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      …there is a time for every event under heaven. Ecclesiastes 3:1

      

      “Why don’t you shoot me first?”

      Her brown eyes pierced mine with disturbing certainty. She was maybe five feet five inches tall, and I’d guess Hispanic if I had to. She was clad in a simple formal outfit and could pass for any pedestrian. Except she wasn’t, because someone paid me a fortune to meet her here. She wove her right palm around her left one, her thin, dry lips parting slightly as she inhaled a deep breath while casting a nervous glance around us. She turned her back to me, and the gravel crunched along with every step she took.

      Staring at her well-groomed, short, and curly hair, I steadied my nerves. The side glass-walled pane of the unoccupied high-rise building partially mirrored her square-shaped face when she stopped mere inches from the structure.

      I closed the gap as I noticed that the rising sun behind me cast a curved shadow to the left, obscuring my view of the cordoned-off parking lot I’d passed only minutes earlier. Construction crews worked quite some distance away. In contrast to their grating noise, her still frame exuded an unsettling composure—one that was much too calm. A wave of strong springtime winds rushed by, rustling freshly-bloomed red petals of an unkempt poppy patch nearby, while demurely revealing the neckline of her white-collared shirt.

      I opened my mouth, but no words came. I set my purse on the ground and warded off the alarm bells going off in my mind. I rolled down my jacket sleeves. Just keep this interaction professional. I cleared my throat aloud.

      “Excuse me, my name is Ruby Masters. I run a freelance delivery service. Cortexe Corp.—which I believe you work for—paid me to show up here to meet you. Probably to confirm your arrival with a package for me, but I’m not sure.” I pulled out my clipboard and waited for her to interject. She didn’t, so I continued, “Can I please have the package for delivery? I, for one, I’m certainly not here to kill anyone.” I let out a short nervous laugh and waited for her to take my cue and say something—anything. Still, she was silent.

      Maybe she never even heard me. Okay, time to call it a day. With a wave, I brushed my hair back, pulling it into a tight bun. Zipping up my purse halfway, I saw her feet move as she turned around. So I straightened to meet her gaze.

      “They see everything.” She looked me in the eye, unwavering, her voice even calmer than the first time she spoke, her jaw tipping slightly upward with an air of sophistication. She waved her hand in the air, a stiff smile crossing her face. “In the restaurants, I mean—everything.” She continued looking into my eyes and yet didn’t blink once.

      “I built The New Rulebook,” she emphasized every word.

      I frowned a little. “You mean, like surveillance, like what the government—”

      She shook her head so fast, short curls bounced over her forehead. But she kept her eyes on me as she reached inside her sweater, pulled out an object, and handed it to me.

      I accepted it without breaking eye contact.

      “No, not like that,” she responded. “What the government has now is…old, very old compared to The New Rulebook. That’s the name of what I built. Nothing is hidden from it—nothing. Only glitch is one-tenth of it isn’t there.” She turned toward the now-familiar blank spot on her wall of the high-rise building.

      I secured what she gave me, placing it in the inside pocket of my leather jacket and zipping up without investigating the contents. I could do so later. First, I needed to understand who this woman was and what we were doing here. What was my job if not purely delivery service? “What am I supposed to—”

      The whoosh of an object blew past the left side of my head from behind, grazing off some of my hair. A slow ding radiated, like a coin dropping into an empty coin jar. Her knees hit the ground with a thud. Then she fell face down, a gaping hole torn into the rear-middle of the clean curly hair that faced me moments earlier. Bloodstains dotted her sparkling shirt collar. She lay on the ground—lifeless.

      I raised a hand to my mouth, hyperventilating, screaming inside but hearing no sound. My eyes burned with shock and threatened to pop out of their sockets. How? What happened? One minute there was calm, the next moment chaos in stillness.

      I spun toward the direction the bullet came from. Sunlight glinted off another glass-walled high-rise. The glare obscured not only the probable shooter but also the shape of the windows. I swung around again to the scene before me, my breath raggedly out of rhythm. I placed one hand on my heart to keep me from fainting. Then I lowered to a squat to catch my breath.

      My gaze fell irresistibly to the slender body slumped down just a few feet from me. Reality drove through me like a nail through wood. My fingers trembled, and my knees threatened to buckle. I was gasping for precious oxygen—which felt suddenly scarce. My eyes traveled the length and breadth of my surroundings. Sounds of my crunchy footsteps on gravel assured me there was no one else left here but me. The construction crew I had heard earlier had gone completely still. I glanced upward. Surely, the shooter didn’t see her give me the item earlier or I’d be dead too.

      I wrapped my arms tight around myself while visually scouring the spot where I thought I’d heard a ding. The space she directly faced was missing its glass before the shot came through, so there was no broken glass. Ha! How convenient. This could make a forensic determination of her murder next to impossible, I thought. Any shred of evidence would be deemed circumstantial—unless there was an eyewitness cum suspect.

      I swallowed hard. There was no way this looked good for me. Convincing anyone of what I just saw would be like trying to explain how a tornado could reduce an entire town to rubble but leave one house standing a couple of meters away from the path of destruction. That would be a tough sell, though true.

      To my dismay, now I knew why they sent me here. To be the fall girl for a murder I didn’t commit. My mind raced through several options, and none of them were appealing. My head swam. I staggered, struggling to stand straight. I made to lean on part of the high-rise structure for support but thought twice about it. The last thing I needed was for my fingerprints to be on anything here.

