you’re just trying to find ways to make me do some of the work!” 
 
    “Yup ….” 
 
    “Fine,” he said as if exasperated, though Ell knew Zage would’ve done it anyway. He just wanted her to feel she owed him. 
 
    “Also, after I have a map with sampling locations picked out, how do I find the actual pipes?” 
 
    “Ground penetrating radar. I suppose you’d like me to figure out which model would be best for your purpose and find someone to train you on it?” 
 
    “Yup. Thanks, Zage! Your sisters are gonna be so grateful for all the effort you put into facilitating their rescue!” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Ell walked into the Benavidez Gallery and looked around. As was often the case, she thought about ninety percent of the art was crap but the other ten percent in this place was pretty interesting.  
 
    Suddenly, she found her eyes drawn to a pair of paintings.  
 
    Sucked into them as if they were black holes. 
 
    Both pictures were of the same Mexican girl. In the one on the left, she appeared harrowed and starving. In the other, though still slender, she seemed better fed and, most importantly, happy. Ell found herself certain that they represented different moments in a real child’s life. She desperately hoped the happy image on the right was the more recent depiction.  
 
    Shaking her head, she told herself the paintings most likely depicted an imaginary girl. 
 
    However, she found that she wanted to own the pictures. She wanted them as a reminder of what kindness could do for the stricken. She walked closer. She couldn’t find a price but thought that in this case price didn’t matter, she had to have them no matter what they cost. She snorted at herself, thinking, If anyone in the world can afford them, no matter the cost, it’s me.  
 
    A young woman stepped closer to Ell, saying, “Arresting, aren’t they?” She made a moue, “Unfortunately, they’re not for sale.” 
 
    Ell looked askance at the woman, “What do you mean? This is an art gallery. Surely everything is for sale at some price point?” 
 
    The young woman shrugged, “The gallery owner loves this diptych. She won’t sell them.” 
 
    Trying not to give away the fact that she’d researched the gallery before she came, Ell said, “The owner is Señor Benavidez, I assume?” 
 
    “Señora.” 
 
    “Ah. May I speak with her?” 
 
    “Certainly. May I get your name?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m Elsa Gardon.” 
 
    “I’ll go see if Señora Benavides is available, but perhaps I should warn you she already turned down an offer of $300,000 for those two paintings?” 
 
    Ell felt startled by the amount but thought she kept it off her face. “Thank you for that information. I’d still like to talk to her.” She glanced back at the paintings, “Who’s the artist?” 
 
    “LM Morales. We’re her exclusive distributor.” 
 
    Ell felt a jolt go through her on the realization that the paintings she found so fascinating were by the woman—and likely kidnapper—who held her children. She hoped she’d maintained her poker face. When she looked at the gallerist, the young woman was walking toward the back of the gallery. She might not have been looking at me even if my shock was apparent, Ell thought with some relief. “Where are your other Morales paintings?” Ell called after the salesperson. “It’d be good if I could look at them while I’m waiting for the owner.” 
 
    The young woman paused. “Sorry. Her work’s in extremely high demand so we don’t have any others at present. We got in eight paintings two days ago but they all sold by that afternoon. If you’re truly interested you could ask Señora Benavidez if you can be on the list to be called the next time we get in some of her pieces.” She resumed walking toward the back, presumably to get Benavidez. 
 
    “Allan!” Ell hissed, “They got a delivery of Morales’ paintings two days ago! I assume we had the camera ports watching the gallery by then?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m searching the images from that morning now. When you talk to the owner perhaps you could ask ….” 
 
    Since it was bizarre for Allan to trail off, Ell said, “Allan …? Allan?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m here.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “Sorry. A girl child came to the gallery two mornings ago carrying a long tube that may have contained the new paintings.” 
 
    “What?! Are you saying one of the twins delivered the paintings? Why didn’t you notice it when it happened?” 
 
    “She’d dyed her hair auburn and was wearing a dress and wedge shoes. She’d never worn a dress in any of the previous images we found. The wedges made her walk differently. The altered gait, plus the fact that the twins were known to have platinum blonde hair, came in pairs, and had always worn denim jeans or shorts with T-shirts threw my algorithms off far enough that they did not pick her up. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Ell closed her eyes, thinking. “So, your search protocol’s tuned tightly to keep you from being inundated by false positives but that resulted in a false negative in this instance?” 
 
    “Essentially, yes.” 
 
    “Tune it wider, please. If necessary, buy access to additional computing resources to deal with the false positives. Start looking for other hair colors. Assume the other twin might have colored her hair differently from this one. Gloria Morales may change her hair color as well.” 
 
    The gallerist came back out with a fit-looking woman in her fifties. “Señora Gardon, this is Señora Benavidez.” She turned to Benavidez and said, “Señora Gardon is interested in the Hungry Child diptych. I told her it wasn’t for sale but that she might talk to you about being notified when LM Morales brings in more of her work.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sophia,” Benavidez said, then turned to Ell, “Would you be interested in seeing some pictures of Morales’ other works?” 
 
    “Yes. They’re prints?” Ell asked. 
 
    “No, we haven’t negotiated print production runs with Señora Morales as yet, but I’m sure we’ll do some of those in the future if you’d like to be notified. It wouldn’t be for at least a few months.” 
 
    “Oh, what kind of pictures are you talking about?” 
 
    “Just ordinary photos of some of the works by Morales that we’ve sold so far. Photos that we keep for documentation and to show prospective buyers such as yourself when we’re between periods with inventory. You understand Morales’ works are going for extremely high prices? There’s been a great deal of competition amongst our buyers.” 
 
    “How high?” Ell asked, curious. 
 
    “The first one sold immediately for twenty thousand. Since then, prices have been over fifty thousand, with an offer of three hundred thousand for the Hungry Child diptych.” 
 
    “It sounds like you haven’t been representing her for very long.” 
 
    “No. Less than a month, but as you see,” Benavidez let her eyes go to the diptych, “there’s just something about her vision …. The paintings aren’t detailed, but what is there is perfect. As well, her images speak truth to people’s hearts.” 
 
    Ell looked over at the Hungry Child paintings and said, “‘Seizes people’s hearts,’ I would say.” Turning back to Benavidez, she said, “Yes, please, I’d love to see your photos.” 
 
    Ell found herself stunned by photograph after photograph, hoping that Morales had taught the twins some fraction of what she knew about the soul of art. But then Benavidez pulled up an image of a painting she called “Los Diablos.” Ell thought the woman in the center looked like Gloria Morales herself and wondered whether she used the pseudonym “LM Morales” just so she could pose as a subject in her own paintings. For a moment she wondered whether the two men—or devils—were metaphors for desires or addictions.  
 
    Then a sudden suspicion crashed through her consciousness. “Los Diablos,” she asked, “when was it painted?” 
 
    “It’s dated this year,” Benavidez said, “but we don’t have more precise information than that.” 
 
    Could it be from last week? Ell wondered. Could she have painted herself, held by the men who’d come to kill her?  
 
    The ones whose blood was on the floor of her apartment?  
 
    The diablos who were in the body bags we saw rolled out of the building?  
 
    Is this an image from the moments right before someone rescued her?  
 
    Is that the secret of the fear and rage that’s so palpable in this picture?  
 
    She turned to Benavidez, “When did Morales deliver this picture to you?” 
 
    “Two days ago. It sold that same afternoon. We received eight paintings that morning and they all sold by that afternoon.” With awe in her voice, Benavidez said, “Los Diablos sold for $140,000. That’s virtually unheard of for an unknown artist.” She shook her head and lowered her voice confidentially, “Someday LM’s paintings will sell for tens of millions. Perhaps for hundreds of millions.” 
 
    It could have been painted after the attack! Ell thought. This picture is saying something horrible happened to her but she lived through it…. She found herself wanting to respect Morales for her artistry and gumption. She began to hope the woman hadn’t been involved in the kidnapping of the twins. Maybe, somehow, she just ended up taking care of them? 
 
     Deciding she had to get her head back in the game, Ell thought for a moment about her mission at the gallery. I’ve confirmed that her art’s been selling for enough that she could’ve hired the protection that killed the men in her apartment, she decided. She turned to Benavidez, “I’ll give you half a million for the Hungry Girl diptych.” 
 
    Rocked back, Benavidez said, “Um, it’s not for—” 
 
    Ell interrupted, “A million. I agree with you that someday these paintings will sell for a lot more than that. You must decide whether you want the bird in the hand or the two in the bush.” 
 
    Shaken, Benavidez stepped over to a chair and sat down, “I’ve got to think.” 
 
    Turning, Ell said, “If you decide you want that million, have your AI contact mine.” She headed out the door. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Walking away from the gallery, Ell realized she failed to carry through on her intent to buy the Hungry Girl paintings no matter what they cost. Deciding she could always come back, she asked, “Allan, any luck catching the auburn-haired twin going by any of our other camera ports?” 
 
    “Yes, on a few. She headed north. Still working on finding more sightings.” 
 
    “Show them to me and put the sightings, with their times, up on a map for me.” 
 
    Ell saw that one of the new transporters had been installed a half block away. As she walked toward it, she spoke to Zage and got the map of the sewer system and specs and model numbers for the ground penetrating radar. Then she put Allan to work on getting an assistant to buy her such a radar unit. The assistant would pick it up from the manufacturer and bring it to Ell’s office at D5R. She didn’t want an assistant to have to bypass customs for her, so once it was there, Ell’d pop up to her office through the transporter they’d secreted in their hotel room—the one that didn’t go through customs.  
 
    She also got Allan working to find someone to teach her to use the radar unit. 
 
    With that set up, she called up Allan’s map of the sightings of the auburn twin. The twin’s track headed through familiar territory, so they’d missed her multiple times that day. Ell was thinking, My daughter could probably teach me some things about disguise, when she realized where the track of the sightings was headed. “Allan,” she said.  
 
    Allan said, “I assume you’ve realized the auburn twin was heading for the transporter in the square. The camera watching the transporter confirms she entered it and the transporter reports it sent her to the one in Saltillo, Mexico.” 
 
    “She didn’t jump from there to somewhere else?” 
 
    “Not directly, no.” 
 
    Ell’s emotions went from grateful to know where the twins were now, to irritated that all the cameras in Monterrey were probably useless now. “Tell the team we’re moving to Saltillo. Order more camera ports for us to put up on the streets there. Hack into all the security cams you can in Saltillo.” 
 
    “Should the team remove the camera ports here in Monterrey?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Ell sighed. “The twins might come back here.” 
 
    “Do you want me to cancel the order for the ground penetrating radar?” 
 
    “No. We may need to use it to find out what part of Saltillo they’re living in.” 
 
    “You might want to look at this video I found since I learned they have a relationship with Saltillo. Though you only see them from above, it’s of the twins playing in a chess tournament there several weeks ago.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Ell said, stepping into the transporter she’d been heading for, speaking politely to Allan as if he were conscious—though she still wasn’t sure. “I’m getting in this transporter. Send me to Saltillo and put the city at the top of the list for a new transporter system.” 
 
    A man said, “I’m one of your security guys,” as he quickly stepped into the transporter behind her. After a double thump from the transporter, they opened the door into Saltillo. 
 
    The young man said, “Hi, Miz Donsaii. I’m Trey. I’m new. Sorry to meet you like this but I was the guy closest to the transporter.” 
 
    Ell nodded distractedly, looking around to get a feel for where they were in Saltillo. “Good to meet you. Usually, Steve introduces me to you guys before you go out into the field.” 
 
    “Um, yeah. But with the big push to get eyes in the streets down here in Mexico, he said we had to get ahead of ourselves. Do you need to know anything about me? I’m supposed to have your back here.” 
 
    The door on the transporter opened. Lisa and Randy stepped out. Lisa said, “Looks like you met?” 
 
    Ell nodded and reached into the pocket of her jacket, pulling out a handful of the tiny camera ports. Handing them out, she said, “Let’s start putting these up on every corner. Does anyone have ideas about what part of town we should start our search?” 
 
    Getting blank looks, she said, “Okay, let’s just spread out and start putting up camera ports.” 
 
    Randy said, “Um, Miz Donsaii, we’re your security. We can put up some of the cameras on corners you’re working on, but we can’t leave you to spread out to other corners. More of the team’ll be here in a few minutes to do that.” 
 
    Ell took a breath to object, then laughed. “Okay, okay. Randy’s calling me ‘Miz,’ so I know this is a big deal to you guys. Let’s start with that corner over there. Keep your eyes peeled.” She snorted, “For the twins as well as for bad guys. I assume you know the girls dyed their hair so you can’t just scan for platinum blondes anymore?” 
 
    She got affirmatives all around. 
 
    They walked to that first corner. There she let the other three put up cameras while she watched the video from the chess tournament. Though she hadn’t played the game since middle school, she remembered the rules. Looking down at the board and watching the twins’ slender arms darting out to move the pieces at a steady clacking rhythm of about a move per second caught even her by surprise. 
 
    All she got to see of them was an occasional glimpse of platinum blonde hair. 
 
    Since she hadn’t played in so long, she had trouble following what they were doing and discerning their strategies until the outcomes of those strategies became evident.  
 
    Then one twin tipped over her king before Ell realized her impending loss was unavoidable. The other threw her arms up in victory. Then they were hugging each other. 
 
    They love each other, Ell thought, her eyes misting over. 
 
    Clearing her throat she said, “Allan, which age division did the twins play in?” 
 
    “The youngest age division was for ‘under thirteens’ but they entered the open tournament and played against the adults.” 
 
    “Weren’t some of the adults angry to have to play against young children?”  
 
    “They were, but nonetheless, they lost.”  
 
    “How far did the twins get?” 
 
    “The match you watched was the tournament championship. Mariah won and Luciah came in second.” 
 
    “Oh ….” Ell said, stunned. Somehow, they kept their names!
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 Chapter Seven 
 
     
 
      
 
    Vanguardia News, Saltillo, Mexico— Mayor José Jimenez Aquilo has revealed that Saltillo has been chosen as Mexico’s next transporter demonstration city. Only a few weeks ago, Monterrey became the first city in Mexico to have transporters rolled out citywide. Reports from there reveal that the instantaneous transportation provided by the transporters has already become extremely popular. However, the rollout has not been problem free as the local autotaxi companies rapidly lost customers and have had to file for bankruptcy. They have been organizing protests, but getting little traction with the citizens who do not want to give up the transporters. 
 
    Mayor Aquilo released a statement that his office is looking into providing temporary employment opportunities for the administrative and maintenance personnel displaced from their job at the taxi companies. However, he says that the transporters will provide so much economic benefit to the city that they do not intend to delay implementation. He notes that new jobs will become available as the city begins renovating the street systems around a world with far less traffic …. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Allan said, “You have a call from Zage.” 
 
    Ell said, “I’ll take it … Zage, what’s going on?” 
 
    “Back when we lost track of the twins, I reactivated the people who’d gotten me sewage samples from Mexican cities in our first go around. Though it’s not unexpected, I thought I should tell you that Saltillo’s positive for their DNA now.” 
 
    “They were here several weeks ago to play in a chess tournament. Could it still be positive from back then?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Zage said, “I’m not completely sure.” 
 
    “Okay,” Ell said, not sure what that added to their efforts. 
 
    “Would you like a map of Saltillo’s sewers and the mains I think you should sample to narrow the search?” 
 
    “Um,” she said, the light going on. “Yeah. I’m planning on doing the sampling here. Allan, be sure to send the radar unit and the trainer to Saltillo.” 
 
    Zage said, “The map’s on its way. Let me know if I can help.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Gardon woman asked, “That convex partial circle on the screen is a cross-section of the sewer pipe?” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” the ground penetrating radar trainer said. “You know it’s a sewer pipe because it’s big, plus there’s a second faint horizontal reflection off the top surface of the sewage near the bottom. If you were to image a water pipe this big, it’d look about the same but be full of water from top to bottom so it’d be the same density throughout and you wouldn’t have a second reflection until you got a concave one from the bottom of the pipe. A lot of sewage flow would mean more fluid and less air but there’s pretty much always an air-fluid level generating a reflection inside of sewer pipes.” 
 
    “And this scale along the side is metric?” 
 
