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    To all our many devoted and loyal fans: 


We write and publish these stories only for you.


(Be sure to get your bonuses at the end of the story...)


- - - -


From the editor: This book is part of a continuing series, and has subtle references to earlier material. "Book Universes Notes" have been included in the back just to help you with  a character list, referenced books, and point out some easter eggs...
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WHY I WOUND UP IN A locked office, inside a high-security training base was just part of this mystery.

I was there this time to prevent a crime, not solve it after it happened.

This time I just had to figure out how and where the crime was supposed to happen – and, if I was lucky, who the villain was.

Easy-peasy.

No clues. Any sound or light might give it all away. 

And then the criminal gang we were chasing would again melt away into the dark.

Or worse – I'd become their target.

They already proved that they killed to get whatever they wanted.

The trick was foiling their crime and capturing them.

All without clues.

And all without losing my life...
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THIS TIME, I VOLUNTEERED to be the bait.

For killer criminals who were trying to steal something confidential or probably top secret.

My brother Finn disagreed with my plan. But I reminded him that we didn’t have much of a choice.

So here I was, in the Commanding Officer’s office, Nuclear Training School. Walls of long bookshelves surrounded me. And I dressed to disarm those who were coming with my looks alone. My long black tresses cascaded down my white shirt-dress. It had long white sleeves, but also a short hem exposing more than a little thigh.

I was sitting with the room lights off, long legs crossed, hand on my chin. Waiting.

Even with the dark room, I wasn’t able to blend in.

But that was the point.

I was the bait.

Of course, this isn’t where the story actually started.

- - - -
[image: ]


WHEN I GOT OUTSIDE my apartment building this morning, he was waiting.

In the shadows, of course, which didn’t help build any trust in him. What did help was what he said first.

“Good morning, Erotika Jones.” The voice was deep and pleasant, disarming.

“You’re not Finn.”

The man was tall, in naval dungarees, with a blue ball cap and black boots. He started walking toward me with a cautious gait. “My name is Will.”

“So, Will, you know me by my code name. But that alone says you’re just another mystery to solve.”

“When I have time to tell you about me, then you’ll hear the whole story. But I have only minutes right now.”

“Minutes?”

Will stopped just out of arm’s reach. “Because you’re in danger.”

My eyebrow raised in question, and I waited.

“OK, Erotika, you wished to get here before the crime happened, to avoid someone dying. And that’s what I helped arrange for you.”

I had to close my open mouth at this. At a complete loss for words.

Will started to raise a hand to my shoulder, but held back. “It only means that between you and Finn, you’ll have to decide who is going to be waiting for them.”

Another pause. A thousand questions rolled through my mind.

Will held up a finger and looked off to the side, then back. “Sorry to leave you with only those thoughts. We’ll be in touch.”

Then he seemed to turn sideways, like a mirror in on itself – and vanished.

Finn appeared, walking in from the same side Will just looked toward. Chipper as usual. His red hair covered by a blue ball cap. The rest of him in naval dungarees, just like Will.

But his smile vanished as he saw my puzzled frown. “I’d tell you good morning, Erotika, but it’s obviously not – is it?”

“Finn, someone knows about me, about us.”

Now Finn had the troubled look.

“And he told me I’m in danger. Or maybe that we both were.”

- - - -
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WE FOUND A BOOTH FOR breakfast at the local commissary.

This morning, we were early – somehow. No crime committed, yet.

“Erotika, that’s the weird thing. How this Will got us ahead of the crime itself is baffling. The scene showed up like the algorithm didn’t run right – we’re here this time before the crime even happened..”

I leaned forward. “He said he gave me my wish. How did he even know what I said?”

Finn was wordless at this.

I slumped back. “We didn’t think the system could ever be compromised. But your read-outs, everything – they came out OK?”

“Sure. Everything else is just fine. We’re just slightly ahead of schedule.”

“How slightly?”

“A day. Just like you wished in our last case. We know how the crime gets reported, that some bodies go missing. Presumed dead. And like usual, something goes missing, but it doesn’t show up in the reports. Not even through secure Navy channels.”

I shrugged. “So we’re not flying blind, but what do we do with all the time on our hands?”

“Well, let me tell you the details. Then I’m open for your sleuthing suggestions...”
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JOHN AND TESS WERE waiting for me again.

“Hey John, Tess.”

Tess beat him to the punch again. “Hi-ya Carol.”

John just smiled. “What’s the frown for – I thought you’re always happy to see us?”

“Well, I am, but there’s a hitch.”

Two sets of raised eyebrows waited – for that other shoe to drop.

“There's a guy named Will, and he’s warped the shifting algorithm somehow.”

John took the bait this time, seeing a plot twist to this story. “How could he warp a program that only you and the Jones siblings knew about – besides some long-dead scientists?”

“That’s the second puzzle. The first is: who the hell is this guy and how does he show up and disappear? He even knew Finn was going to show up before he did.”

Tess looked at John and back to me. “Another time-bender.”

My jaw dropped. Then I closed it into a grin. “What a great turn of events. Of course. But he’s not from your family, Tess – so where did he come from?”

Tess shook her head. But still kept a smile on her face. We time benders were a tight-knit bunch, so another genetic line might mean opening up the family. The guy might help us solve our own genetic mystery.

John still frowned. “We can’t give you any answer right now. Because your 5-minute window will close before Ben can even try to get us any answers from his network – if there’s any answers out there at all.”

I nodded. That reminded me. So I then stuck my arm through the force shield with a green data-pendant. “Just more data for you about the programs. I found some of the original coding for the AI, but it’s been reprogramming itself ever sense, so I don’t know what Ben’s science guys can do with that.”

John swapped their pendant for mine. “Thanks. A great start, anyway. We’ve got some more data on time-bending and space-shifting on that one.. Thought you could use some background data on all your talents.”

I pulled my arm back and looked over the pendant. “Just what I needed – more light reading for all my spare time.”

“Maybe your A.I. can devote some spare computing cycles to analyzing them.”

“Probably. He found the other stuff interesting. You’ll see a file on there with his recommendations. Along with his analysis of the power usage. Looks like Day 8 is going to be very iffy. Also, he’s pulled some data from his Intelligence network feeds. And his tentative conclusions as to who and where our ‘goon team’ is coming from. That time-space shifter device of Bart and Ernst’ seems more likely. So those science boys might see if they can come up with some jammer circuits we can build on this side...”

Tess clipped my talk. “Fast, Carol, your time’s almost up. Finn and Erika are doing fine, right?”

I nodded.

“OK, then
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