      I began walking away clutching my purse, and I didn’t look back. I pressed my trembling lips closed while my knees were still wobbling. I couldn’t swallow the fact that an innocent woman just got murdered right in front of me. I would not—and could not—let it go. I had to do something. And I knew exactly what.
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      …There is a friend who sticks closer than a brother. -Proverbs 18:24

      

      “Red? Are you all right?” Robert asked as I unlocked my door, with his six-foot frame filling the doorway nicely.

      “Yeah, I’m fine.” I showed him into my apartment.

      “Red, you’re always good at breaking stuff. The way you sounded—I wondered, what did you break this time to get your voice all shaky?” His lips curved upward in a mischievous smile. His eyes fiercely bore into mine, searching for clues, but I gave nothing away. He averted his gaze and studied the apartment. Full eyelashes helped obscure the ill-timed humor beginning to light his eyes, but the squint on his forehead gave him away. Other times I would laugh, but this time I exhaled.

      He called me Red instead of Ruby most times. I liked the nickname, so I didn’t protest. I swallowed hard and began walking toward the bathroom. Robert followed me.

      “It’s the bathroom water pipe,” I explained in an even tone. “I think I broke it when I came home and decided to take a shower.” We both entered the bathroom, and I shut the door.

      “Wait, you took two showers in one morning? Must be one errand too many that you ran,” he quipped, some hesitancy lacing his voice.

      I looked up. Good. My plan was working. Vapor filled the room. Just a few more seconds…

      “Well, you know how old this building is. Given a choice, would I live in a place this aged?” I asked, knowing his answer whether he said it or not.

      He shook his head, and a muscle twitched along his sharp jawline, more out of habit. “You’ll never leave your precious elderly clients even if you got a million dollars. Admit it.” He pouted as the eyeglasses sitting atop his straight nose took on more vapor and began slipping.

      At that point, the fog almost fully obscured his face on the bathroom mirror. Perfect. I walked over to the showerhead where water still gushed. “Here, please give me a hand.”

      He didn’t move. I turned around, and bent over the water pipe to look toward him. His face had turned beet red.

      “Red.” Alarm darkened his green eyes. “Please step away from there. That’s very hot water.” He reached out as though he wanted to pluck me up and out in one fell swoop.

      I laughed, although the heat was truly starting to get to me, but I hid it. Now wasn’t the time to shy from pain. Something more important was at stake. “Hey. You know we’re not six anymore. Stop treating me like a little girl you need to protect. Now, come over here and help me, will you?” If he didn’t come close enough to me soon, I may lose the opportunity forever. I beckoned him with a quick wave.

      He stepped closer, took off his glasses, and pocketed them, slipping on contacts instead. “The glasses are customized, so I can’t afford to ruin them,” he added. He was still a bit far but now close enough.

      “Robert, listen carefully. I have been framed for murder. I went to a delivery pickup site. The requester paid me well—ten thousand bucks.” So I related what happened. “Before they shot her, she said something about a surveillance thing called The New Rulebook. She said they see everything. She then handed me a journal. I read the first few pages on my way home. She wrote that thick water vapor can cloud their monitoring ability, but only for a short period.”

      His eyes widened as I narrated, lips pressing firmly as his naturally-shaped, perfect brows arched in unison when I stopped speaking—the way they always did when he was in deep thought. He ran a quick hand through his hair while the other hand settled on his waist. He closed the small gap between us, stopping inches from me. “That’s why you broke the pipe.”

      “Exactly. I had no choice.”

      He bent over slightly, arching over the gushing water, then forcefully stopped its flow with a hand plug. Almost immediately, the vapor began to clear as Robert and I finished reattaching the pipe onto the showerhead. I spoke faster, providing him with every detail of the occurrence.

      Robert had known me all my life, and right now, I needed someone who required very few words to understand me. It didn’t hurt to have that someone also be a policeman.
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        * * *

      

      Half an hour later, I was still clad in the outfit I wore on assignment this morning. I shifted and tugged at my shirt, smoothing away creases. Even though my hands were busy, I had been listening to the news through my embedded earpieces. News of her murder hadn’t broken in the media yet, though I wished I could glue myself down in front of the TV right now to see when it did.

      Although I was preoccupied, I made a mental note to thank Robert for these earpieces later. They were his gift to me last Christmas. Then I didn’t understand why he was so into tech breakthroughs, but now, I was sure glad he was. The earpieces were structured to transmit audio from any active technological gadget, whether radio, TV, or PC from everywhere across my apartment, whether they were configured or not. In contrast, Robert’s job seemed worlds apart from his passion for technology, but he fit into both worlds naturally at the same time. He was always saying “you can’t fight crime without tech” whenever I raised the topic.

      “We need to get out of here right away,” he shouted from the bathroom, snapping me back to the moment. Seconds later, he approached while wiping his wet hands with a towel. A rough trail of dampened toilet paper stuck to the sole of his shoe followed behind.

      So I stepped on the tip as he passed by, breaking it off.

      He turned around, picked it up, and then rolled it into a ball. “Thanks. The tub’s all fixed up now.”

      He paused, pressing his lips together and lowering his voice. “Red, you should never have come back here after the lady was killed. We leave now, and you never return—ever. Do you understand?”

      Shaken, I nodded, unable to manage anything more. I headed to my bedroom and started packing a few belongings.