    “Yup.” He reached for the screen, “I can show you how to switch it to feet and inches right—” 
 
    “No need. Metric’s fine. Thanks for your help.” 
 
    “I can stay, Ms. Gardon. In case you have any questions.” 
 
    She gave it a moment’s thought. “Please stay here in Saltillo until tomorrow in case I do. But right now, I need to use some confidential equipment, so you can go to dinner or out for a drink or whatever you’d like.” 
 
    “I can sign a confidentiality agreement if you’d like …?” 
 
    “Nope. Thanks.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Mr. James,” Gardon said exasperatedly, “it seems I’m not making myself clear. I do not want you here right now.” She made a little shooing motion. “So please go, enjoy yourself in Saltillo. My AI will contact you if we need you. Otherwise, you may return home in the morning. Thanks.” 
 
    “You’re sure? This equipment’s pretty complex and most people have troub—” 
 
    “Out!” Gardon said with a laugh but pointed imperiously at the tent flap.  
 
    James stepped out the door of the little tent they’d erected over the expected location of the sewer main and found himself in darkness. Night had fallen since they’d started setting the thing up. “Fine lookin’ but uppity,” he muttered to himself. “Thinks she’s smart as a Donsaii.” 
 
    A man standing near the tent choked a little then coughed.  
 
    James glared at him, for some reason suspecting the guy was smothering a laugh at his expense.  
 
    She’ll be calling me back, he thought as he walked away. No way she understood all that in one go. He started down the street in the direction he thought his hotel lay. When she does call, he decided, I’ll be as polite as can be, ’cause I wouldn’t mind spending more time with a looker like her, even if she does have her snoot up! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Zage called his mother at one in the afternoon, “Hey, Mom. I finished checking the sewage samples you sent last night. The twins are somewhere upstream from sample number twelve. I’m sending you a map with the section of the city that feeds that sewer line highlighted in red. I’ve also marked the sub-mains that feed that one so you can get more samples to refine the girls’ location.” 
 
    “Um, yeah, they are in that neighborhood,” Ell said, embarrassed. “I apologize. One of the cameras caught Gloria Morales coming out of an apartment building at seven this morning. We’re setting up to follow her in when she comes back from work. Or, of course, follow the twins if they leave the building.” 
 
    “Mom!” Zage exploded. “I spent the morning diddling test tubes when I coulda been in class learning?!” 
 
    “Sorry,” Ell said, contrite. “We went full speed from searching for them to figuring out how we were going to track them, and how to tell them about us, and …, I kinda just forgot about ….” 
 
    Zage sighed, “Me. You forgot about your oldest child. You just love them better than me, I know. It’s the old, ‘What have I done for you lately?’ Isn’t it? I try and I try, but I just can’t compete for your attention with such cute little girls. And twins to boot! I’m just never gonna measure up to such delightful, endearing, adorable, lovable little scamps. I’ll never be loved again, at least, not until I meet the woman I marry,” he sighed, “if I ever do. As badly damaged goods I probably won’t be able to attract …. Are you laughing at my trials and tribulations?!” 
 
    Ell released a guffaw, then gasped for breath. 
 
    “Oh, I can’t believe this! Here I am pouring out my heart, to my own mother, then I realize she’s amused by my distress! If only I were old enough to drink! Then I could—” 
 
    Ell finally interrupted him with a, “You wanna come sit with us while we wait to meet them?” 
 
    “I’ll be there in five minutes. Just gotta change so I’ll look good for the family’s favorite children.” 
 
    Ell looked up at Shan who was giving her a questioning look. “Allan,” she said, “forward that little exchange to Zage’s dad.” 
 
    “I’m Zage’s dad now, huh?” Shan said. “Am I in the doghouse, or is it the munchkin?” 
 
    She laughed again, “Just listen to it, it’ll be obvious. I’m the one in the doghouse. I’m recruiting you because I need help holding my own.” She shook her head, “I hope to God the twins don’t rattle my cage as hard as he does!” 
 
    “You know you wouldn’t have him any other way.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, yeah. That’s what you say.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Zage arrived to find his parents in the midst of a heated discussion while sitting at some small tables on the sidewalk outside a small coffee shop. “What’s got you two riled up?” he asked, taking the third seat himself. 
 
    Ell pointed her chin at an apartment building across the street. “Your sisters are somewhere inside that building.” 
 
    “Why aren’t we over there knocking on doors?” Zage asked, studying the structure curiously. 
 
    Shan said, “Um, give it a little thought. They’re alone in their apartment. If someone knocks they’ve probably been told not to answer.” 
 
    Ell said, “Also, remember that as far as we know, they may believe Gloria’s their biological mother. Even if they know she’s not, they may think they were adopted in a traditional fashion rather than stolen from us.” 
 
    “Ah,” Zage said, glancing at his mother who was still staring at the building, a distant look in her eyes. “So, you’re thinking that just grabbing them and saying, ‘We’re your real parents,’ might go over badly?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ell said softly. “I’ve loved them every moment of the four and a half years since they were born and, of course, I feel as if they’ve loved me too. But they were stolen away so young that I’m sure they have no memory of any of us. I’m trying to face up to the reality that they have no idea who I am. That I’m one of the strangers they may have been warned to stay away from.” 
 
    “Ah,” Zage said thoughtfully. “So, what is the plan?  
 
    “I want to follow them around a bit,” Ell said. “Get to know them through observation of what they do. Listen to them talking. See if there’s anything said about putting them in some kind of preschool. Follow their mother separately as well. Try to get a feel for what kind of person she is. Try to figure out whether she might’ve been involved in kidnapping the twins, or just became their caretaker and mother figure after the fact. Whether she’s kind.” She glanced at Shan, “Your dad wants to swoop in and pick them up as soon as we know their apartment number, then sort through the debris of that emotional explosion later.” 
 
    Zage looked at Shan, “Is that how you see it, Dad?” 
 
    Shan had rolled his eyes at what Ell said. “No, but I don’t think we should take any chances on losing them again and believe that the certain fact Gloria left two four-year old-girls alone in an apartment somewhere inside that building is sufficient evidence that she’s not fit to be a part of the twins’ lives. I think when Gloria comes back, we should follow her into the building and let her lead us to the apartment. We’ll snatch her before she gets the door open because if she gets inside, she might try to use the kids as hostages. Then, while Steve questions Gloria, I go in as Shan and point out my resemblance to them. Explain that I look like them because I’m their real dad.” 
 
    Zage’s eyes went back and forth between his parents a few times, then back to his dad with a frown. “It kinda sounds like Mom wants to win them over with love and you want to take back something that belongs to you.” 
 
    Shan rocked back in his chair, shocked. “I don’t see it that way. I’m just worried that we could lose them again and, and …” 
 
    “And your life would be hell once more,” Zage said sympathetically. “But shouldn’t this be done in whatever fashion is best for Raii and Caii?” 
 
    Tears formed in Shan’s eyes, and he turned to look across the street at the building again.  
 
    Although Zage thought Shan should feel proud of tears that showed how much he cared, he worried his dad had turned away because he was ashamed of his emotions. Wondering whether to say anything more, he glanced at his mom.  
 
    Ell gave him a little shake of her head.  
 
    Zage subsided. 
 
    Shan turned back to Zage and, in a choked voice, said, “You’re right, of course. What do you think would be best for the twins?” 
 
    Zage thought for a moment, then said, “I don’t know. I’m just thinking that ‘best for the twins,’ should be our first principle. I do think that a smash-and-grab is likely to be at the bad end of the spectrum. Like you, I worry that if we screw around too long, we might lose them again and I agree that would be horrible ….” Zage stared pensively across the street. “I haven’t had long to think on it. I’m hoping I’ll come up with something better in a few minutes, but ….” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Ell gazed at her son a moment, thinking he’d propose some kind of compromise strategy that lay between Shan’s and her own. Her eyes tracked over to follow some kids walking down the other side of the street, but there were three of them. An older girl and two younger boys. She sat up, The girl has auburn hair, she realized. 
 
    After a moment she settled back, thinking, But she’s with two boys. The youngest boy turned to look curiously, then intently, at Shan. Thinking this odd, Ell focused on him, then sat bolt upright again. That’s the Hungry Girl! she realized, prickles all over her scalp. 
 
    For a moment Ell’s mind flipped back and forth between whether the Hungry Girl picture was of this boy and the painter had taken artistic license in changing his sex, or whether this boy was actually a girl, dressed up as a… 
 
    Ell rose to her feet again, having Allan zoom in the magnification of her vision. She focused on the older boy. His skin was much fairer than the younger boy’s. His black hair had been buzz-cut.  
 
    His eyes turned slightly toward Ell and she caught a glint of blue. 
 
    The auburn girl’s fair skin tone matched the older boy’s. 
 
    A glance at the auburn girl’s feet showed she had on the same wedges she’d worn at the art gallery. This dress wasn’t as nice as the one she’d worn to the gallery, but it still looked cute on her. 
 
    Ell’s eyes tracked back to the boy and, for a moment, caught on a bundle of four colored sticks. Those’re the sticks they twirled in their acrobatic shows! Ell realized. 
 
    Ell started down the street after the kids. Behind her, Shan said, “Hey! Where’re you going?” 
 
    Ell beckoned him after her while saying, “Allan, connect me to Steve … Steve, the twins are walking north on Guadalupe Street with a friend. They’re dressed as an auburn girl and a black-haired boy. We’ll follow them at a distance.” She and Steve had talked about several possibilities and “at a distance,” meant far enough away that the girls shouldn’t notice them. Steve had briefed the security team on how to follow at a distance, using a plan where Allan would determine how the team members would switch off who was surveilling. Some would stay out ahead of the twins. Occasionally one of the team would stand still and let the kids walk past them. This would provide opportunities for planting mic and camera portals on the girl’s clothing. Such stationary team members would, of necessity, fall behind the girls and would then have to use transporters to jump back out in front—or if no transporters were conveniently placed, would sprint down side streets. They all wore reversible clothing so they could change their look whenever they went from falling behind to appearing in front of the twins. 
 
    Shan jogged up beside Ell and repeated himself. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “Ahead of us,” she said, indicating with her eyes, “beyond that older couple, those are the twins.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed, he looked down the street, head bobbing back and forth to look past people. “Where? The old couple’s the only pair I see.” 
 
    Ell grabbed his arm and tucked her hand into his elbow. “Whoa, cave-man, we’re not chasing wild animals across the Serengeti. They’re the two taller members of that group of three kids just in front of the old couple.” 
 
    “Two of those three are boys!” Shan said indignantly. 
 
    Ell gave him a side-eyed glance. “I thought you knew people who wear disguises?” 
 
    Shan turned to look at her in consternation, “One of the twins is dressed as a boy?!” 
 
    “You’re a regular Einstein, you are,” she said with a laugh. “The smallest one is also a girl dressed as a boy. I know her because she’s the subject of a pair of Gloria’s paintings, the Hungry Girl diptych. One shows her lying on the street, starving and dejected. The other one shows her recovered and joyful. They, uh … tug hard at one’s heartstrings.” Ell looked ahead of them again and said, “Maybe the little one’s Gloria’s real daughter? Could that be a sign that she’s a good person who volunteered to take care of our girls?” 
 
    Shan was looking speculatively ahead. He turned to Ell, “Are you sure those are our girls? You’re not just falling victim to wishful thinking?” 
 
    She slowed him again, using the grip she had on his arm, then turned him toward a window, hissing, “Don’t look down the street. The girls just turned into a store,” Ell didn’t mention that the littlest one had turned to look back at them as they went into the store. Instead, she asked, “Allan, what kind of store is it?”  
 
    Allan immediately replied, “It’s an art supply store.” 
 
    Ell continued talking to Shan, “Pretty much positive. The two taller ones have fair skin and blue eyes. We already know one of the twins had her hair dyed auburn. The twin who’s dressed as a boy dyed hers black. The little one’s the subject of Gloria’s paintings.” 
 
    “But the boy’s shorter than the girl!” 
 
    “Just like at the art gallery, the auburn twin’s wearing wedge heels. They make her just a little taller than her twin—who is not a boy.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Inside Torres’ Art Supply, Susana nudged the twins, “Did you see the man who looks like you?” 
 
    “What?!” they asked almost simultaneously, a departure from their usual trick in which one of them spoke for both. 
 
    “A blond man was sitting outside the coffee shop across the street from the apartments. I noticed him ’cause he looks like you two. At first, I didn’t think much about it, but when we were turning into this store, I thought about how Señora Morales doesn’t look like you and glanced back. He was about half a block behind us.” 
 
    “So?” Mariah said. 
 
     “So, he’s following us! And, people look like their relatives. Could he be your uncle or something? I look like my mamá. You two look like each other but not like Señora Morales so you must look like your father’s family. Was Señor Morales blond?” 
 
    “No …” Luciah said slowly. “But we’re not sure Señor Morales was our real father. Some unrelated people look alike too, so looking like us doesn’t mean he’s an uncle for sure.” 
 
    “Is he following us?” Mariah asked. “Or could he just be going the same way?”  
 
    Susana shrugged, wondering how she could know and why the twins weren’t more interested in the fact the man looked like them. “I wish I knew people in my family,” she said wistfully, as much to herself as to the twins. If she knew her family, then if Señora Morales threw her out—a constant nightmare for Susana—perhaps some of her relatives might take care of her.  
 
    Susana had a deep fear of going hungry again someday. 
 
    The twins seemed to have shrugged off thoughts of the man who looked like them. They’d focused on buying paints, brushes, and another roll of primed canvas. 
 
    As they were about to leave the art store, Luciah said, “If this guy you think looks like us is still out there on the street, cough. Then, when I look at you, you look at him. Then I’ll be able to see who you’re talking about, okay?” 
 
    Susana nodded; suddenly certain they’d never see the man again. The twins are gonna think I’m crazy, she thought. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Shan leaned forward to look down the street but Ell hauled him back. “Quit gawking after them. Let’s walk down the street past the art store. When they come out, maybe they’ll keep going the same direction and then walk past you. That’ll be a lot less suspicious than all your rubbernecking.” 
 
    They turned, crossed the street, and proceeded along it. Ell kept having to slow Shan down to match her saunter. It’s sweet how badly he wants to see them, Ell thought, trying to keep herself from snapping at him. “Okay,” she said, “turn only your eyes. They’re in that art supply store across the street.” 
 
    They walked a half block past the art store, then stopped to window shop some more. 
 
    A few minutes later Allan told them the kids had come out of the store and turned back the other way.  
 
    Shan cursed.  
 
    Ell chuckled, patting his arm. “You’ll get your chance. Try to relax.” 
 
    They started back down the street after the twins, Ell still dragging backward on Shan’s arm to keep him from catching up. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Zage had stayed at the little coffee shop across the street from the twins’ apartment building. His justification was that having an entire herd of people following the twins up the street wasn’t subtle. In reality, he had his eye on the conchas—a Mexican breakfast pastry he’d become fond of.  
 
    After his parents walked away, he went up to the counter and got one, glad he could eat pastries now without constantly worrying about his weight.  
 
    He sat back out at their table on the street, eating his pastry and listening through his AI to what was going on with the diffuse crowd of people following his sisters. When he heard the girls were coming back his way, leaving his mom and dad behind, it brought a smile to his face. He could imagine their frustration but thought it was all going to be over soon. A minute later he saw the three children coming his way. He tried not to stare, keeping his head facing forward while turning just his eyes to glance at them.  
 
    My sisters, he thought, trying the words out in his mind.  
 
    He hadn’t paid much attention to the smaller girl with them until he noticed that she was staring at him. Zage knew that both he and the twins looked more like his dad than they did like their mother, but hadn’t considered the implication that therefore he also looked like them—which, he assumed, was what had attracted the child’s attention. “I shouldn’t have been hanging out here where they’ll walk right past me! he thought. I might’ve blown this whole surveillance thing myself! 
 
    The little girl grabbed the black-haired twin’s hand and pulled backward to stop them. A moment later all three girls had clustered for a little talk.  
 
    She’s telling them I look like them, he thought. And telling them they should have a look at me when they walk on by! Should I sit here and let them get a good look? he wondered. If they know they’ve been abducted, or even just think they were adopted, they may be wondering about, or looking for their relatives—just like we’re looking for them! If they come over, sit down, and ask me if I’m their long-lost brother, it could resolve Mom and Dad’s arguments! 
 