      Robert moved around the house peering into every corner with a flashlight, lifting some old phone books on a bookcase and attracting a sneeze. I figured he was probably searching for signs of surveillance equipment. I doubted they’d put it where someone could easily find it.

      I smiled sadly. Usually, sleep was the only thing I craved when my day was over. Until today. Until now, when all I wanted was safety—and answers—while fleeing my only home. Exasperated, I sighed as I finally tucked my last item—a framed photo of me as a little girl—into a duffel bag.

      Robert came up behind me and patted my shoulder. He then bent over and pulled my daily journal containing my business contacts out of the bag, tossing it back onto the bed. “Red, I’m sorry, but you can’t use those anymore. You’re saying goodbye to your life as you know it. I understand this is new territory for you, but you’re going to have to trust me.” Sudden wrinkles lined his forehead.

      Tears were brimming to the surface, but I fought them down. I sat on the bed and brought my knees up to my jaw, throwing my head backward for a moment. Pouring my hair together onto my right shoulder, I twisted the tip of a strand, absentmindedly wishing none of this were happening to me.

      With concern lining his brow, he squatted and took my hand. “I’m going to get you to safety first then find out who’s behind this, how big this thing is, okay? I might be doing this in reverse, but I’m not going to call this in to the station just yet. If I do, it could spook them.” He gave me a look tough to decipher. “There’s something I’ve got to tell you now in case I can’t tell you later.”

      But I barely heard him above my worried heart. I tore my eyes away and gazed out the window. I wished that those behind this setup would tell me why me. That’s what I wanted—no, needed—to know right now. Rising, I walked toward the clear, crisp view. My feet knocked down my journal partway there, which was perched slightly off the bed. It slid all the way onto the floor, stopping near the wall crest of the window. I got closer to pick it up. “Robert, I—”

      A piercing sound whizzed into my earpieces and broke my stride. “My ear!” I bent over and yanked off each earpiece, tossing them. When I straightened, Robert was facing the window, his eyes fixed on a point past me. With my breathing ragged, I looked behind me. Shards of glass poured onto my back like confetti.

      “Get down!” Robert yelled.

      I complied.

      He yanked his radio from his belt. But a second wave of shattering panes followed from the adjacent window. I dove beneath my study desk, kicking the chair out to fit me in under. I felt the searing pain of a sharp cut, but I was too high strung to know exactly where.

      “Red! Look!”

      I shrank back as two crossed ropes I didn’t previously see knotted powerfully right where I would have stood. One leg of my tossed chair spun into the knot of the ropes. The empty seat now facing out dragged forward then lodged on the windowsill, tipping almost over the ledge. My mouth slid agape in shock. “Unbelievable.” My hands wound like a vise onto the sides of my study desk.

      “Oh, Jesus!” Robert mumbled in prayer while panting. I didn’t know when he became religious. And I didn’t  seriously care right now. Silence gradually returned, interrupted by leftover particles dropping onto the ground.

      When I could hear above the drumming beat of my own heart, I turned toward him. “Robert?”

      He pointed across the floor from where I lay. “Suicide.” Our eyes met. “It would’ve looked like you committed—”

      I nodded. “I know. Like I jumped off the window to hang myself.” I planted my palms on the ground, using my big toe to drag down my duffel bag. Blood dripped behind my ankle where, apparently, I’d gotten a cut.

      “Red. Head to the living room. I’ll grab the bag.”

      I took his hand. He drew me by the armpits toward himself. We lay inches from each other.

      “They’ll think you’re dead.” He rolled over and leaned up on his elbow, a wry smile crossing his chiseled face. “Let’s make ’em think they’re right.” His grit-toothed response mirrored my determination to survive. He handed over his radio.

      I crawled through the bedroom door to the living room on hands and knees, while Robert trailed close behind.
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      We both crawled into the living room. The blinds were still closed from when I’d shut them earlier. We rose as we neared the couch.

      “They must’ve used a proximity alert to trigger pressure on the window panes causing them to blow. There could be more of ’em. We need to move now.” Robert dusted himself off while he rose to his feet.

      But I didn’t budge. “Why me? Why are they doing this to me?”

      He came close, squatted, and peered into my face, taking my arm with one hand, the other held up for caution. He treated me as though I was as fragile as the just-broken glass.

      “I know you didn’t kill anyone, okay?” His eyes grew gentle as they scanned my face.

      I said nothing. Instead, I raised a finger in an attempt to calm my trembling lips.

      “But I’m still a police officer. And I follow the law.”

      “So, are you going to turn me in right away?”

      He shook his head, waving a defensive hand in the air. “That’s not what I’m saying. As you are an eyewitness to murder and a possible person of interest, the law needs to know your whereabouts. You just need to keep calm and cooperate. Meanwhile, I’ll ask at the station about The New Rulebook.” His eyebrows arched upward in thought. “The name sounds familiar for some reason. For now, we need to move.”

      He let go of my hand and grabbed my duffel bag. I rose with new resolve and shook my head vigorously, arms akimbo. “No, Robert. I’m not running away. I don’t have a reason to.”

      I turned, but he grabbed my arm. I snapped it back from him in defiance. “Listen to me.” My voice sounded like it was breaking, but I couldn’t care less. “I’ve worked too hard and too long for some folks just to show up out of nowhere and take everything away in a flash.” I held in a sob, trying hard to keep it down. “I’m not going to leave my house or my life for anyone. Someone or something will prove my innocence.”