    However, when the girls finished their little discussion and resumed walking toward him, Zage suddenly got up and went over to study the pastry case, turning his back to them. What am I doing? he wondered, but knew that even if he thought he’d be the least threatening person to contact the twins, he didn’t want to do it without his mother’s approval. I might be smart, he thought, but no one holds a candle to her … 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    The girls went past and turned into their apartment building. A couple of minutes later his mom and dad sat down next to Zage. Ell asked, “Did you interact with them at all?” 
 
    Zage shook his head. “The little girl with them stared at me. I’m thinking I probably look something like the twins. After that, I started thinking that maybe I’d be the best person to make contact. I’m small enough I wouldn’t seem threatening. Plus, the fact that I look like the twins might win me some points.” 
 
    “So, did you wave at them or anything?” Shan asked. 
 
    “No. Believe it or not, I thought I should wait to hear what you guys thought.” 
 
    Shan laughed, “I guess there’s a first time for everything, huh?” 
 
    “Hey, it’s not the first time, just rare,” Zage protested. 
 
    That got a laugh from both parents. 
 
    Ell turned serious, “So, how are we going to meet them?” 
 
    “I assume someone from the security team followed them up so we’ve got their apartment number?” Zage asked. 
 
    “Better,” Ell said, “we put cameras in all the corridors so we wouldn’t have to be intrusive by having someone follow them down the hall. They’re in apartment 3E.” 
 
    “So,” Zage said thoughtfully, “I think I should go up and knock on their door.” 
 
    “And say what?” Shan asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure. I was thinking something along the lines of, say the auburn one came to the door, ‘Hey, I saw you and your brother walk by earlier and thought we looked alike. I thought I’d come and see if we might be cousins.” 
 
    Shan tilted his head thoughtfully, saying, “That’s not bad, but what if they ask how you knew which apartment they live in?” 
 
    “I can’t think of everything,” Zage said, rolling his eyes. “How do you guys think I should explain it?” 
 
    “I think it’d be hard to explain,” Ell said thoughtfully. “Though that would’ve been a good strategy on the street earlier. Maybe we should wait till tomorrow?” 
 
    “Aw, man!” Zage exclaimed. “So, you’re telling me I shouldn’t have waited to consult with you guys? I should’ve just gone with my gut?” 
 
    “Your gut’s awfully good munchkin,” Shan said, “but I, for one, appreciate getting to weigh in.” he glanced at Ell, “As to what we should do now, personally, I don’t want to take a chance on waiting. I vote you go ahead and knock on the door to 3E. You could tell them you asked someone else in the building where the woman who has a girl and two boys lives.” 
 
    Ell turned on Shan, “They’ve only lived there a few days, Shan. I doubt they’re going to believe a random person in the building would know their apartment number. Don’t forget Pablo Estevez was trying to assassinate them. To the best of their knowledge, the cartel’s still after them. They’re gonna be on edge.” 
 
    “What’s your suggestion?” Shan asked. 
 
    “Wait till tomorrow like we said before. Zage meets them on the street and says, “I was hoping to see you again. I don’t know all my family but I’ve noticed we look alike, Could we be cousins?” 
 
    Shan shook his head. “I don’t like it. What if something happens between now and then? And,” he looked at Zage, “even if there aren’t any problems, do you think you could pull off that little charade?” 
 
    Zage shrugged, “Even if I fumble my lines or they see through me, I think it follows the principle of ‘best for the twins’ because it won’t seem threatening.” 
 
    After a little more discussion, Shan agreed to go along, though he looked dyspeptic.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As Gloria walked home that evening, she thought about the twins’ art. When she gave it much thought, she reassured herself that they’d made so much money on what they’d sold already that there was nothing to worry about. She didn’t want to burn them out or use up the wealth of their ideas. However, she also worried they’d soon fall out of favor with the fickle art world. If that might happen, it’d be best to sell as many pieces as they could while they were hot. 
 
    She’d resolved to herself that she shouldn’t push them to paint any more than they wanted. That they should do it only if they enjoyed it so they wouldn’t burn out.  
 
    Watching them paint was an experience in its own right. They’d look up, not at their HUDs, they said, but into their imagination. Then they’d squeeze out some paint and apply it with bold strokes. There were no preliminary sketches. No fumbling for the right shapes. Instead, the brushes seemed to go exactly where the girls intended, applying paint precisely where they saw it in their minds. They painted far more quickly than Gloria had expected. They liked acrylic paint better than watercolors because sometimes the watercolor soaked into the paper a little differently than they had anticipated. Only by millimeters and Gloria never noticed an issue, but the girls didn’t like it when their paintings turned out differently than they’d planned. 
 
    Gloria had watched either of the girls apply a stroke of paint, then follow it with a stroke of a different color. The two strokes would neither overlap nor leave a gap between them. Every movement seemed so sure, and turned out so well, and appeared so effortlessly done that Gloria had moments where she thought, I could do that. 
 
    Then she’d come back to reality. After a million years of practice, maybe ….  
 
    She wondered once again how they did it. Even if I could put the paint precisely where I wanted it the way they do, I’d never be able to come up with the ideas they’ve got. Nor visualize a painting that would so brilliantly express those ideas.  
 
    Opening the door to their apartment, she greeted the three girls and asked if they’d been able to buy their art supplies. They had and Mariah was hard at work on a surrealistic painting of a multicolored elephant. Luciah knelt beside Susana, teaching the child to watercolor! Susana’s painting seemed as if it were intended to be abstract. Something so far from reality that it seemed to Gloria that it shouldn’t matter where the little girl put her paint, but it did. Susana’s painting looked like … a mess.  
 
    Nonetheless, Luciah kept encouraging her to try this and try that. “If you don’t like that part, just cover it with a different color. What if you put a swatch of red between these two areas?”  
 
    To Gloria, it seemed hopeless. 
 
    Evidently, it did to Susana too because she held the brush out to Luciah and said, “Show me, please. I don’t understand what you mean by a ‘swatch of red.’” 
 
    After a moment’s hesitation—Gloria thought because Luciah felt it was Susana’s painting, not hers—Luciah took the brush. After a swirl of the brush in clean water and a wipe on a paper towel, Luciah dipped it in the red paint and quickly swished a bright red splotch onto Susana’s painting. It looked random and Gloria expected the painting to turn into even more of a mess than it had been before – instead, that red ‘swatch’ somehow transformed the overall picture into something … interesting. It didn’t become a work of art like the things Luciah painted from scratch herself, but it suddenly metamorphosed into something that caught your eye and held your attention.  
 
    Something attractive. 
 
    Something Gloria thought people would pay money for. Not as much money as they would spend on an “LM Morales,” but tens of dollars, perhaps. 
 
    Susana stared at it for a moment and Gloria saw a range of emotions sweep over her face. Startlement, wide-eyed amazement, wistfulness, and finally deep sadness. The child said, “I’ll never be able to do that,” she said, sobbing. 
 
    “You will if you keep working on it,” Luciah said, sounding completely confident. “It’s probably not gonna be as easy for you as it is for me and Mariah, but you can do it.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Mariah said. “We’ll keep teaching you as long as you want. But, if you decide you want to do something else, that’s okay too.” 
 
    With the mercurial attention shift of a child, Susana looked up at Gloria and said, “I saw a man and a boy who looked like the twins today.” 
 
    Gloria blinked, her mind suddenly whirling frantically. “You did?” she asked uncertainly. 
 
    Susana nodded guilelessly, “Not as blond, but, you know, their faces were similar. Could Mariah and Luciah have relatives in Saltillo? I thought all your relatives were in Monterrey but maybe there’re some you don’t know very well? Or maybe their dad had relatives here?” 
 
    A sense of panic rose in Gloria. She’d always worried that someday the twins’ real parents would appear, but after years she’d begun to think it wasn’t going to happen. “Um, not that I know of. All the ones I knew lived in Monterrey ….” 
 
    Luciah gave her a bland look, “But you might not know all of them, right? Because we’re adopted? We don’t look like either you or Papá Alberto.” 
 
    Mariah didn’t look up, just kept applying paint to an area of the elephant she was working on. 
 
    The room had fallen dead silent except for distant street noises and the ringing in Gloria’s ears. 
 
    She desperately wanted to deny the possibility the people Susana saw could be from the twins’ birth family, but rather than lie, she avoided the question. “Um, where did you see these people?” 
 
    “Guadalupe Street,” Luciah said. “First at the coffee shop across from our apartment building. Then, later, when we were going into the art supply store. As if they thought they knew us too and followed us down the street.” 
 
    “You saw them too?” Gloria asked, eyes on Luciah. 
 
    Luciah shook her head. “Susana’s the only one who saw them.” 
 
    Gloria suddenly fixed on something, “You say they followed you from the coffee shop to the art supply?!” 
 
    “Maybe not,” Luciah replied. “Could’ve been a coincidence.” 
 
    Susana piped up. “But remember, when we got back to the apartment building the boy was still at the coffee shop.” 
 
    “You think he was watching for you?!” Gloria asked. 
 
    “No,” Susana said. “When we almost got to the coffee shop, he turned his back on us to look at the pastries.” 
 
    Gloria frowned, “Maybe he was spying!” 
 
    “What?!” Susana said, looking confused. 
 
    “Spies are people who sneak around, watching other people and reporting on what they do,” Gloria said, the pitch of her voice climbing. “They pretend they’re not looking at you and turn their backs if they think you’re trying to look at them. We’ve got to get out of here! These could be more people the cartel sent after us!” 
 
    Susana frowned, “But why would the cartel send people that look like the twins? How would they even find people like that?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Gloria said, distraught. “They can do things ordinary people can’t. We’ll go to Mexico City. It’s one of the biggest cities in the world. We can get so lost there that no one could find us.” 
 
    Gloria saw the twins studying her, doubt in their eyes. Do they realize I’m as worried their real parents have shown up as I am about the cartel? she wondered. Trying not to show that fear, she clapped her hands, “Pack your things!” she said. “We’ll leave after midnight. No one will be expecting us to go then.” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    A little later, Gloria was dithering over which of several items she had to have—things she’d bought since they’d arrived in Saltillo and was loathe to part with already. But there was no way she could get all of them in her little suitcase so she was deeply indecisive. 
 
    Luciah came over and knelt beside her. “What adoption agency did you work through to get us?” 
 
    That was a nightmare question for Gloria. She didn’t want to admit they hadn’t gone through normal channels. After a moment, she said, “Before we’d managed to work through an agency, your mother abandoned the two of you at an airfield. One of Alberto’s pilots found you there and, afraid you’d die of exposure, picked you up and brought you to our home. I-I fell in love with you and your sister as soon as I saw you.” She shrugged, feeling misty. “So, not wanting to take a chance on losing you, we never took you to an adoption agency.” 
 
    “How do you know our mother isn’t out there looking for us?” 
 
    “She never showed up to claim you!” 
 
    “But, if she had no idea where we were, she wouldn’t be able to, would she?” 
 
    “What do you want me to do? Put your pictures up on the internet? You girls are so beautiful there’d be thousands of people claiming you belonged to them.” 
 
    Luciah studied Gloria for a moment, then said, “Not on the internet, but I think it’d be okay to try to meet the people Susana thinks look like us.” 
 
    “And when they turn out to be from the cartel?!” 
 
    Luciah shrugged, “Then we’ll deal with them like the last ones.” 
 
    Gloria drew back in horror, “That was luck! You can’t hope to do that twice!” 
 
    “No. It wasn’t luck,” Luciah said with a steely certainty in her voice. “We can protect you.” 
 
    “Children shouldn’t ever have to-to do things like that!?” Gloria said, her eyes suddenly full of tears. “Even if they can ….” She sighed, “I’ll think about meeting them, but I’m really worried about this being a strategy the cartel has come up with to find us. They might’ve dyed their hair and put on makeup. We’ll need to find a safe way to do it.” She sighed heavily, “Right now, we need to get some sleep.”  
 
    They all finished packing their bags, then went to bed. There Gloria lay worrying about what to do. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    At two-thirty in the morning, Gloria’s HUD woke her and she rolled out of bed. She expected to check to make sure of what the girls had packed, then quickly mobilize everyone to leave. She hoped the girls would feel muzzy from waking in the middle of the night and wouldn’t resist leaving.  
 
    Muzzy enough that she could get them to the transporter before they figured out she wasn’t planning to look for the people who may or may not be searching for them. The people who might or might not be cartel or relatives, neither of which Gloria wanted to encounter. 
 
    But then she realized the twins weren’t in their bed! 
 
    For a moment Gloria felt frightened, then she noticed the light coming from beneath the bathroom door and began cursing herself. How, she wondered, on this night of all nights, could I have lost track of the fact that the twins only sleep four hours a night! 
 
    She turned on the light on the kitchen side of their small one-room apartment and used that light to move all the suitcases and backpacks to the dining table and check what the girls had packed. She wasn’t surprised to see that the twins had packed their backpacks practically and tightly. What did surprise her was that Susana’s well-organized little suitcase also had the clothes she needed and only one small toy. Her bathroom gear lay neatly in a baggie.  
 
    Then Gloria remembered Mariah huddling over that suitcase with Susana. I swear the twins mother her better than I do, she thought. 
 
    She shook Susana to start her toward wakefulness, then went to the bathroom, hoping they weren’t painting, and fearing a confrontation over her plans to leave without finding their potential relatives.  
 
    The twins weren’t painting. Instead, they sat side-by-side on the bathroom floor, looking up at their HUDs.  
 
    Studying, Gloria presumed. She lied through her teeth, saying, “Let’s go! I’ve been hearing more people than normal out in the hall and down in the street. We’ve got to get out of here in case it’s the cartel mobilizing to find us. Up, up, up!” 
 
    Her fear that the twins would drag their feet didn’t materialize. Instead, they hopped up quickly and started out the door without any argument. By the time Gloria checked the bathroom for important possessions and got back out into the main room, Luciah had Susana mostly on her feet and had started tying her shoes. Mariah wore her own backpack and had Luciah’s backpack in one hand and Susana’s little suitcase in the other. 
 
    By the time Gloria checked the room and reached the door, the three girls were walking down the hall. Mariah wore her backpack, carried Susana’s little suitcase in one hand, and held the child’s hand with her other. Luciah had a hand free but the heavy cardboard tube she used to transport the twins’ paintings was in her other hand.  
 
    Once they were out on the street, Luciah looked up at Gloria and said, “Mamá, we got Susana’s e-passport last week. If you want, we could visit your cousin in los Estados Unidos instead of going to Mexico City.” 
 
    “Oh!” Gloria said, flummoxed. She’d just been thinking about how nice it was that the girls weren’t dragging their feet or otherwise making this difficult. Susana seemed muzzy but the twins were helping Gloria rather than making everything harder as she’d feared they might. And she’d love to see her cousin. “That’s a great idea!” she said. “I was worried about being in a huge place like Mexico City where we wouldn’t know anyone. Colorado Springs is a more manageable size, my cousin lives there, and it’s farther from the cartels. Let’s do that!” 
 
    They’d covered the block to a new transporter that’d been installed that afternoon. Gloria told her AI they wanted to go to Colorado Springs. It replied that it’d take them to customs and immigration. They all squeezed in and a few thumps later, the door opened into a very large room with signs declaring it to be, “U.S. Customs and Immigration.” Unsurprisingly, at that time of night, the room was mostly empty.  
 
    Gloria’s heart beat a little faster because she’d only been out of Mexico once and not to the U.S. She had only a vague idea of how normal immigration worked, much less this new setup with the transporters. 
 
    Shortly they were at an AI station that asked for their passports and visas.  
 
    “Visas?” Gloria said, “I didn’t—" 
 
    Luciah interrupted, “They’re on your AI, Mamá. Just ask it to send the e-visas over with our e-passports.” 
 
    They are?! Gloria thought, wondering how that could’ve happened, but a moment after she asked her AI to transfer the visas, the virtual man gave her a little salute, and said, “Hold just a moment ….” Then he smiled at them, “You’re cleared. Welcome to the United States.” He pointed, “You go through customs over there.” 
 