      Robert moved in closer, close enough I could smell his cologne. “And by then you could be long dead. You have to trust me. There is no other way.” He interlocked his left fingers to mine—our symbol of unity of purpose when we were younger.

      I was trembling all over now as the truth of his words found acknowledgment in my heart. I knew he was right. Though, unfortunately so. I also knew I was way over my head. Tough business clients I could handle, but smart psychopaths were beyond my skill set.

      Words were no longer necessary. He pulled me into an embrace while sobs wracked my body. I freed the tears that had been brimming inside me since this ordeal started and clung to his strong arms like I was literally holding on for dear life. His hands stroked my back, though giving little comfort inside. Moments later, my sobs quieted. We separated, and I took some tissue to wipe my face. Perching on the couch, I cupped my face in both hands.

      Robert inhaled deeply and observed me with concern lining his brow. He sat next to me and offered a tentative smile, his green eyes sharing my pain. “Red, I promise you, I will get you somewhere safe and keep it known only to me until someone else becomes need-to-know. You are the toughest person I know, and you will get through this.” He squeezed my arm. “Here, take this.” He handed me the apartment key. “You never know.”

      I looked at it and smiled a little.

      He walked back to the bathroom and returned with a first-aid kit. “We need to tend to that foot.”

      Oh, I had forgotten about the injury, focusing instead on having survived a suicide frame-up.

      He lifted my foot and wiped the blood off several times with an alcohol prep pad. It tingled, and I sucked in my breath.

      “There. All better.” He covered it with a Band-Aid and patted it lightly.

      I nodded. “Thanks.”

      Just then, something blared on the TV like breaking news. He stepped away to replace the kit while I got on my feet and moved forward to listen.

      Then all I could do was point to the TV. My feet stuck to the floor as though with glue. Her face was splashed across the 37-inch screen. Breath whistled past my teeth as I blinked hard. She stared at me, like a ghost from the distant past. Only it was this morning. “Robert! Look.”

      He returned and glanced up at the screen. “They found her.”

      I nodded, unable to speak anymore. “How?” I croaked out.

      Then Robert moved like lightning, dashing across the living room, unplugging electronic gadgets, knocking out lightbulbs on the chandelier with his arm protected by a cloth-glove. He looked at me with half-crazed eyes, wiping his face in between heaved breaths. “If they planted something here to see you with, it most definitely needs a power source, and if not, then it’s probably attached to a light fixture. I’m just guessing, but I might be right.”

      I was still stuck in the same spot, mouth agape, eyes wide. My mind whirled wildly like a wind gauge, trying to fit all the pieces together.

      “Forget the TV. The police—and the people who framed you—will be here soon. They may even be watching and listening to us. We have to go now.”

      Deep inside, I was still hoping for another way out of this situation. “The police, at least, have no way of tying me to this. I mean, for all the world knows, I wasn’t anywhere near there today. I can give back their money too.”

      He shook his head and tapped his foot repeatedly on the ground.

      I didn’t care if he was impatient. I was only going to run if all else failed.

      “You said earlier that your hair was grazed off at the crime scene, right?” He pointed to the screen. “You’re almost the same height as the woman on TV. You can be certain that the police will check public and police surveillance cameras soon. Once they place you at or near the crime scene, you’ll be a suspect—probably the sole suspect.” A troubled frown followed. “With those people who set you up, we could have mere minutes, and with the police, maybe a couple of days to process your hair sample and get results from the lab.”

      He scratched his head, causing some of his glossy brown hair to tumble onto his hand. “I’m sad even to think this, but if these people have moles within the police, we may have less time than I predicted.”

      My mouth dropped open, and my world shattered like a wrecking ball would rip apart a house. “But—” I protested, searching for a reason to say why this was all wrong.

      “Don’t you get it?” He grabbed my shoulders. “They sent you there because they needed someone to take the fall. That makes you their fall guy. You fit their perfect frame-up all around. You can be sure they planted enough motive to pin this on you. I’m very sorry, Red.”

      Premature wrinkle lines formed on his forehead while his voice deepened further. “It’s better for you to assume that you could be a murder suspect right now than otherwise. Assuming they heard everything we just said, from however the murdered lady claims they see and hear, time’s probably up.” He grabbed my elbow. “C’mon.” He picked up the duffel bag.

      I tried to walk, but my feet did not budge.

      “Now! Ruby,” he insisted, pulling me along.

      But I was in shock. My predicament was dawning on me all at once. Within moments, I began to function again. We ran out of my apartment, and for the first time, I did not lock it. I took one more look and swallowed hard as the only safe haven I had known since leaving the orphanage disappeared behind me, while I ran toward an uncertain future.

      We hurried down a couple flights of stairs side by side, turning toward the exit. We reached the ground floor, making for the main building’s door.

      A muscular man seeming about six feet tall, slammed right into us at the doorway, panting. His gaze darted between Robert and me. His eyes then settled on me without doubt.

      I peered down at his hands—he held a gun in one and a satellite radio in the other. A gasp escaped my throat. My feet suddenly grew wobbly, like jelly. A muffled shot rang out just as my world went black.
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      Do not be afraid… only believe. -Mark 5:36

      

      “You might want to keep your head down, Red.” Head cushioned on a pillow, I turned my neck sideways toward the familiar deep voice.

      Emerald-green eyes gazed into mine, sparkling though edged with worry. He smiled. His gaze sharp as an eagle’s looked me over with careful scrutiny.