    Only a few minutes later they were getting in another transporter, and porting to Colorado Springs. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Ell’s security scrambled a team of three as soon as Allan saw Gloria and the twins on the hallway cameras in their apartment building.  
 
    For a few precious minutes, they tried to keep their presence unobtrusive and follow their charges at a distance. 
 
    Then they realized Gloria was heading for the new transporter. They’d only partially closed the distance by the time she was getting in. 
 
    Then she and the girls were gone. 
 
    Ell—breathing hard and dressed as Elsa Gardon—arrived a few minutes later, took report, and got Allan to find out Gloria and the girls had ported to U.S. Customs. 
 
    Ell and the team followed 
 
    Ell stepped into the incoming side of U.S. Customs and Immigration with Steve and the three security team members after Gloria and the girls had exited Immigration and were going through Customs.  
 
    The team went through immigration but by the time they got to the customs area, Gloria and the girls were gone. 
 
    Allan was able to determine the locations people had been transported to from the Customs side but those porters didn’t have cameras so Allan didn’t know which place Gloria had gone to. Even at this time of night, people had ported out to seventeen different locations around the U.S. since Gloria entered Customs.  
 
    Since this was more locations than the three members of the security contingent plus Steve and Ell it required a command decision. Ell looked at the list Allan gave her and sent one of the five people—counting herself to Steve’s dismay—that she had available to each of five locations, with instructions for each person to jump to two or three more locations so each of the seventeen spots would be visited by someone. Colorado Springs wasn’t one of the first five.  
 
    None of the team saw Gloria or the girls. 
 
    Ell was the one who visited Colorado Springs, but it was third on her list and no one was there. She stopped and slumped with despair. By the time she took a transporter back to Mexico, her eyes were full of tears. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    When they arrived in Colorado Springs, Gloria turned to Luciah, “How did we come to have visas to enter los Estados Unidos?!” 
 
    The child shrugged. “They came yesterday. When Estevez’s men came to our apartment in Monterrey, we thought we should apply for them in case we needed to get far away from him in a hurry.” 
 
    “Estevez?” Gloria asked, thinking she knew who he must be but wondering how the twins knew. 
 
    “The man who killed Papá to take over the cartel,” Mariah said. “He’s the one who sent those men to our apartment. It seems we’re nothing special. The rumors on the internet say he usually kills the families of any men he kills. Um, you should know there’s a rumor he’s dead. And a million questions about who killed him.” 
 
    Not wanting to awaken her cousin, Gloria asked her AI to find them a cheap hotel. “Preferably one close enough we can walk to it.” 
 
    In English, Luciah said, “Don’t forget we’re standing next to a transporter. Most hotels in the United States have transporters in their lobbies.” 
 
    I knew that! Gloria thought as she looked up at her HUD and spoke to her AI again, “A cheap hotel, doesn’t matter where it is in the U.S.” 
 
    Only minutes later they checked into a hotel. It was in a small New Mexico town Gloria had never heard of. From what she read, it’d nearly gone broke when people stopped staying in hotels. The only hotels that were surviving in the U.S. were the ones that acted as resorts—ones where staying in an exotic room or having a beautiful view was part of the attraction. This small hotel had shifted itself down to the cheap end of the spectrum and now served people of little means who’d lost their homes or just arrived in the country—the way Gloria’s little family had.
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 Chapter Eight 
 
     
 
      
 
    El Norte News, Monterrey, Mexico— We now have substantiation of the rumors that cartel capo Pablo Estevez was assassinated several weeks ago.  
 
    It remains unclear who was responsible for this action. Some believe it was cartel infighting, similar to the internal strife that killed previous cartel boss Alberto Morales. Others are blaming a high-tech mission by the U.S. DEA. The rumors were that Estevez and ten to fifteen of his men were killed within his compound by “gunfire from the sky.”  
 
    The suspicion falls on the DEA because the episode reeks of a stealthed drone coming from a black agency working out of the United States. There are protests because the U.S. and Mexico have agreements banning such cross-border police activity. 
 
    Estevez didn’t rule for long but was infamous for the viciousness of his dealings, first during the elimination of his predecessor, Morales, and later with anyone who hindered him. It is claimed that he didn’t merely kill his opponents, but almost always murdered their families as well ….  
 
      
 
      
 
    Zage woke at about two-thirty in the morning, his usual time, and headed down to his lab. He’d been there a few hours when he stepped out into his mom’s lab to ask her a question. “Osprey,” he asked his AI, “Where’s my mom?” 
 
    “She’s back in Mexico. Gloria and the twins snuck out of their apartment about two hours ago.” 
 
    “Oh!” Zage said, blinking in dismay. “Damn! Does my dad know?” 
 
    “No. Your mom told his AI to let him sleep.” 
 
    ’Cause she knew he’d be pissed we didn’t grab the twins last night, Zage thought. “Where’d Gloria and the twins go?” 
 
    “They took a Saltillo transporter to U.S. Customs and Immigration but we don’t know where they went from there.” 
 
    “What?! Why not?” 
 
    “The camera ports on the Saltillo transporters are just placed close by so they can see whether the twins get in transporters. The original transporters all had cameras in them that showed who was transporting—the idea being that criminals wouldn’t be allowed to transport. However, that brought on a series of invasion-of-privacy lawsuits. Ell plans to remove the cameras watching the Saltillo and Monterrey transporters as soon as she’s succeeded in bringing the twins back into your family. So, we don’t know which transporter they got into or where it sent them.” 
 
    “If the twins are in the U.S., what’s Mom doing in Mexico?” 
 
    “She has the forensic team going over their apartment in Saltillo, trying to find clues as to where they might’ve gone in the States.” 
 
    Zage strode to the transporter in his mom’s lab, saying, “Direct transport—by which he meant ‘not through Customs and Immigration’—me to the closest direct transporter to the Saltillo apartment and put through a call to my dad.” 
 
    Zage was stepping out onto the street in Saltillo by the time Shan answered sleepily. “Zage? Whatcha need?”  
 
    “Just letting you know Gloria and the twins fled Mexico for the U.S. We’re going through their apartment to see if we can figure out where they went.” Zage heard the transporter thump again and looked back to see it disgorging a couple of security guys to follow him. 
 
    Shan released a few epithets, then said, “I knew we should’ve picked them up while we knew where they were. I assume they traveled by transporter, why doesn’t your mom already know where they are?” 
 
    Zage explained, finishing with, “So, I’m gonna help Mom look for clues in the apartment. They weren’t carrying much when they got in the transporter so they must’ve left a bunch of stuff behind. Are you coming? If you are, I oughta warn Mom.” 
 
    Shan hesitated, which made Zage think he didn’t want Ell warned. When he spoke, he said, “Whatever’s best for the twins, right? I’ll be there in a few minutes, ready to help without engaging in any second guessing.” 
 
    “Thanks, Dad!” Zage said cheerfully, hoping to improve his dad’s mood. He didn’t like it when Shan and Ell argued.  
 
    Fortunately, it only happened rarely. 
 
    However, the loss of the twins and the attempt to recover them had been arduous enough to try anyone’s composure. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    When Zage entered the apartment building, its shabbiness surprised him. At the prices Gloria’s selling her paintings for, you’d think they’d have moved into a nicer place than this, he thought. He didn’t think of himself as an elitist but thought that a woman who had money would live in a better area simply because it’d likely be safer for her children. 
 
    When he arrived on the third floor Zage ran into Barrett and Mary as he exited the stairwell. They weren’t surprised since Zage’s security detail had communicated with them. “Sorry, guys,” Zage said to them.  
 
    They shook their heads, “Don’t worry. It’s just one small challenge in the best job we could ever have,” Mary said cheerfully.  
 
    When he got to apartment 3E, the door was locked. Zage didn’t get a chance to knock before Steve let him in, having been warned of his arrival over the security team’s comms. 
 
    Ell turned and looked at him, rolling her eyes. “You didn’t need to come down here.” 
 
    “I know,” he said. “But I want to help. Just an FYI, I told Dad. He’s coming to help too.” 
 
    “Coming to say, ‘I told you so,’ more likely,” Ell replied. 
 
    Zage shook his head, “He said that’d violate the principle of ‘what’s best for the twins.’ He’s coming to help. Think of it as a positive.” 
 
    When Shan arrived, there were, in fact, no recriminations. He buckled down to help as promised. 
 
    Helping meant examining the apartment for clues and trying not to irritate the professional CSI team Ell had called in. Despite having left most of their possessions in Monterrey when Gloria and the girls left there, they’d already accumulated a surprising number of new goods that they’d now left behind in Saltillo. They’d fled with only a suitcase or backpack each—as seen on the cameras the team had placed around Saltillo. 
 
    Zage quickly recognized that the things they’d left—clothing, bathroom and kitchen supplies, plus linens—weren’t exactly luxuries. They didn’t want to leave this stuff behind, he thought, they just thought traveling light was more important. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Zage was lying on the floor, studying the underside of one of the two twin bed frames because he was the smallest person there, and therefore the best suited for such a task. 
 
    Later the CSI team would tip the frame up against the wall to make it easy for full-sized people to examine its underside. Then they would go over its underside with a fine-toothed comb using various cameras, goggles, and light sources. This left him feeling embarrassed for thinking he should examine the bottom of it because his size made him best qualified to do so. 
 
    However dumb it’d been, he remained grateful that he’d been down there on the floor, looking up, because when he slid back out from beneath the bedframe, he noticed a small piece of paper taped to the bottom of a built-in shelf just above that bed. A shelf just above his height but below the adults’ lines of sight. 
 
    Zage leaned up and looked closely at it, sure the CSI people wouldn’t want him to disturb it.  
 
    Tiny hand-printed words on it said, “To the boy who looks like us.” 
 
    Goosebumps all over his scalp, Zage peeled the paper loose despite his original intention to leave it for the CSI team. 
 
    The only thing on the back of the paper was a standard sixteen-digit phone number.  
 
    Even though no one made phone calls anymore—instead using their AIs for pretty much all communication—the unique numbers by which AIs were identified were still called “phone numbers.” Now those numbers generally connected you to another AI through PGR Comm’s switching facilities, though some people did carry dumb PGR devices that acted much like the old phones. 
 
    Zage subvocalized, “Osprey, have you recorded that number?” 
 
    “Yes. Do you want me to call it?” 
 
    “No. It’s still nighttime. I’ll call them in the morning. Just record it for now. I shouldn’t forget it, but just in case because I’m going to get rid of the paper.” Tearing off the tape, he popped the paper into his mouth and started chewing. 
 
    The remainder of Zage’s searching that night was desultory at best. His mind was fully occupied, wondering whether the message was indeed from the twins—which seemed likely since the paper and tape seemed fresh—and whether it was, in fact, intended for him.  
 
    If so, why would they think he’d search their apartment after they left? Just the idea that he might, seemed as if it should be an ominous thought to them. If they thought anyone might search the apartment, it seemed as if they shouldn’t have wanted to leave the slightest clues—even if a phone number wouldn’t connect him to them unless they wanted to be connected. It was essentially impossible to find someone from their phone number because they didn’t connect in any way to a physical location—instead transmitting through the fifth dimension. Besides, numbers could easily be changed. The number they left him might only be a number that forwarded calls to the twins and didn’t attach directly to their AIs. 
 
    On the other hand, if they thought he looked like them and had left him a number based on that, it suggested they were looking for their blood family.  
 
    Perhaps they chafed under Gloria? 
 
    Or just wanted to know their birth relatives the way so many other adoptees did? 
 
    Zage looked around the apartment, wondering if he could see any signs Gloria was abusing his sisters. He decided that, other than the fact that she was making extraordinarily good money on her paintings but spending very little of it on the girls, he didn’t see evidence of abuse. 
 
    Could she be in debt and using the income from her paintings to pay it off? he wondered. Living in poverty to get out of debt would show a level of responsibility that Zage didn’t think many adults had. A degree of accountability Zage would respect if that indeed was what was happening. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Through the night, Zage managed to suppress any sign of the anticipatory joy he was feeling over his impending call to his sisters. 
 
    When the team finally decided there was “nothing more to learn from the apartment,” even though they hadn’t learned anything of import, Zage tried to look as dejected as the others. 
 
    They went out to breakfast on the premise that a little time away from the problem might lead to unconscious solutions. As Zage dug in, he had a thought. Turning to Steve and his mom, he said, “I thought yesterday some of the stationary surveillance guys were going to attach AV portals to the twins’ clothing as they walked by. Have we checked them?” 
 
    Ell nodded dejectedly, “All those ports were in the apartment this morning. They changed out of those clothes before they left.” 
 
    “You think they knew they’d been tagged?” Zage asked, surprised. 
 
    She shook her head, “Didn’t seem that way. I think they just changed out of what they’d worn yesterday so they’d be in fresh clothes. After all, they probably couldn’t be sure they wouldn’t have to wear that stuff for quite a while.” 
 
    “Oh,” Zage said. “Do you need me for anything? I’ve got a few things I’d like to check on in the lab, but I can blow them off if I need to?” 
 
    Ell sighed dejectedly, “How long will it take to check all the sewer systems in the States for their DNA again?” 
 
    “Oh, gosh,” Zage said, considering the immensity of the task. “It took most of a year last time.” 
 
    “Should go faster on a second run-through, shouldn’t it?” Shan asked, “You already have the connections, right?” 
 
    Zage considered it. Finding people to get samples had been the hardest part. That and working out an assay sensitive enough to pick out one person’s DNA amongst millions of others. “Yes … but Osprey made most of those contacts and spent a lot of money doing it. I assume it’s okay for him to do it over?” 
 
    “Money’s no object,” Ell said tiredly. “Turn him loose.” 
 
    Zage promised to do it ASAP, though he intended to hold off until he made his call to the twins’ number. “I’m gonna head back to the lab to start up the super-duper sewer searcher,” he said in a sing-song. He winked, “And take care of a few other items,” he got up and headed for one of the transporters that could take him directly back home.  
 
    Several of the security guys followed or paralleled him, one stepping into the transporter with him at the last moment. 
 
    As soon as he stepped out of the transporter in Ell’s lab, he strode to his own lab, saying, “Osprey, call that number.”  
 
    He stepped into his lab and closed the door so the security guys couldn’t hear whatever else he might say. Even though he felt sure he word-for-word remembered the message the twins had left him, he had Osprey bring it up on his HUD. 
 
    It said, “To the boy who looks like us,” it said, just as he remembered. 
 
    Osprey said, “The connection’s open but the other party isn’t speaking.” 
 
    Zage said, “Hi. I look like you because I’m your brother.” 
 
    Osprey said, “The other party has disconnected.” 
 
    Zage’s heart sank. 
 
    An hour later he told Osprey to start reaching out to his contacts for sewer samples. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Gloria called her cousin. “Hi, Sylvie. It’s Gloria. Is now a good time to talk?” 
 
    There was a moment’s hesitation, then Sylvie cheerfully said, “Hi there, old friend. What’re you up to?” 
 
     Gloria blinked. Calling her an “old friend,” would not have been an accident. Sylvie had some reason she wanted to hide their relationship. She said, “I’m going to be coming through Colorado Springs and wondered if we could have lunch and catch up?” 
 
    “Oh, that’d be great!” Sylvie said, “When?” 
 
    “Today?” 
 
    “In a few days? Perfect. Let me check my calendar and call you back, okay?” 
 
    “That’d be wonderful,” Gloria said disconnecting the call. Dismayed, she thought, Sylvie’s working for the cartel! It was the only reason she could think of for such a circuitous conversation. Do I dare talk to her? 
 
    “What’d she say?” Luciah asked. 
 
    Gloria found herself having her AI play the conversation back to Luciah. Why am I doing this? Gloria wondered. It’s as if I trust the girls’ judgment better than I do my own! 
 
    Luciah looked up and—with no evidence of doubt in her voice—said, “She’s near someone in the cartel. Did you know she worked for them?” 
 
    Of course that’s what was going on, Gloria realized as soon as the child pointed it out to her. Maybe she’s not in the cartel herself. “Um, no. I guess she’s not a great resource for how to live in the States after all.” She sighed, “Maybe we should go to Mexico City. At least the culture’s familiar there.” 
 
    “Is Sylvie a legal immigrant?” Mariah asked. 
 
    Gloria shook her head. 
 
    Luciah shrugged, “We’d be illegal if we stayed here. Maybe she’s the best person to help us.” 
 
    “But, if she’s with the cartel ….” Gloria heard herself saying plaintively. 
 
    “Mariah shrugged, “That shouldn’t be a problem. When she calls, you’ll just ask her to meet us in a place where we’ll be able to see if anyone comes with her. If she comes with someone, we don’t meet. If she’s alone, we’ll still tell her to meet us somewhere just down the street from where we’d said originally. That way we can make sure anyone who might’ve arrived early doesn’t move to the new location when she does.” 
 
    Gloria eyed them, “Have you two been watching spy movies?” 
 
    They nodded in a creepy synchronized fashion. Then, holding out their pointer fingers as if they were pistol barrels, blew away imaginary smoke. Mariah turned to her sister and erupted into their gibberish language.  
 
    “Hey,” Gloria protested, “are you guys keeping secrets from me?” 
 
    “Always,” Luciah said with a wink. “It’s a very important part of being spies.” 
 
    Gloria rolled her eyes. “Let’s go out for some breakfast.” 
 
    Partway down the street to the restaurant, Mariah said, “It’s cold! I’m gonna go back and get myself a second shirt like Luciah’s wearing. You want me to get your sweatshirt, Susana?” 
 
    Susana nodded,  
 
    “Mamá?” Mariah asked. 
 
    “No,” Gloria said, “I’m okay.” She was about to point out that it was a shorter distance to the restaurant than back to the motel but Mariah had already started running. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Slowing, Mariah spoke to her AI, “Connect me to my brother.” The momentous words sent a shiver running down her spine. 
 
    A moment later she heard the boy’s voice again. “Hi, which one of the twins are you?” 
 
    “Um,” Mariah said finding herself unusually hesitant. “We’ve had people coming after us. We need to feel confident that you’re not one of them.” 
 
    “I can’t prove that. We have been trying to find you,” the boy said. “I and m-our parents have been trying to find you ever since you were kidnapped four years ago.” 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Gage.” 
 
    “Never heard it,” Mariah said suspicion in her voice. 
 
    “You’ve heard it. You were just too young to remember it ’cause you were only six months old when they took you.” 
 
    “What makes you so sure of that?” 
 
    “Even if you don’t remember me, I remember you,” Gage said. “I was seven when you got kidnapped. It was the …” his voice broke, “the worst day of my life …” After a moment’s pause, he continued, “Besides, we’ve matched your DNA to DNA from when you lived with us.” 
 
    “How’d you get our DNA?!” 
 
    “From your apartment in Monterrey.” 
 
    “You sent those guys after us in Monterrey?!” Mariah asked heatedly. 
 
    “No. That was Pablo Estevez, the guy who took over the cartel from Gloria’s husband, Alberto. Pablo’s dead now, so you don’t have to worry about him anymore.” 
 
    Stunned by the depth of “Gage’s” knowledge, Mariah didn’t say anything for a moment. Then, gathering resolve, she continued, “So, five years have passed. How’d you find us now?” 
 
    “Four years,” Gage corrected. “We found your DNA in a sample of sewage from Monterrey. Then more focused image searches found a few pictures of you online.” 
 
    “Wait a minute!” Mariah exclaimed, having caught him in a mistake. “We’re almost five and a half years old but you said we were kidnapped when we were six months old. That makes it five years, not four!” 
 
    “It’s October twenty-first. You and your sister were born on April first, four years, six months, and twenty-one days ago. I suspect Gloria doesn’t know your actual birth date and had to guess your ages.” 
 
    Mariah felt as if she’d been kicked in the gut. Of course, Gloria didn’t know our exact ages, she realized. “But, if your numbers are right,” she said, sounding tentative and not forceful as she’d wanted to project, “we started walking when we were only seven months of age.” 
 
    “That might be what threw Gloria off when she was guessing at your age,” Gage said. “You know you’re a lot more coordinated than other kids, right? I’ve seen videos of the acrobatic shows you and your sister were putting on in Monterrey. What if someone said you were too young to be able to do those things? Would you think you must be even older?” 
 
    Mariah had almost reached the restaurant. She said, “I’ve gotta go. I’ll call you again.” 
 
    “Wait!” Gage said plaintively. “Can’t we meet somewhere?” 
 
    Mariah had her AI disconnect the call. She wanted to meet him but she and Luciah would have to think about how to do it safely. She spoke to her AI, “Send a recording of that conversation to Luciah’s AI and have him play it for her.” 
 
    As she opened the door to the restaurant, Mariah realized she believed Gage. He is our brother, she thought. 
 
    Mariah sat down and picked up a menu. Noticing that Luciah’s eyes had glassed over as she listened to the conversation Mariah’d had with Gage, Mariah set out to distract Gloria by saying, “I’ve been thinking some more about how we could meet Sylvie safely.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Osprey,” Zage said, his voice husky, “where’s my mom?” 
 
    “She’s still in Saltillo. You want to talk to her?” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” he said. He almost asked Osprey to put through a call but thought better of it and got up. “I’m going to port down there and talk to her in person. Figure out which direct transporter’s closest to her.” He walked toward the transporter in his mom’s lab. 
 
    As he stepped into the transporter, Linda from the security team burst into the lab and ran toward him. “Wait! I gotta go with you!” 
 
    Zage hesitated until she got in, then closed the door. 
 
    After a couple of thumps, he was stepping out onto the streets of Saltillo. Linda got out right behind him. She slanted across the street as he asked, “Osprey, where’s Ell?” 
 
    “Down the street to your right. She’s been going door to door, trying to find anyone who might’ve met the twins and have guesses as to where they went.” 
 
    Zage took off at a trot, slowing when Osprey said, “She’s in the next store. The art supply store on your right. It’s where she knows they went the day you first saw the twins. She keeps going back there, hoping to meet different employees who might’ve known them.” 
 
    When Zage turned into the store he saw Ell, dressed as Elsa Gardon, standing at the counter talking to a lady. When he came up beside her, Ell glanced down at him and said, “This is my son, Señora. The girls’ brother.” She looked back at the woman behind the counter, “Like everyone in our family, he’s grief-stricken from searching for them so long.” She turned back to Zage, “This is Señora Archuleta, the owner of the store. She met the twins when they came in to buy paint for their adoptive mother. Unfortunately, she says she has no idea where they might have gone.” Her eyes narrowed as she took in Zage’s face. “You have news,” she said, making a statement, not asking a question. 
 
    Zage gave a tiny nod. 
 
    Back outside the store, it became evident Ell knew how much Zage’s info mattered when she used an urgent tone to ask, “What is it?!” 
 
    Not sure how to tell her what’d been happening without getting her upset, Zage baldly stated, “I’ve been talking to one of the twins.” 
 
    “Oh!” Ell said, blowing out an explosive breath. Taking another one she started with the questions. “How?! Why only one?!” 
 
    “I got a phone number and, of course, it only connects to one twin’s AI,” Zage began, then told her about the message taped under the shelf. 
 
    “And you’re just now telling me?!” Ell said, looking both horrified and disappointed. “Why?!” 
 
    “I could say that it’s because it was only addressed to me,” Zage replied, “but the main reason is that I didn’t want you and Dad to start arguing over how to contact them. So, I decided I’d do it myself.” 
 
    Ell snorted and shook her head. “I can see that. Sorry. You know, of course,” she said with a little grin, “ that I’m in the right and your dad’s in the wrong, right?” 
 
    “Yes, Mom,” Zage said, rolling his eyes. 
 
    “Sorry again,” she said, eyes twinkling, “I apologize for the way your dad’s been arguing with me when he should’ve just accepted that I know best. Back to what matters. What’d you learn from her? Do you know which twin you talked to?” 
 
    “I asked which one she was but she didn’t tell me,” Zage explained how they were skittish because of the way they’d been pursued. “I know there’s not supposed to be any way for us to track them down through the PGR connection, but could you do it?” 
 
    Ell shook her head. “They’re fifth-dimensional connections. No way to tell where the other end of a chip pair’s located. Can you send me the recording of the call? Maybe I’ll hear something that’ll tip me off. If not, I’ll have Allan do some forensic audio analysis. He might be able to figure it out.” 
 
    Zage frowned, “Forensic audio analysis? How does that work?” 
 
    “The most obvious would be if Allan could hear somebody in the background mention a street name. Next would be a distinctive environmental sound that’s only present in some places. A rare bird call, a strange machine, yada, yada. If there’s a big enough database of sounds out there, he might even recognize the location through machine learning without being able to explain how he did it.” 
 
    Zage had Osprey send the audio file to his mom—without the phone number. 
 
    A little later he looked over at Ell and saw tears in her eyes. Stepping close, he hugged her. “What’s the matter?” 
 
    “It’s ju-just that hearing her voice makes them so … real. I-I, I want to hear their voices forever.” 
 
    “Me too, Mom. It’s gonna happen soon. Don’t worry.” 
 
    “That’s a mom’s job,” she said, just above a whisper. “Worrying to the edge of insanity!” 
 
    “At least you don’t have to worry about me.” 
 
    She looked him in the eye, “Hah! Don’t kid yourself ….” 
 
    “Um,” he said hesitantly, “I’m gonna hold off on trying to get sewer samples.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “And I’m gonna let Dad know ….” 
 
    She gave him a little grin, “That’d be the ‘best thing for the twins,’ wouldn’t it? You go right ahead.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sylvie had called Gloria again and they’d set a meet in a park for that afternoon. In the meantime, Gloria and her girls didn’t have anything to do so they took a transporter downtown to look the park over. There were some art galleries in that area so they thought they could tour them and size up the competition. Perhaps they might get some inspiration. 
 
    After stopping in a few galleries, Gloria said, “I don’t think any of these artists are in your class.” 
 
    Luciah shrugged and said, “Art is in the eye of the beholder. Some people might love these.” 
 
    Mariah gave her a little shove and said, “Well, let’s hope most people behold them the way Mamá does.” 
 
    They passed a clothing store and Gloria said, “Let’s look in here.” 
 
    “We’ll sit on the bench outside now that it isn’t so cold. That way you can shop to your heart’s content.” 
 
    “I’m just looking,” Gloria said. “Don’t you three wander off. I want to be able to see you from inside the store.” 
 
    Susana said, “Can I go in with you, Mamá?” 
 
    “Of course,” Gloria said, “I love having someone to shop with. These two,” she mock glared at the twins, “don’t care what they wear or how they look.” 
 
    As soon as Gloria and Susana were inside, Mariah turned to Luciah, “Do you think he’s our brother?” 
 
    Luciah nodded. “I’m sure of it. Too many things fit.” 
 
    Mariah grinned, “You realize, don’t you, that as your older brother, he’s the one who’s gonna inherit the throne of your kingdom?” 
 
    Luciah tilted her chin up haughtily and said, “Doesn’t matter. I’m still a princess, just like I said.” 
 
    Mariah laughed. “I’m thinking I should call him back now so you can listen in?”  
 
    Luciah agreed. 
 
    Mariah had her AI make the connection, including Luciah in the call. “Gage?” 
 
    “Hi, again! What names do you two go by?” 
 
    “Why don’t you know?” Mariah asked, suddenly suspicious once again. 
 
    “Well, I know we called you Luciah and Mariah (he pronounced them Lu-SIGH-ah and Ma-RYE-ah). We also know you played in a chess tournament in Saltillo using those names, but we’re not sure how Gloria and Alberto got those names, or whether Gloria only used those names for the tournament or uses them all the time. Or even whether they pronounce them the same way we do.” 
 
    Though he didn’t pronounce their names Lu-See-uh and Ma-REE-ah the way they did, it was obvious he was using the same names. Mariah turned to her sister at this confirmation that they’d found their birth family. 
 
    She saw Luciah had tears in her eyes. They hugged, comforting one another. 
 
    “Hello?” Gage asked. “You guys still there?” 
 
    Mariah coughed a couple of times, trying to clear the tightness from her throat, then produced a strangled, “We’re here, yes.” 
 
    “Your sister’s there too?!” Gage asked excitedly. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “What names do you go by? I can’t keep referring to her as ‘your sister.’” 
 
    Mariah swallowed, then said, “I’m Mariah.” She looked at Luciah. 
 
    Luciah said, “And, I’m Luciah.” They pronounced their names the way Gage had. After all, those were their real names. 
 
    After a moment’s hesitation, Gage said, “I’m sure you guys know you sound exactly alike, so there’s no way for me to know whether I’m talking to both of you or not.” Sounding hoarse, he said, “But I’m gonna assume that I am and tell you I think it’s awesome you kept your names. Oh, and that I love you both very much.” 
 
    “Well,” Mariah said, superciliously, “we don’t know you that well yet.” 
 
    “Can we get together so we can get to know one another? Mom and Dad are dying to see you guys again.” 
 
    “Our mamá, Gloria, she’s been with us for a long time and she’s done the best she can by us for most of our lives. We don’t want to lose her. How are you guys thinking this would work? I hope you’re not thinking we’re just going to go off with you and forget her.” 
 
    “Um … sorry,” Gage said. “I should’ve thought about this. Unfortunately, all I’ve been focused on is finding you. Now that we’ve found … well I guess I don’t know where you are, but at least I have a way to contact you. Um, now I guess I should talk to our mom and dad and see what they think. I know that, um … Mom has a way to fabricate identities, so if Gloria’s still afraid of the guys from the cartel, she could start a new life as someone else, or maybe it isn’t a concern now that Estevez’s dead.” He took a big breath, “If you could have it your way, how would you want to do it?” 
 
    “Back to how you found us,” Luciah said, her suspicious tone back. “I thought of a question last night and even though I want to think you’re our brother, it’s one that still worries me. You said you found us by detecting our DNA in a sewer sample from Monterrey. What made you think to take sewer samples from there?” 
 
    “Um …” Gage said uncomfortably. “We took sewer samples from lots of places. In fact, this was the second time we took samples from Monterrey. I … um, we realized that the first time we took a sample from there, you guys were probably still in diapers and most of the DNA coming out of you was going in the trash, not the sewer. So, recently we redid samples from treatment facilities in Mexico, Central America, the Caribbean, and the U.S. Places we’d first sampled when it was too early.” He sighed, “It was a stupid mistake. We could’ve redone them years ago.” 
 
    “My God! How much does that kind of sampling cost?!” 
 
    “A lot. Just getting the samples is a huge amount of trouble. But we would’ve just kept doing it over and over and—" 
 
    Mariah interrupted, “Are our parents wealthy?” 
 
    “Um, they’re pretty well off,” Gage said, sounding reluctant to have said it. “But mostly it’s that they would’ve spent every penny they had to find you guys.” 
 
    “Oh,” Luciah said thoughtfully. 
 
    “Um, how would you like to fit your two families together?” 
 
     Luciah looked at Mariah who shrugged. “We need to talk about it,” she told Gage.  
 
    “Do you want t-to meet and talk about it with our mom? She’s the one who can arrange visas and passports and citizenships and so on.” 
 
    “Maybe tomorrow,” Luciah said hurriedly. “Gloria’s coming. We’ll call you again later.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Feeling wrung out as a dirty washcloth, Zage said, “Osprey, where’s Shan?” 
 
    A few minutes later Zage was walking up to Shan. His dad had been canvassing people on the streets of Monterrey while Ell worked Saltillo. He’d had essentially the same mission as Ell, trying to find someone who knew the twins or Gloria and might have a guess as to where they’d gone.  
 
    When he saw Zage coming, he asked, “Hey kid, anything new?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Zage said with a big exhale, astonished to realize the conversation with his sisters had left him feeling exhausted. “I’ve got good news.” 
 
    “Well? Out with it!” 
 
    “I’ve been talking to Luciah and Mariah,” 
 
    “How?! Where?!” 
 
    “Don’t know where they are yet. I called them and since then they’ve been calling me. I talked to them and told Mom about it, then was going to call you about it, but had some things to deal with in the lab. Anyway, they called me again before I got to tell you about the first call, so I’m here to tell you about that one. Can we go look for Mom so when I’m done telling you about the first contact, I can tell both of you about the second call?” 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    They walked to a transporter while Zage was bringing Shan up to date on the first call and letting him listen to it. Once at the transporter, they jumped to Saltillo and found Ell.  
 