      I used my elbow to push up to a half-leaning position. “What’s going on?” Sharp pain throbbed through my head like a relentless hammer, answering my question. “Uh.” I sighed, reluctantly lying back down. The memory of what happened poured in unbidden. I gasped and looked up at Robert. “How did we—” With one hand, I rubbed away to soothe my aching forehead.

      A grin spread across his face. Then he rose to full height. “Get away?”

      He strode to a granite-layered counter and returned with a glass of water. He leaned over then lowered the glass to my lips. With one firm arm cupping the back of my head, he prodded me. “Drink up. You need it.”

      I hesitated because I’ve never liked drinking water. He knew that. But gulping down twice, I avoided a lecture. Last time he did this, we were thirteen. I’d climbed a tree in the orphanage’s school playground then took a fall from the branch. I ended up with cuts, bruises—and high fever within hours. Robert had lectured me for up to two hours before I accepted the nurse’s aspirin.

      “Want an aspirin?”

      I shook my head, eyelids growing heavy. I caught a knowing smile forming at the corners of his mouth.

      “Didn’t think so,” he muttered, setting the glass on a center table located an arm’s length away.

      I looked around, sensing familiarity. “Where is this, Robert?”

      He perched near my feet, seated at the edge of the tan leopard-print couch where I lay. He held up a hand. “I’ll take it one question at a time, princess. Okay, now the answer to your first, you fell.”

      “What do you mean, ‘I fell’?” I sensed a frown creasing my forehead. I spread out the couch throw already over me around my middle section more comfortably.

      “It all happened really fast. You passed out when the guy held up a gun to shoot you. That threw him off. Can’t shoot someone if they’re already down, right? So I caught you with one hand, and then kicked the gun out his hand with my right foot, just as the shot went off. Luckily, we weren’t hit. Next, I pulled my weapon on him, stopping him.”

      I inched the pillow a bit higher. “If you caught me, why is my head throbbing hard as an old locomotive train?”

      He ran a hand through his hair, lips thinning at the same time. “I may—and I insist, may—have accidentally bumped your head against my knee when I kicked him.” His shoulders inched upward defensively while his arms flew outward.

      “You did what?!”

      He quickly continued, more in an attempt to stop the coming tirade. “It was a mistake. Truly. I’m sorry about that. And the answer to your second question, we’re still in your building, two floors below yours. At the apartment on the ground floor.” He cleared his throat and cast a furtive glance.

      My face could still be showing how angry I was because his voice became a little high-pitched like whenever he’d really gotten on my wrong side. Police sirens passively rang in from the street through cracks in the parted window shutters, cutting into our conversation. Then they faded. But I said nothing while lost in thought.

      He moved closer and cradled my hand. “I’m truly sorry if my knee is what hurt you, okay? You know I’d never intentionally do so. My reaction was impromptu. I just—I had to do something.”

      I nodded slightly, feeling relieved. “It’s all right. I’ll get better.” I adjusted to lie on my side.

      “That was quick, Red. You sure? Or you’ll get your pound of flesh later?” As I flipped back around, he tipped the side of his face to me, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he spoke. “Do it if it makes you feel any better.”

      At first, I didn’t get it. Then when realization dawned, I rose sharply, ignoring my swaying neck, now lacking its supportive pillow. “You know what, now I’m really offended that you would even suggest that!” I was panting now, unsure whether it was due to anger or the stubborn ache zapping through my head and worsening by the minute. He raised a hand in objection, but I shrugged him off. “I may be in pain, but I’m not stupid.”

      “I—” he interjected.

      Now, I held up a warning hand. “No, Robert. I don’t want to hear it. You tell me what happened—everything—and exactly the way it happened. That’s all I want to hear from you right now.”

      His shoulders heaved, a deep breath escaped his lips, and sculpted biceps moved in unison. “When you passed out, I secured the guy’s gun. He tried to call someone on the SAT phone, but I aimed my weapon at him, forcing him to stop. You were still out so I couldn’t move us from here without having to carry you all the way—and that would’ve certainly raised eyebrows on the street. So, I cuffed him to the stairwell and called it in to the station as an armed intruder situation. Apparently, he was sent in here alone. I threatened to shoot him if he moved a step. He dropped his phone to the ground. I stomped it, breaking off the antenna.”

      “And where was I?”

      He pointed out toward the door. “Behind the stairwell. You were passed out for three and half hours. I’m not proud to say this, but I’d hoped you’d stay out till the police were done and gone. And you did.” He sighed then leaned back against the couch. “When they left, an elderly lady came out of this apartment and asked me to bring you inside. She’d witnessed everything through her peephole. She said you were a good girl and thanked me for not handing you over to the cops.” He chuckled.

      “Yeah, she didn’t know you were one of ’em. What happened to your uniform?” I asked, looking him over briefly.

      He glanced downward. “I got these from your duffel bag. I bet I look cool in female yoga pants and tees, huh? Errr! Not a word, Ruby. I need to change back into uniform as soon as my clothes are out of her dryer.”

      I laughed heartily—observing the snugly-fitted pink shirt worn over now high-cropped black workout pants—until an ache in my temple interrupted me. “I most likely know our host. Where is she right now?” I searched the apartment for the lady in question.

      He pointed to the door. “She said she’d take a long walk several times around the block to make sure you were safe.”

      “Are you serious?” I chuckled, quite perplexed. “Why would you let an elderly woman hike around the block as security? You might give her arthritis by the day’s end if not get her killed, Robert.”