    As they walked up to her, Zage said, “Hey, Mom. I told Dad about talking to the twins, but they’ve called me again now. We’re here so I can tell both of you about the second call at the same time. They posed me a tough question that I think you need to think about.”  
 
    He described the second call to both of them, then played it for them. When it finished, Ell said, “Their voices sound so young, but their thoughts … sound so adult.” 
 
    “I know what you mean,” Zage said. “Just leaving me a message under a shelf sounds impossible for your typical four-year-old. I didn’t want to talk down to them so I’ve been using normal words, not trying to bring it down to their level. They haven’t been stumped once.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Shan said, “I think they might be a little ahead of the curve, like their brother.” 
 
    “A little?!” Zage said giving his dad an offended look. 
 
    Shan grinned, and waggled his hand, “A few percent. Though the way they picked up on what an expensive endeavor it’d be to sample sewage in this area of the world showed a lot of perception.” He arched a brow at his son, “They’re probably way smarter than you are.” 
 
    Zage barked a single laugh, then shook his head dejectedly, “My own father, ranking on me. Child abuse, that’s what it is.” 
 
    “Are you boys done taking potshots at one another?” Ell asked in a long-suffering tone. 
 
    “Back to the conversation I had with them,” Zage said, as if there hadn’t been a detour, “I confess I never thought about what’d happen to Gloria after we reconnected with the twins. I just thought about how they’d come with us and that’d be great. Have you guys given it any thought?” 
 
    Ell got a distant look in her eyes. “I’ve thought a lot about Gloria. Mostly wondering whether she was involved in the kidnapping. Whether she just wound up with the twins when someone decided not to seek ransom? The violence that accompanied the kidnapping does sound like business as usual for a cartel. Did her husband, Alberto, just go out and ‘procure’ some little girls for her? Or did some of his men kidnap the wrong kids for some reason and when they didn’t know what to do with them, she offered to take care of them? Or … what? I wouldn’t want someone who was responsible for all that killing to wind up with my kids even part-time. If she just mothered them after they accidentally wound up in her lap … then I’d love to welcome her into our family in some fashion, though I have no idea how that’d work. I’d say she could live with us and help us take care of the twins, but, with her painting, she obviously doesn’t need the money and may not want to have to live in our house.” 
 
    Zage shrugged, “I asked them how they pictured us fitting together but they had to hang up. Maybe they’ll tell me how they see it working the next time they call.” 
 
    Musingly, Ell said, “It seems pretty weird to be asking four-year-olds how to set up their family.” 
 
    Zage said, “Gloria may have her own ideas about how it should go.” 
 
    Grimly, Shan said, “If it comes to a disagreement, the law would be on our side.” 
 
    Ell put an arm around Shan, “I don’t think taking them away from Gloria by force of law would meet Zage’s definition of ‘best for the twins.’” 
 
    Shan gave Zage a long-suffering appraisal. “Yeah, the munchkin and his ethics have become a thorn in the side of my desires.” 
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 Chapter Nine 
 
     
 
      
 
    The twins were in the park, watching over Gloria’s meeting with Sylvie from a distance because of Gloria’s impassioned demands that they stay away. They were simultaneously keeping an eye on Susana who was in the park’s playground. 
 
    Mariah got a message from Gage reading, “Mom and Dad know I’m in contact with you and are very happy about it. They’re dying to meet you guys in person but want to wait until you feel you’re ready. Please let us know when you think you can do it. We can meet you any place you can feel safe.”  
 
    She forwarded the message to Luciah and waited for her sister to read it. “What do you think?” 
 
    Luciah shrugged, “I wanted to find our birth family but now that it seems to be happening, I’ve suddenly got worries. I’ve realized we’ve got it pretty good as is. Gloria cares about us and she’s been showing her concern by working long hours at crappy jobs to be able to take care of us. She’s staying away from the cartels. I checked and Estevez is dead, so his cartel probably isn’t after her or her family anymore. Our paintings are bringing in enough money that we can start living a lot better. School seems to be a solved issue since we’re pretty good at learning from the Khan Academy and can get degrees from them. I’m not even sure we need a degree if we can earn a living from our art.” 
 
    Mariah looked thoughtful, “If we’re going to make our living from art, I think it’d be smart to get an MBA.” 
 
    “MBA?” 
 
    “Master of Business Administration.” 
 
    “Ah, how to make deals, evaluate contracts, figure profit margins, and so on?” 
 
    Mariah nodded. “So, if you’re happy with Gloria, are you sorry our birth parents found us?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Gage says they’re wealthy. Maybe our lives could be even better with them but I can imagine regretting it too. Even though Gloria doesn’t want us to do some of the things we want, our wealthy real mom and dad might be able to restrict us even if they aren’t abusive. I think by law blood relations have a better claim on kids than adoptive parents, so this could be a one-way street. Once we went with them, we might have a hard time leaving.” 
 
    “You think they could hold us against our will?” Mariah asked, surprised. “That we couldn’t escape? I kinda think we could get away from anyone.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Luciah said, thoughtfully. “I think we could too, but it’s hard for minors to live on their own. We wouldn’t be able to sign contracts to rent or buy places to live. We wouldn’t be able to sign deals with art dealers either. I think we’d still be able to sell works we’d finished, after all, we already have. But there might be issues with selling on consignment. They might say we could have seventy-five percent but then not give it to us.’ 
 
    “We could just take the next paintings to another dealer.” 
 
    “Probably, if demand remains high. But if not, we might wish we still had Gloria to sign contracts for us. I think if we decided to escape from our birth family, we’d want to do it in a fashion that let us hook up with Gloria.” 
 
    Now Mariah looked worried, “If we left them, how would we keep them from finding us with their sewer DNA trick?” 
 
    “Move to Asia? After all, they can’t possibly afford to check every sewer in the world.” Luciah sighed, “We shouldn’t be planning our escape. We should be trying to figure out whether or not they’re the kind of people we’d like to have as our family.” 
 
    “We have to meet them then. Can we meet with them and still walk away?” 
 
    “No one could catch us,” Luciah said. She grinned, “Well maybe Donsaii could, but I think we’ll be able to run away from mere rich people.” 
 
    “If we don’t get tired,” Mariah said, referring to how quickly they got exhausted. 
 
    “We set up the meeting around the corner from a transporter. If we aren’t happy, boom, we’re gone.” 
 
    “They could still find us with the sewage thing.” 
 
    “They can find us with the sewage thing now. Whether we meet them or not.” 
 
    Mariah gave her sister a big smile, “So, let’s meet ’em. If we’re not happy we’ll say we’re not interested. If they try to make us stay, we’ll run away. We can always find Gloria again through our AIs. PGR Comm says those connections are untraceable.” 
 
    “Okay!” Luciah said with a matching smile. 
 
    Mariah turned and looked down out across the park to where Gloria … “Where’s Mamá?!” 
 
    The twins tore off down the slight slope to where they’d last seen Gloria and Sylvia on a bench near some trees. 
 
    As they ran, Mariah beat herself up for discussing the meeting with their blood family while Gloria was in a situation that could be dangerous. We were supposed to protect her! she thought. We let her down! 
 
    They rounded a little copse of trees and skidded to a halt when they saw Gloria and Sylvie unconcernedly walking toward a coffee shop. 
 
    “You follow,” Luciah said exasperatedly, “I’ll go back for Susana.”  
 
    As she followed Gloria and her cousin as unobtrusively as possible, Mariah called her sister, “If you felt as bad as I did about failing to protect Gloria, then I’m thinking we shouldn’t settle for anything that leaves her out of our future family. 
 
    Walking up to Susana, Luciah said, “Agreed.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Over dinner that evening Gloria said, “Sylvie says she can help us get citizenship and she’d be able to find me a job.” 
 
    “A job with the cartel?” Luciah asked with narrowed eyes. 
 
     “She and her husband do work for the cartel, but she says there’s no reason we’d have to be associated with it.” 
 
    “Do you trust that?” Mariah asked dubiously. 
 
    Gloria said, “I do worry about it, but—” 
 
    Luciah interrupted, “Don’t you think she’d have to use cartel connections to get you a job and citizenship?” 
 
    Uncomfortably, Gloria said, “I suppose they might be involved, but Sylvie says I wouldn’t owe them anything.” 
 
    “From what I’ve heard,” Mariah said slowly, “if the cartel does you a favor, they feel like you owe them a favor. They may say you don’t owe them anything, but if they ask you to do something in the future, you’ll be expected to do it.” 
 
    “And, when you do them that return favor,” Luciah said, “it turns out to be illegal and they recorded you doing it. Then they blackmail you into doing more and more bad things until you’re in so deep you can’t possibly get out. Aren’t you worried about that kind of thing?” 
 
    Gloria said, “I was worried about that but Sylvie promised me that it wasn’t that big a deal. That if they did ask me to do something, it’d be small, and if it was illegal, it’d be in a gray area.” 
 
    The twins tilted their heads symmetrically as if curious, then Mariah said, “That’s pretty much what I was saying they’d do isn’t it?” 
 
    “But we’re going to have to do something shady to get citizenship!” Gloria heard herself say pleadingly. “If we’re not citizens, staying here will be illegal all by itself. Then we’ll be looking over our shoulders for ICE all the time!” 
 
    The twins crossed their arms disapprovingly. Grimly, Luciah said, “I don’t want to help the cartels.” 
 
    “Oh, honey, you don’t have to, I’ll—” 
 
    “We don’t want you to help the cartels either,” Mariah interrupted. “You need to know about something else that’s happened. We’ve got another option.” 
 
    “What?!” Gloria asked, worried about what else the girls might’ve gotten up to. 
 
    Luciah indicated Susana, who’d been watching the rest of them with wide eyes. “Remember how, in Saltillo, Susana told us she’d seen a boy and a man who look like Mariah and me?” 
 
    Gloria nodded woodenly, chills running over her. 
 
    “I’ve been talking to the boy and he turns out to be our brother. He says our birth mother could fabricate new identities for all of us.” 
 
    The words “brother” and “birth mother” felt like icicles stabbing into Gloria’s heart. Abruptly, she saw a possible tactic. She asked, “Aren’t you worried that, if she can get fake documents, your birth mother must work for a cartel too?”  
 
    The twins glanced worriedly at one another other. “We don’t think so,” Luciah said hesitantly. 
 
    “But that’s a good point,” Mariah said, “We need to find out. In the meantime, I don’t think we should use a cartel to get our citizenship. Neither Sylvie’s cartel, nor our birth mother’s, if that’s how she’d arrange it.” 
 
    “You … don’t know your birth mother’s name?” 
 
    The twins shook their heads. 
 
    “How do you know she’s the woman who bore you? You haven’t even seen her, have you?” 
 
    “No, but Susana says our brother and father look a lot like us.” 
 
    “They might not be related either! Unrelated people can look alike, you know?” 
 
    The twins glanced at one another again, then Mariah said, “We’ll keep worrying about that too. We’re planning to meet them to see what we think.” She grinned at Susana, “See whether we agree with our younger sister’s opinion.” She looked back at Gloria. “Would you like to come to that meeting?” 
 
    Gloria hesitated, wondering whether there was any way to keep such a meeting from happening. If I try to do that … I’ll lose them for good. Then I’d wind up with Susana because the twins’ other family won’t want her. That thought horrified her. I like Susana, she reassured herself, but I couldn’t leave her alone the way I’ve left the twins. Paying for childcare will make it a lot harder to make ends meet, even if it’s just the two of us. Deciding she shouldn’t fight this battle, Gloria smiled shakily and said, “Sure. I’d love to meet them.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Allan said, “Zage is calling.” 
 
    “I’ll take it,” Ell said, then, trying to keep the tension out of her voice, “Zage? What’s going on?” 
 
    “Dad’s on the line too,” he said, warning her, she thought, so she wouldn’t say anything that might cause friction between Shan and herself. “Mariah called. She says we can meet them in ten minutes. Osprey’s got the number for the transporter. I think—" 
 
    “Wait! Ten minutes! Why so sudden?” 
 
    Zage said, “I think they’re suspicious. I suspect they don’t want us to prepare the site so we can capture them. I would strongly recommend that our security team not come with us. We could give them the site of the meet so they can quickly jump in and rescue us if there’s a problem, but they shouldn’t show up unless we need them.” 
 
    “Allan,” Ell asked her AI, “where’s this transporter we’re jumping to?” 
 
    “It’s in the Great Smoky Mountain National Park,” Allan replied. “I’ve sent your AIs a map to put up on your HUD. It’s at a park Visitor Center that’s fairly crowded at the moment. They may have chosen the busy location to make confrontation difficult. There’s another transporter behind the building if you wanted to jump in there rather than arrive at the transporter they’ve designated.” 
 
    “Alright,” Ell said, “I’ll jump in at the back of the building and quickly check out the transporter they’re sending us to. If it—" 
 
    “MOM!” Zage immediately protested, “you don’t even trust your daughters?!” 
 
    “Zage,” Ell said calmly while striding to the transporter in her lab, “our family’s been the victim of far too many kidnappings and other attacks. If we’re not taking security there with us, at the least we need to check it out surreptitiously. I’m done up as Elsa and they’ve no idea what either I or Elsa looks like, unless someone with ill intent is controlling them to get to us. So, I should be able to have a look and see what’s going on around the twins without their notice. If it looks safe, I’ll go back to that transporter and we’ll all jump to the one at the front of the building, one right after the other. Meanwhile, if I don’t see anyone watching it, Steve and a few of the team will jump to the one at the back. Agreed?” 
 
    Shan said, “Agreed. I’ve got goosebumps” 
 
    Grimly, Zage said, “Okay, but only under protest. I think we should demonstrate trust—" 
 
    The transporter thumped several times, cutting Zage off. 
 
    Ell stepped out into a beautiful Smoky Mountain morning. There were a few people around but no one looking her way. Guided by Allan, she walked to the building’s back entrance, through a gift shop, and headed for a bank of windows that overlooked the front transporter. 
 
    She stopped at the last moment when she realized the boy and girl looking out one of the windows were her daughters. Gloria, now with dark red hair, stood at another window and the “hungry girl,” now with short, light-brown hair stood beside her. 
 
    Embarrassed by her failure to consider the possibility they might be scoping out the situation the same way she was, Ell scanned the area outside and around the girls without seeing any threats. Turning, she headed back out the rear door. 
 
    As she headed for the transporter, Ell told everyone what she’d seen and reminded them that the people they’d come to meet were in the disguises they’d worn in Saltillo—without mentioning the embarrassing fact that she’d been slow to recognize them. 
 
    Steve popped out of the transporter just before she arrived at it. Seeing Ell, he said warningly, “This isn’t a good idea.” 
 
    She gave him a thin smile, “I agree. Thanks for trying to keep me from doing dumb stuff, but I’d rather take a chance with my life than screw up this meeting. Stay completely out of sight, please. Allan’ll keep you updated and give you an AV feed from any of the three of us. You’ll be able to see what’s going on just fine.” 
 
    She shut the door and Allan jumped her to the transporter at the front of the building. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    Luciah let out a little gasp when the transporter door opened and a man with shaggy, dark-blond hair stepped out. Even at this distance, she could tell he resembled Mariah—and, therefore, herself. He stepped away from the transporter and moved over near a tall, slender, dark-skinned, woman, looking around as if he were searching for them. A moment later, a boy of about eleven stepped out of the transporter, his head also swiveling as he looked around as if searching for something. The boy also stepped over near the woman. 
 
    Mariah grabbed Luciah’s arm, “That man and the boy do look like us!” 
 
    “Yeah,” Luciah said, “but where’s our mom? Is that dark-haired, dark-skinned woman supposed to be her? She looks less like us than Gloria does!” 
 
    “She doesn’t look like us,” Mariah agreed, “but not less than Gloria. Maybe our mom just couldn’t get here this fast.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t see any suspicious characters. Do you?” 
 
    Mariah shook her head. 
 
    “Let’s go talk to them,” Luciah said. “That’s what we’re here for.” She motioned for Gloria and Susana to come along, then turned toward the door. 
 
    ~~~ 
 
    “Don’t focus on the windows,” Ell reminded Shan and Zage by having Allan forward her subvocalizations to them. “We don’t want them to realize we already know where they are.” 
 