      His eyebrows arched in unison. Mouth agape, he shrank back, shaking his head vigorously. “Wait, I didn’t ask her to do anything. I tried to stop her, but she wouldn’t listen. She said she was your very first delivery client, and without you, she’d have to fight through human bowling pins—her words, not mine—to get groceries at the store. It seems you’re well valued around here.”

      I sat up now, totally ignoring the pain. “Ms. Paula Bryant. Oh no! Robert, we have to leave. She’s such a nice lady. I don’t want her to be in harm’s way because of this mess. We need to leave—now.” I peeled back the throws that had enveloped me with warmth and looked around the floor for my shoes, bracing my head with one hand.

      Robert was still sitting. I scowled at him. “What are you waiting for? We can’t stay here. Get your clothes from the dryer.” He scratched his clean-shaven beard line, but I resisted rolling my eyes. “C’mon, Emerald Eyes, let’s go.”

      That got him on his feet—and smiling. “Okay, Madame Red. I’ll grab ’em.”
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        * * *

      

      “One more minute…I don’t want to catch a cold in these,” Robert shouted from the laundry room adjacent to Ms. Bryant’s kitchen a half hour later.

      “Okay.” I snapped the rear of my comfort shoes snug. “I’m in the living room.” I tapped on the ground, testing the shoes’ fit on my injured foot. I heard a rap and cast a glance at the door then twisted toward the kitchen. Robert must still be drying his clothes.

      The knock sounded again, faster this time, and a tad impatient. Ms. Bryant had probably returned from her walk. I rose and walked to the door to get it. Closing one eye, I looked through the peephole. Before I could make anything out, hands grabbed my waist from behind. A firm hand muzzled my attempt to scream. My heart rate rose as I was hustled backward through the apartment, to the kitchen.

      “It’s me,” Robert whispered into my ear. He set me on my feet in the middle of the kitchen, then reached out one hand to the adjacent wall and turned off the lights. “The kitchen doors have an extra lock with keys. The keys aren’t there, so we can’t get out that way. But I discovered a large pet exit at the bottom of the kitchen’s back door. We could squeeze through. Come on.” He barely lifted his voice above a whisper. He led to the exit, but when I grabbed his arm and sprung him back, he turned around.

      “Wait, where’s Ms. Bryant?” What if she’s in harm’s way already?

      Light air blew on my cheek as he exhaled deeply. “I’m sorry, Red, but I don’t know. The one thing I know for sure is that it’s not her rapping at her own front door. She took her keys with her when she left.”

      Crack. Wood ripped in the front room as someone broke down the door, forcing it off its hinges. Definitely couldn’t be Ms. Bryant doing it. “So how do I know she’s okay, Robert? How?”

      “Right now, there’s no way for us to be sure.” He took both of my hands and guided them toward the bottom of the door until I felt the wooden frame. “But wherever she is, she would want you to remain safe, and I’m going to make sure you are. Let’s go. You first.”

      Following his guidance, I bent down on hands and knees and reached for the flap lid over the pet exit. But I still couldn’t help wondering. Why did my world keep unraveling deeper and faster every time I opened my eyes? The raspy voices grew closer. Raising the thick plastic flap, I squeezed both arms in one after the other, while sucking in my breath so my midsection could easily glide through. I shifted sideways as my hips briefly wedged stuck.

      “Hurry!” Robert pushed my feet, helping unhinge my hips.

      I scrambled out onto my feet as he forced the duffel bag out next. So I grabbed it. His head appeared. Then he slid the rest of him underneath more easily, using the edges to push free.

      We raced across the small yard. Angry voices rose in unison within the apartment. Then the kitchen lights came back on. Behind the curtain, I spotted the shadows of people bending over, searching around, and slamming dish cupboards as though we were small enough to fit into them. I tore my eyes away and faced forward.

      Sprinting down the street, we paused near a sharp curve where a combined garbage collection bin stood tall. “Officer, do you need assistance? I can help call someone. I’ve got a cell phone,” a young,  average-height, brown-skinned man asked Robert.

      But…how’d he know Robert was an officer? I glanced at Robert. Then I saw he was back in uniform. The pink tee underneath still glared abstractly out of his one-buttoned down shirt. I hadn’t seen his wardrobe change as I’d barely glanced when we made it out of Ms. Bryant’s. So his outfit had been a blur.

      Robert reached out and accepted the cell phone with a nod. “Thank you, sir.” He cast a cautious glance behind us, dialed quickly, and then brought the phone to his ear.

      “Hey, man. I’ve got a problem. I need you out here on Sandy Drive. You remember where Ruby lives, right?” He paused for a response on the other end then nodded. “Yes, we’ll be two blocks from here at a coffee shop, at the right corner. And please keep this between me and you, partner. See you soon.” He handed the phone back to the stranger. “Thank you so much, sir. We appreciate your help.”

      The man smiled and nodded. “Glad to help out, officer. Good luck.” He rejoined pedestrian traffic headed downtown while we made our way on foot in the opposite direction, toward The Unique specialty coffee and teashop.

      We stopped briefly while I grabbed a yellow-flowered spring scarf from the duffel bag to use it for a partial disguise, knotting it around my neck as we hurried along. For all anyone could tell, he was an officer on duty. During the pause, he did, however, fully button up his shirt.