    Replying similarly, Zage said, “I think I should act as if I see them in the window, then wave.” 
 
    “If they don’t see us and come out in a bit, you should do that, but let’s give it a minute. They’ll be more comfortable if they come to us than if we pursue them.” 
 
    Shan started meandering toward the Visitor Center, “I’m gonna walk over a little closer to make it easier for them to recognize me.” 
 
    Zage said, “They’ve left the window! I think they’re coming out.” 
 
    Shan stopped walking and looked around as if he’d just been moving to a position from which he’d be able to see the area from a different angle. 
 
    The twins stepped out the door, their eyes shifting back and forth between Shan and Zage. To Ell’s surprise, they were carrying the colored sticks they used in their shows. Are they expecting to perform here? she wondered. 
 
    Shan pivoted toward them, then waved. Zage did too. After a moment’s hesitation, Ell did as well. 
 
    The twins started walking toward Shan, looking more and more excited as they got closer and saw just how much he resembled them.  
 
    When he dropped to one knee and spread his arms, they started running, fast. The two little bodies thumped into him hard enough to bowl him over, then—all on the ground—they were frantically hugging one another.  
 
    A moment later Zage joined them on the lawn, hugging and being hugged by the other three.  
 
    Ell stepped closer, saw tears in all of their eyes, then took a knee and gently wrapped her arms around all four of them. 
 
    A lot of words were being uttered, but none of them made sense. When Ell tried to say something, she understood why. Her throat had choked up so badly she couldn’t speak.  
 
    Then, over Zage’s shoulder, she saw Gloria and the “hungry girl” looking wistfully at the joyous little reunion. It was hard, but Ell disengaged herself from the squirming mass of her own family and walking closer, held her arms out to her twins’ adopted family and said, “Hi Gloria, I’m Elsa Gardon.” 
 
    For a moment Gloria looked askance, then she stumbled forward and into Ell’s arms. A moment later the little girl joined them. The three of them stood, watching the twins’ ongoing and joyous reunion with Shan and Zage.  
 
    Ell desperately wanted to rejoin the reunion herself but thought a few moments invested in consoling and welcoming Gloria might smooth a lot of troubled water in the days ahead. 
 
    The little girl looked up at Gloria and said, “See? They do look like Luciah and Mariah.” 
 
    Gloria nodded, though she appeared numb.  
 
    Ell also suspected she didn’t want to admit to the resemblance out loud. She dropped to a knee and asked the girl her name. 
 
    The child told her, “Susana.” 
 
    Ell wondered if the girl had a last name of her own or went by Morales, but decided she didn’t have to know now. She looked at Gloria. 
 
    Tears ran down Gloria’s cheeks despite her almost constant attempts to wipe them away. Devastation shone in the eyes she kept on the twins. 
 
    Ell stood again, then in an unsurprisingly raspy voice, said, “You love them too, don’t you?” 
 
    Gloria looked up at Ell through red eyes, then nodded. Her eyes went back to the twins. 
 
    “How did you come to care for them?” Ell asked, hoping to get an honest answer in an emotional and unguarded moment. 
 
    In a rough voice, Gloria replied, “One of my husband’s men found them in a bag at an airfield and brought them to him. We never figured out why they were there. Did you leave them there?” 
 
    It felt like an honest answer to Ell. Shaking her head, she answered truthfully, “No. They were brutally kidnapped. The men who did it killed our babysitter. At least three of the kidnapping team died, two at the hands of each other.” 
 
    “The girls were kidnapped for ransom?” Gloria asked. 
 
     “We never got a ransom demand. We think the kidnappers just lost them through a screwup.” Ell shrugged, “I’d guess they lost them at that airfield. Was the airfield in Mexico?” 
 
    “I guess,” Gloria said shaking her head sadly. “No one ever told me.” 
 
    Probably a drug trafficking airfield, Ell thought, given how Alberto made his money. He probably wouldn’t have told her, and if he did, she wouldn’t tell me. But I need to know how deeply she was involved. Gently, she asked, “Did you work for Alberto?” 
 
    Giving Ell a questioning look, Gloria asked, “Do you know what kind of business he was in?” 
 
    Ell nodded solemnly. 
 
    “How did you find out?” 
 
    “I asked my AI.” 
 
    Looking embarrassed, Gloria hung her head. “No. I wasn’t involved. I was so stupid I never Googled what kind of business he was in. He danced around it when I asked and I didn’t push very hard … I think because I was afraid to know.” She shrugged, “I wasn’t as surprised as you might think when, after he was killed, my father told me he was in the cartel.” She looked up at Ell. “You work for a cartel yourself, right?” 
 
    “No!” Ell said, drawing back. She felt both surprised and insulted but tried to keep it from showing. “What made you think that?” 
 
    Looking desolate, Gloria sniffled and said, “Luciah told us her birth mother could arrange new identities for us. Only cartels can do that kind of thing so I assume their birth mother works for a cartel and that you probably work for it too. 
 
    Thunderstruck, Ell realized her Elsa disguise was good enough Gloria assumed she couldn’t be a blood relative to the two pale-skinned twins. 
 
    At that moment she heard one of the twins ask, “Where’s our mom?” 
 
    And Gloria’s not the only one fooled by my little masquerade. 
 
    Saving Ell from having to claim motherhood, Zage said, “Um, that’s her, talking to Gloria.” 
 
    The twins turned and studied her dubiously. 
 
    Zage said, “She’s wearing a disguise. Her skin and hair aren’t actually that dark.” 
 
    One of the twins turned to Zage, “Oh, come on. Why would she be wearing a disguise to meet us?” 
 
    “She pretty much wears that disguise all the time and you only gave us ten minutes to get here. She didn’t have time to change.” 
 
    “What are you trying to claim, that she’s some kind of spy?” 
 
    Zage looked at Ell, then when Ell didn’t volunteer an answer, he grinned and said, “Something like that.” 
 
    The twins slowly rose from the grass, so Shan and Zage got up as well. Shan started toward Ell, saying, “Come on, meet your mom,” to the twins. As he approached, he put his hand on the shoulder of the auburn one who was dressed as a girl, “Luciah, this is your mom …” 
 
    Realizing from the way Shan trailed off, that he wasn’t sure how she wanted to be introduced, Ell leaned down and hugged Luciah, “I hope you’ll call me ‘Mom,’ but my name’s Elsa Gardon.’” Still hugging Luciah, she reached out to the twin with buzzcut black hair and said, “And you must be Mariah.” 
 
    They hugged her back, but it wasn’t as enthusiastic as the hugs they’d given Shan and Zage. Uncertain whether the enthusiasm had worn off or whether there was a problem, Ell leaned back and looked them in the eyes. There she saw them studying her with suspicion. After what they’ve been through I’d be suspicious too, Ell thought. 
 
    Taking a knee, Ell said, “My coloration’s bugging you, isn’t it?” 
 
    They nodded simultaneously. 
 
    “It’s pretty much the same thing you guys did with your hair dye, haircuts, and clothing. There’re people I don’t want to recognize me, so I’ve changed myself to hide from them. I just went a step further than you by darkening my skin with bronzers.” 
 
    “Because you work for a cartel?” Mariah asked, loathing suspicion evident in her voice. 
 
    Ell shook her head. “Definitely not!” 
 
    Zage gave a little laugh, “No way. She hates the cartels. It’s just that there are people after her the same way there were people after you.” 
 
    “You say there were people after us,” Luciah said, “as if you think that was in the past. What makes you so sure?” 
 
    Zage shrugged, “You had two groups of people trying to find you. Pablo Estevez and his cartel. They were after you because whenever he killed a man he killed the man’s family as a matter of routine. Presumably, so he wouldn’t have to worry about family members seeking revenge. Probably also so everyone would fear him. You don’t have to worry about him anymore because he, as well as a lot of his men, were killed a few weeks ago. That includes the ones who showed up at your apartment. 
 
    “We were the other group who were trying to find you, but we were searching out of love, not hate. I’m pretty sure there wasn’t yet a third group.” 
 
    Her daughters were still studying Ell’s face with suspicion. Saying, “Let me show you some of my skin that doesn’t have bronzers,” Ell began undoing a few buttons of her blouse to expose a bit of her tummy. She pulled open the gap to show them her unbronzed skin. The twins looked at it, then, to Ell’s astonishment, spoke gibberish at one another. “What is that?!” she asked. 
 
    “Our own language,” Mariah said. 
 
    Bemused, Ell said, “And why do you have your own language?” 
 
    “We’re not sure. We invented it before we can remember.” Luciah shrugged, “Also before we learned to speak Spanish or English.” 
 
    “Really?!” Zage asked. “Can you teach it to me?” 
 
    They studied him through thoughtful eyes for a moment, then Mariah arched an eyebrow and said, “Maybe. Depends on whether you’re smart enough.” 
 
    Ell laughed delightedly, then said, “Let’s leave the question of whether Gage’s smart enough till later. Was seeing my real skin color enough to convince you?” 
 
    They shook their heads. Synchronously. “We want to see your real hair and eyes,” Mariah said. 
 
    Ell rolled her eyes, then said, “I can pull out a contact here but I don’t want to take off my wig in public. Can we go into a bathroom?” 
 
    They nodded, once again eerily in concert with one another. 
 
    Ell turned to Shan and Zage who’d been listening, “You guys get to know Gloria and Susana while we do this, okay?” 
 
    As they walked into the building, Luciah asked, “Your HUD’s in your contacts?” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Ell said. 
 
    “Gage said you were wealthy. I guess you’re rich enough that buying that kind of HUD isn’t a problem,” Mariah said. 
 
    “We’re …” Ell stopped before she said “trying to bring down the cost” which might lead to questions too close to who she was. Restarting she said, “The, uh, cost keeps coming down. Nowadays, most people in the States are using HUD contacts if their eyes tolerate them. Pretty soon the prices should be low enough that ordinary people in poor countries can afford them too.” 
 
    “KEC isn’t handing them out though.” 
 
    “Did you get your HUDs through KEC?” Ell asked, thinking it would be nice to tell Zage his KEC project had helped his own sisters. 
 
    “No, Gloria got them for us back when we were still rich with Alberto’s drug money,” Mariah said distastefully. “But KEC gave Susana her AI and HUD.” 
 
    “Ah,” Ell said as they entered a “family” bathroom. “We can get you some HUD contacts if your eyes tolerate them. Most people’s do.” She pulled off her wig and ran her fingers through her matted, strawberry-blonde hair, fluffing it up as best she could. Turning a little to hide the action from the twins, she reached into the big pocket in her blouse, The waldo on the other end of the port in that pocket passed her a contact case, preloaded with solution. Bending over, she popped out the contact in her right eye and dropped it in the case. Snapping the case shut, she turned so the girls could see her natural green eye color. 
 
    Her daughters gaped at her for a moment, then looked at each other. Luciah spoke a short sentence in their own language. Mariah nodded. When they turned back to her Luciah asked, “How did you change the shape of your nose and cheeks?” 
 
    “What makes you think I changed their shape?” Ell asked uneasily. 
 
    “Because we’ve seen lots of pictures of you and they’re shaped differently than in those images. Your genes are why we’re so fast and so good at acrobatics, right?” 
 
    Ell blinked. Though she thought she knew, she asked, “Who do you think I am?” 
 
    “Ell Donsaii,” they said simultaneously. 
 
    Ell nodded, deflating her nasal and cheek prostheses and dropping to her knees. They stared, then huge smiles spread across their faces. This time when she opened her arms, they leaned hard into them. 
 
    After a moment, Mariah said, “Luciah, your dream kinda came true.” 
 
    Sounding like the cat that ate the canary, Luciah said, “Yeah ….” 
 
    Ell leaned back to look at Luciah through blurry eyes and asked, “What dream is that?” 
 
    Mariah was the one who answered. “She’s always claimed her birth parents were royalty and that, therefore, she was a princess.” 
 
    Ell gave Luciah a crooked grin and said, “In my mind you are, that’s for sure.” Her eyes slipped over to Mariah, “Both of you are.”  
 
    Luciah snorted, “This is waay better than ‘princess.’”
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 Epilogue 
 
     
 
      
 
    It took about an hour to talk things over and get everyone on the same page, which was that they all needed to go somewhere where they could be themselves. A place where they didn’t have to worry about who saw them do what. Gloria was the hardest to convince, since Ell didn’t want to reveal her identity to Gloria or Susana yet. The twins reassured her Gloria would keep Ell’s secret, but Ell couldn’t get past the fact that Gloria had been married to a cartel capo and might have connections despite all her protestations that she didn’t. 
 
    Eventually, they all got in the Visitor Center transporters to go to Ell’s “home.” When—after more thumping than usual—the door of the transporter opened, Luciah saw they were in an open, airy room decorated with an island theme. Through the window of the large room, Luciah could see water out to the horizon. Turning to Zage, she excitedly asked, “Is that the ocean?!” 
 
    “The Caribbean Sea,” he responded. “Come on, I’ll take you on a tour of the place.” 
 
    Luciah blinked at him. “We’re in Florida?” 
 
    He shook his head, “The Dominican Republic.” 
 
    “But that’s another country!” Luciah said 
 
    Zage nodded. 
 
    She looked indignant. “That can’t be. We didn’t go through customs!” 
 
    Zage felt momentary surprise that four-year-old girls would figure this out, then remembered the kind of things he’d been doing at that age. He grinned at her, “I thought you’d already figured out who our Mom is?” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “You’re saying that …” Luciah paused, evidently trying to get used to the word, “Mom … has enough pull she can bypass customs when she travels?” 
 
    “Um, no,” Zage said, “but … you know she’s who invented transporters, right?” 
 
    “Really?” Luciah said dubiously. “I know she works at D5R but I hadn’t heard she invented the transporters.” 
 
    “Well, yeah. Essentially she invented ports. D5R and its subsidiaries are all based on those ports. A few years ago, she and another D5R employee were the ones who figured out how to use large ports to move people. D5R’s subsidiary, Portal Tech, built the transporters based on that invention. So, since she invented them, you think she might be able to build a few transporters that can move her family across borders without stopping in customs?” 
 
    “Really?” Mariah asked, looking as if she were disconcerted. Zage thought she was more disappointed to think that a famous do-gooder like Ell Donsaii could be such a scofflaw than that her mother might be. 
 
    “Yeah, though the border-jumping transporters mostly just go from our home in North Carolina to this one in the Dominican Republic. When we went to Mexico to look for you guys, we went through Customs and Immigration the first time, but some of us nipped back to NC through direct transporters a few times. Once we’ve decided we’re done in Mexico, we’ll go through Customs back to the States so the governments will be on the right page, understanding we’re no longer in Mexico but are living in the States again.” He shrugged, “We think the laws’ll eventually get changed because so many people will be going to another country every day or several times a day. They’ll set things up so people who do that don’t have to go through customs except occasionally.” He shrugged, “Or the AI that runs the transporter will serve as a customs agent. Of course, something will have to be done to make sure they aren’t taking drugs with them. Some kind of scanning system probably.” 
 
    As Zage had been talking, he’d led the twins out across the room and through a big glass door onto a patio overlooking a green hillside that descended to the Caribbean.  
 
    The twins looked at one another. Luciah grinned and said, “This is Shangri-la.” 
 
    Mariah laughed and shook her head. On Zage’s request, she explained the basis of Luciah’s claim. 
 
    Zage slid his arms around his sisters’ shoulders and looked out over the sea through their eyes. After a moment he decided he agreed. Even if it wasn’t a peaceful mountain valley, it was beautiful and serene. 
 
    But not completely safe. Zage decided that, if they were as mentally developed as he’d been at that age, they were ready to understand how they’d been ripped away from the rest of their family. He pointed downslope to some trees next to a small road, “That’s where a guy named Ostin killed your babysitter, Rosa, loaded the two of you in a duffle bag, and started you on a journey that began in his Kia Sportage. It involved two guys named Higuel and Dalvin, a small plane, and ended with you dumped at an airfield in Mexico.” 
 
    They didn’t look as discomfited by these bald facts, as Zage had expected. Instead, they studied the area for a moment, then Luciah asked, “Did they catch Ostin?” 
 
    Zage shook his head. “We believe he handed you over to the guy named Higuel and that Higuel, acting on orders, promptly killed Ostin to keep him from talking.” 
 
    “That’s some good news anyway,” Mariah said. “What about Higuel?” 
 
    “We’re pretty sure he got on the Cessna with you guys. The pilot was the guy named Dalvin. We assume they delivered you guys somewhere, presumably the airfield where Gloria said you were found. After that, we think the plane crashed into the ocean, probably due to sabotage. A few pieces of Cessna that might’ve come from it floated to shore months later. Higuel and Dalvin were never seen again, so we assume they were killed in the crash.” 
 
    Looking thoughtful, Luciah said, “So, all the minions involved in kidnapping us died. In my opinion, that’s good because they shouldn’t have been doing what they were doing. But what about the people who thought it up and ordered it? Did they go down too?” 
 
    Zage shook his head as he opened the door and ushered them back inside the house, “There were too many cutouts.” 
 
    “Cutouts?” 
 
    “Disposable people who were killed so they couldn’t be questioned. Then, the bad guys lost you two and couldn’t find you. So that entire organization became a cutout. We hired people to infiltrate the criminal organizations here in the DR. The best info we got only consisted of rumors about the kidnapping. Never anything concrete about who’d ordered it or what they were going to do with you. Not even why they thought you were valuable enough to justify such a vicious undertaking.” 
 
    “So,” Mariah asked, “the guy who ordered our kidnapping and caused all those deaths got off scot-free?” 
 
    “Well … no. As you’ll learn, our mom’s like a lioness when it comes to protecting her cubs. She personally broke in to question the head of the organization that set it up. She found a few records on his AI confirming he’d done it, but nothing about who’d ultimately paid for it.” 
 
    “Did he pay for his crime?” Luciah asked. 
 
    Zage nodded, “With his life. He was already dead when Mom broke in.” 
 
    “But the ultimate kingpin,” Mariah asked. “The guy who paid for everything. Did he get away with it?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Zage gusted. “It seems the ultimate guy killed anyone who might’ve been able to sell him out. Even the assassin who killed the DR crime boss died, shot by a sniper as he left after doing the job. That sniper died when the envelope with his money contained poison. Cutout, after cutout, after cutout, after cutout ….” 
 
    “Wow,” Luciah said. “We might’ve been safer on our own in Mexico.” 
 
    Zage gave them a wry grin. “Maybe. But there are compensations to having Ell Donsaii as your mom. Our dad’s mighty cool too.” 
 
    Jerry, from the security team, walked by outside. 
 
    Mariah followed him intently. “Who’s that?” 
 
    “Um, we have a big security team that tries to keep bad stuff from happening to us. That’s Jerry. He’s a nice guy, but then all of them are nice people. They try not to be intrusive but their mission is to protect us, so it’s important to accept their presence and not try to dodge out of their sight.” 
 
    “The security team’s a new thing since we got kidnapped?” Luciah asked. 
 
    Zage shook his head. “We’ve had security forever. They were there when you were kidnapped but Ostin killed Rosa in a section of the path overhung by trees. That way, the drones couldn’t see it happen. It was also around a bend from the security guys who were following Rosa. He knifed her, stuffed you two in a bag, and took off down the hill.” 
 
    “Drones?” 
 
    Zage nodded and pointed up into the sky. “There’re drones up there right now, keeping an eye on us.” When the twins leaned back to look, he said, “They’re too high to see, but they can see you just fine unless we’re in a building or under trees.” 
 
    “Didn’t Rosa see him coming? Seems like she could’ve cried out for the team.” 
 
    “Ostin was a handsome guy a local gang had often used to talk girls into doing things. Not by accident, he’d become Rosa’s boyfriend. It seems likely he’d gotten her to explain how the team kept its watch over us. From their phone messages, he’d convinced her to take you guys out for a stroll on that particular route for a tryst with him. Her rendezvous with Ostin was why she took you out for a stroll.” 
 
    “Do you think they’ll try again?” Mariah asked. 
 
    Zage shrugged, “There haven’t been any problems since you guys were kidnapped three years ago. Maybe they’ve learned their lesson, but someone new could crop up. Various people have gone after our mom over the years, so the fact that this group learned their lesson doesn’t mean others won’t try their luck. Mom’ll get you set up with self-defense lessons so you can protect yourself. She’ll also give you some gear that’ll help you protect yourselves.” He hesitated a moment, then asked, “Um, what happened when Estevez’s guys came after you in your apartment in Monterrey? When we went over that place trying to figure out what’d happened, we found their blood on the floor. We know some of them were carried out in body bags. Did they get in a fight with each other? Or did another group show up and take them out?” 
 
    The twins studied him a moment, then looked at each other questioningly. When they turned back to him, Luciah lifted one of the sticks they used in their acrobatic shows and said, “This happened to them.” She did something and, with a click, the baton slid apart, revealing a wicked-looking blade. 
 
    “You fought them with knives? They had guns! There’s a joke about bringing a knife to a gunfight—implying that it’s a dumb thing to do.” 
 
    She arched an eyebrow at him. “Better than taking this little hand,” she held up her fist, “to a gunfight.” She twisted and, with a flicking motion sent the knife flying across the room. It stuck, vibrating, into a crack in the wooden column supporting the corner of the roof. 
 
    Startled, Zage said, “Hey, Mom’s gonna be pissed if you start making a lotta holes in the walls.” 
 
    Luciah got up and started after her knife. “That’s why,” she said as she pulled the knife free and drove it back home into the throat of the stick/scabbard without even looking at the opening, “I stuck it in this pre-existing crack in the post.” She pointed to the wooden pillar. It appeared unchanged. 
 
    Zage lifted an eyebrow. “That was a pretty good throw …” he said with a smile.  
 
    Inside, Zage was thinking, “Not even five and they’ve already had to kill to protect themselves!? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Zage led the twins off on their little tour, Ell decided to give the three siblings some time alone with one another. She showed Gloria and Susana to one of the spare bedrooms in the embarrassingly big place she owned in the Dominican Republic. But, after all, she had chosen to bring them to the DR because of the size of the home there. She asked them if they’d like separate rooms but Susana had given a frightened head shake. Seeing this, Gloria had said she would share a room with Susana for now.  
 
    When Gloria said she’d like to have a little time alone to unpack and settle in, Ell had offered to take Susana on a tour of the place. All the big changes in Gloria’s life had to be a little hard to get her head around. At least, Ell thought. Gloria’s astonishing paintings make her financially secure enough that she shouldn’t have to worry about money. 
 
    “Susana,” she said, addressing the little girl as they walked down the hall, “I’ve seen two paintings Gloria did of you. In one, you looked like you were starving. Did Gloria just imagine you as if you were starving? Or, had you been going hungry for some reason?” 
 
    Susana considered Ell a moment as if wondering whether this new adult in her life could be trusted with such information. After a few seconds, she said, “Even when my mamá was alive I was hungry a lot. After she got killed—” 
 
    Ell interrupted, “Gloria’s not your mamá?” 
 
    Susana shook her head. “Mamá got killed.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry. Do you know what happened?” 
 
    Susana gave a little shrug. “Someone said it was probably one of her customers that killed her but I don’t know why they would’ve done it.” 
 
    “Oh,” Ell said, understanding things a little girl didn’t seem to comprehend and shouldn’t have to. She said, “I’m so sorry,” again thinking those words were inadequate—as they always are—but having nothing better.  
 
    Taking a knee she hugged Susana.  
 
    A hug Susana returned with vigor. 
 
    “After Mamá died,” Susana said once they broke their hug, “everyone treated me mean. Our building’s owner threw me out of our apartment. The only food I could get came out of people’s garbage cans. Everyone yelled at me, even though I was careful not to make messes when I went through their garbage …” Susana trailed off, as if she were wondering whether raiding people’s garbage was inherently evil—messes or no.  
 
    Ell tried to address the question she thought had been intended, even if it wasn’t one Susana had verbally asked. She said, “Sometimes people just can’t understand what it would be like to have another person’s problems. Even if they do understand, they don’t know what they can do about it. Your suffering makes them angry, but since they can’t lash out at the reason you’re suffering, they strike out at you.” Ell didn’t think she’d phrased her explanation at the level of a four-year-old and thought, I’ve been spoiled, around Zage. He could understand almost anything by the time he was four. 
 
    Whether or not Susana understood, she nodded as if she had and went on, “Before the twins started taking care of me, it felt like I’d been hungry forever. I was so weak I was having trouble getting the lids off garbage cans.” 
 
    Ell blinked, “The, uh, twins took care of you?” 
 
    Susana nodded. “They were the first people who looked my way and saw me. Everyone else pretended I wasn’t there. The twins were the first to help me.” She hesitated, “Well, there’d been a few who tried to have their AIs send me money before they realized I didn’t have a HUD to receive it, so, I guess the twins weren’t the first to try to help, they were just the first who did.” 
 
    “Um, how did they help you?” 
 
    “I was weak and having trouble walking but they got me up and helped me walk to a taco stand where they bought me a taco. Then their friend Jorge Mendoza came and he bought me another taco. Together they took me to the poverty people and the adoption people but those people wouldn’t help, so the twins took me home and hid me under their bed.” 
 
    “Under the bed? So, uh, Gloria didn’t know you were there?” 
 
    Susana shook her head. “The twins said she’d make me leave because she didn’t want another little girl to take care of ’cause they were poor too. They hid me under their bed so Gloria wouldn’t figure out that I was there.” She looked up at Ell, “I had to stay just as quiet as I could.” 
 
    Ell’s thoughts about Gloria were giving her whiplash. At first, she’d thought Susana was Gloria’s birth child. Then that Gloria must be a saint for taking in an orphan when she was a single mom with two girls. Now she was hearing that Gloria would’ve turned Susana out. But she didn’t turn her out, Ell realized. To Susana, she said, “But when Gloria found out you were under the bed, she decided to let you stay with them?” 
 
    Susana nodded. “She didn’t want to, but she agreed when the twins told her about the money.” 
 
    Ell tilted her head curiously, “The money?” It must have been money from Gloria’s paintings, Ell thought. Maybe a first payment had just arrived? But surely it went to Gloria’s AI, so she would’ve known about it before the twins did. 
 
    “Yes. The money from the paintings,” Susana said, as if she’d been listening to Ell’s thoughts. 
 
    “Gloria didn’t know the paintings had been selling?” 
 
    Susana shook her head. “She didn’t even know the twins were painting.” This statement so startled Ell that she didn’t interrupt to ask a question before Susana continued. “So, then Mariah told her they’d been selling their drawings and paintings. Gloria told her people had only been buying their art because they felt sorry for the twins and selling them like that was the same as begging.” 
 
    Understanding now that the twins had been selling their own drawings and paintings on the street, Ell could see how Gloria might’ve been embarrassed by such an enterprise. Especially if they were using their relationship with Gloria to promote their pictures. Thoughtfully, Ell said, “Selling paintings on the street, the twins couldn’t have been making enough to help take care of you.” 
 
    Susana shrugged, “I don’t understand money but they kept talking about ‘thousands’ as if it was enough. After a while, Gloria agreed to let me stay.” 
 
    Thousands? Ell thought wonderingly. Uncertainly, she asked, “What kind of paintings were they doing?” 
 
    “Same as they’re doing now,” Susana said, pointing toward the small stack of luggage near the front door. “They’ve got some of their pictures in that cardboard tube next to our backpacks. Would you like to look at them?” 
 
    Ell saw a tube about five inches in diameter and forty inches long. It lay beside the kids’ small backpacks. “I’d like that very much,” she said, thinking that seeing the kind of things the twins had done would give her some clarity on the subject. 
 
    “They’re beautiful!” Susana said excitedly, taking off at a run to get the tube. She carried the tube to the middle of the room and pulled off the cap. A moment later she’d reached in and started pulling out a rolled-up canvas. 
 
    The twins paint on canvas? Ell was thinking when Susana finally got it out and let it unroll on the floor. It featured a teenage girl seen from a three-quarter rear view. The viewer of the painting joined the young woman in looking out over a vast valley. One so enormous the other side was obscured by the distance. No description could do justice to the feeling of cosmic solitude the image engendered. The details of the side of the girl’s face were presented with sharp precision, but the colossal basin in front of her faded away across its immense span.  
 
    Dumbfounded, Ell had been intently studying the painting for a minute or two before she noticed a path leading from the girl’s feet and vanishing as it wound down across the unknowable distance into the depths of the valley. 
 
    It’s a metaphor for life, Ell realized, winding from the heights down into distant profundity and fading as it goes, leaving you unable to see where it goes or how it ends …. 
 
    After a moment Ell shook herself out of her reverie and turned to Susana. “That painting’s … astonishing. But you were going to show me one by Luciah or Mariah?” 
 
    “Mariah did this one,” Susana said. “Though you’d never know who did it if you weren’t there when they painted it. Even what they write down in the corner,” she pointed to the “LM Morales” signature, “doesn’t tell you whether it was Luciah or Mariah that did it. They sign them all the same. When they did the Hungry Girl paintings, Luciah painted me when I was starving and Mariah did the one of me after I got better, but both paintings have the same letters down in the corner.” 
 
    LM stands for Luciah and Mariah! Ell thought. How could I have not considered that possibility? Shaken to her core, she said, “You’re telling me the twins did all of the LM Morales paintings?! That Gloria didn’t do any of them?” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Susana said matter-of-factly. “Gloria doesn’t paint.” 
 
    Ell closed her eyes, thinking, I offered a million dollars for the Hungry Girl paintings. That has to be a record for a mom bidding on her own children’s artwork. She snorted a little laugh.  
 
    When she opened her eyes, Susana was staring up at her with concern. “Are you okay?” she asked. 
 
    Ell laughed, “Yeah, I’m fine. I just love the twins’ paintings. They’re … wow!” 
 
    “They’re the best in the world,” Susana said with completely unjustified confidence considering how little art she could’ve seen in her short life.  
 
    However, Ell didn’t disagree. 
 
    Allan spoke in Ell’s ear, “The Benavidez Gallery just messaged that they’re accepting your bid of one million dollars for the Hungry Girl paintings. They want to know where to send them?” 
 
    Ell laughed delightedly, “Pay for them and tell them if they’ll prep them for transportation, someone will pick them up.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
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    Author’s Afterword 
 
     
 
    This is a comment on the “science” in this science fiction novel. I’ve always been partial to science fiction that poses a “what if” question and has some real science in it. Not everything in the story must be scientifically plausible, but you shouldn’t have to suspend your disbelief regarding more than a few things that aren’t thought to be possible. Essentially you ask, “What if” something (such as faster-than-light travel) were possible, how might that change our world? Each of my stories tries to ask such questions. 
 
     “Twins” first addresses what might happen if the mutation that gave Ell Donsaii her astonishing physical and mental abilities turns out to be a dominant gene. Thus all of her children inherit her abilities, though they express them differently (Ell in physics, Zage in biology, and the twins in the arts. It also asks what it might be like for ordinary humans like you and me if we were to wind up in charge of a child with such advanced intellectual and physical abilities. 
 
    Twins also attempts to imagine the changes that would come to pass as the ability to move people as well as materials through Ell’s ports became more commonplace. How would ordinary people react and adapt to such technology? In my mind's eye I imagine them thinking “Cool” but then getting on with their lives in much the same way we reacted to the incredible changes wrought by cell phones (especially smartphones). 
 
    I find it fascinating to contemplate the changes transporters would create in our world. Surely, they wouldn’t merely transport people from starships to the surface of planets and back—a la Star Trek? Wouldn’t we transport from place to place on the planet too? If we had them wouldn’t we use them for almost everything beyond a long walk? Wouldn’t vehicles and roads become (almost) obsolete? Getting around our solar system (to say nothing of the stars) using rockets is ludicrously difficult and hazardous. Portals that allowed us to do that cheaply, instantaneously, and safely would change our lives in ways that are extremely complex to contemplate.  
 
    If you are intrigued, or horrified, by the fact that transporters would make our world better, but would also put huge numbers of people out of work, you might want to learn about how the creation and destruction of various industries is an ongoing process even now. It’s going on all the time, all around us. https://mru.org/courses/everyday-economics/creative-destruction-technology-and-trade 
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