      “Robert.” I drew in a deep breath, carefully choosing my words. “Just in case I don’t make it out of this alive, I—”

      He walked back in two wide strides, stopping me in my tracks. He waved a hand in the air, eyes wide and furious. “Okay, now you’ve gone too far. In this situation, we don’t talk like that—at all. It’s got to be your bad head making you say stuff. Here’s an icepack.” He directed the icepack to my forehead like stray gear, placing my hand over it, as though that was the panacea to my statement. Yet he still firmly took and held my free hand as we walked along. I yielded, dropping the matter.

      Not long afterward, we reached the end of the street. The Unique, just across from where we were, bustled with eager customers lined up for their daily taste fest, which happened for an hour every evening. The scent of rare coffee and flavored herbal tea welcomed us to the shop. We crossed at the traffic light and joined other patrons who chatted happily, oblivious to our plight.

      Robert stood tall, busy looking around and scanning the crowd for any threats. His gaze met mine, eyes brimming with raw determination. “Red, I need you to listen to what I’m about to say.” He pulled me closer, briefly separating us from the others in line.

      Some customers sent friendly glances our way. I smiled back in return, but Robert was too preoccupied to notice their kind gesture.

      Music danced into my ears from within the store. So I let myself savor the moment, loosening my hair from its bun and letting it glide free. I danced in full surrender, losing the stress of the whole day with each swirl. If my life was at risk, then I’d cherish every moment of happiness from now on—including this one. I slowed to a stop, recalling where we were. I must have closed my eyes because when I opened them, others were dancing along while waiting in line, moving steadily toward the door. Robert stared at me from a distance with a look I couldn’t explain. “You okay?” I asked, a little worried.

      He took my hand, cradling it in his. I might’ve seen moisture in his eyes, but he quickly blinked it away. He closed his eyes for a moment and drew in a deep breath. When he opened them, they were mistier. “Red. I promise you, I will not let anything happen to you.” He nodded, as though to let his words sink in, more for him than for me. “If this gets more out of hand than it already is, and I’m just saying if, then I’ll officially place you into protective custody and personally escort you to the station. Please don’t scare me again with such speculations like you did earlier. Please, Red?”

      I nodded. “All right then.” We got back in line just as we neared the double-door entrance. I looked up at him. “If you do bring me in, what are you going to tell your boss to make him know I’m innocent and not a murderer?”

      He leaned on a railing by the doorway. “Psshh…Right now, I don’t know. But when the time comes, I’ll think of something.”

      I chuckled while accepting our sample cups of tea and coffee. “Another lie? Robert Towers, you’ve—”

      “Never lied to you.” He whipped around. “What’s the first lie?” His jaw tightened, and his face looked like he was between anger and dreadful anticipation of my response.

      “Promising me that I’ll be okay.”

      As we entered the shop, I scouted out some seats near the door. Just then, Robert faced me, a fiercely protective look in his eyes I hadn’t seen this clearly before. “I didn’t lie about that. I’ll do everything in my power, though I’m well aware of my human limits. You have to believe you’ll make it through this, or else… You can’t give up just yet, Red.”

      I stepped closer, shaking my head. “Who’s talking about giving up? Of course, I’m not giving up. I’m just saying that I’m not going to put you in harm’s way in order to stay safe. Your life is equally valuable to me. That’s all I’m saying, and I mean it.”

      He ground his teeth but kept his thoughts to himself. But I wouldn’t complain. After all, that about suited my mood right now.

      We pulled our chairs back and sat down. I settled our tea and coffee on the table. His face was void of expression like he was in some faraway land. Occasionally, I had no way of knowing what was going on behind those green eyes. I watched the reflections change while he sipped tea to help drive his thoughts home, while I drank coffee for a while.

      When he looked up, he seemed calmer so that calmed me too. “Sorry for my tone earlier. Maybe I was being overprotective.”

      I smiled weakly. “I understand. We need to be hopeful but also practical. We have to accept that things could go wrong. Not that it’s what I hope happens but…” I trailed off, not ready to consider everything that could go wrong which hadn’t already.

      “You are going to be okay, Red. I promise—again. ’Bout what you inferred earlier, I enforce and obey the law. I don’t lie to the law—ever. And I did not lie when I said you’d be all right—because you will.” He smiled with practiced formality. So I knew someone else was about to join our table.

      “Hey, buddy,” the voice came from behind me, “are you okay? My car’s outside. Let’s go if you’re ready.” It sounded like Jim Phillips, Robert’s partner. We both stood up, leaving our half-empty cups behind. Skipping pleasantries, we walked behind Jim toward the exit.
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      With the Lord, one day is like a thousand years, and a thousand years like one day. -2Peter 3:8

      
      “Tell me, again, everything you remember about the shot. From the moment you became aware of it.” Robert honked at a rough driver cutting sharply into our lane. He was typically the most patient driver I’d ever seen—until today. Matter of fact, I didn’t  think I’d  ever heard him toot his horn at anyone before—no matter what.

      He threw me an I-know-you-saw-that glance, but all things considered, I said nothing. This was no ordinary day. There was no need to be surprised by unusual behavior from anyone—especially Robert. In contrast, Jim remained silent, sitting in the seat behind me, completely engrossed in his own thoughts. With his recent divorce just concluded, I certainly didn’t blame him for his refrain. Though I wished I could share his calm.

      “It was a clean shot. Well…almost clean. It brushed off some of my hair. I still can’t get that picture out of my head. I mean, who does that? Shoots an innocent lady?” I sighed. “Whoever these people are, three things are clear: one, they planned this way ahead of time; two, they planned things to the exact detail; and three, they’re very dangerous. We shouldn’t be messing with them—except they messed with us first. Come to think of it, what were the odds that I’d walk to the window in my apartment this morning, eh? There’s so much we don’t know.”

      We made a turn and drew to a slow stop. Robert properly parked, glancing at his partner in the back seat. “Thanks, buddy, for getting us out of there. We’re only going to be gone for a couple of minutes.” He handed Jim the car keys and accepted another set of keys—house keys—in exchange.

      Jim stepped out of the car, swung around, and glided into the driver’s seat. “I’ll be waiting here. You both hurry, or we’ll get caught in downtown evening rush-hour traffic.”

      We hurried up a flight of stairs, stopping at an apartment on the left side. Robert unlocked the door and turned the knob, proceeding with cautious steps as we entered. A rustic smell greeted us. Pictures of Jim with his ex-wife and son lined the wall. My heart hurt for them. This must be the house Robert mentioned that Jim had moved out of and was trying to put on the market.

      “There should be some feminine items still left in the restroom. Hurry, please. We leave in fifteen minutes.”

      I carted the duffel bag along with me, intent on safeguarding The New Rulebook journal inside. “Okay. I won’t be long.” I entered the bathroom and shut the door. Exactly what sanitary action  could I achieve in fifteen minutes? But rather than freezing, I’d better make the most of what little time I had here.

      I shook my hair loose, and its locks cascaded down to my shoulders free of the bun I’d re-pinned them in during the ride. I gathered my thoughts, interrupted when I caught my reflection in the mirror. I stared at my reflection. How could I wash off the look of shock still plastered on my face? Or fix the dull ache throbbing in my heart within fifteen minutes? Specks of dust from the pet exit out of Ms. Bryant’s house appeared still caught in parts of my hair, with some even on my face. Streaks of deep-brown foundation powder smeared under my eyes. Mascara ran partially at the corners of my eyelids. My clothes were creased in the wrong places, and sweat dampened the neck of my shirt, sending a chill over me.

      Tears flowed down my face, and sobs came through. I shielded my mouth with my hands pressed tightly on it so Robert wouldn’t hear me and grow concerned. Then I closed the toilet seat and sat on it, relieving my buckling knees of their burden. Moments later, I gathered myself together and splashed cold water on my face, scrubbing my skin to wash it out. I saw how the different colors flowing into the sink told the story of how my day went so far.

      “We’ve got to go, Red.” Robert rapped on the door.

      So I jerked in subconscious reaction before I found my voice. “Sure. I’ll be right there.” I changed into clean clothes, packed the soiled ones into a bag, and secured it with a sling-type rope. I stepped out of the bathroom, feeling physically cleaner and emotionally lighter, while grateful for this much-needed bathroom break.

      Robert stood right by the front door, only yards away from me. “Are you ready?”

      I nodded and looked away quickly, not trusting my voice. He paused then went ahead without asking. We stepped out, and he shut the apartment door then locked it. We reached the car and climbed in with Jim now in the driver’s seat.

      Robert handed over the house keys. “Thanks, man. We’ll catch a taxi from here.”

      Jim nodded. “Anytime, buddy. I’m on leave starting tomorrow for two weeks. I’m going to see family in Rhode Island. Call me if you need anything. You both be careful now.”

      I forcefully tore my eyes off Robert’s ill-fitted shirt and color-riot wear. This was very different from his usual well-tailored, stylish look. I sighed and pursed my lips. We were now living like fugitives—all because of me. And that had to change.
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        * * *

      

      “You should be safe here.” Robert passed me bottled water. When I’d asked him to stop so we could buy some drinking water on our way here, he’d insisted that we needed to stay off locations with cameras. He made sense, so I endured the thirst— for two long hours. Since I rarely drank water, there was no way he could have envisaged this turn of events.

      I felt my eyes narrow when I glanced toward him. “What do you mean ‘you’? I thought we’re both on the run here. Are you quitting on me already?” I tugged at the hem of his shirt playfully.

      His shoulders shook with laughter. “You haven’t lost your sense of humor, huh?” He received the duffel bag from me. “You’re still not out of danger yet. I need to make a few calls so I can’t stay just yet. The people after you—let’s hope they’re still in the dark about how you got out of the building.”

      Something about his tone set me on edge. I couldn’t put a finger on it, though, so I let it go. If it was important, he’d tell me at the right time.

      “What’s this place, Robert?” I examined the apartment more closely, my eyes adjusting to the dim indoor lighting. An empty, gold-painted art frame stood at the right corner of the living room, obscuring part of the sole window’s view. No fancy decorations were there, just one oak center table, one white couch with two gold-embroidered, checkered throws and two steel side chairs. A desk lamp rested on the edge of the oak table. A false white orchid occupied the center, next to a mini desk clock. Simple, yet very different from the redbrick homes with carefully manicured lawns and estate-like sculptures we’d passed up the street. I didn’t mind the simplicity. I was just worried that its contrasting structure amidst a wealthy enclave didn’t readily fit in.

      I scanned the kitchen area toward the left. An artistic archway led inside. Ceramic dishes sat covered with a protective veil on the counter. One cooking pot stared back at me, glistening like it had never been used. “Only one cooking pot,” I muttered. From where I stood, the kitchen looked like it was made more for display than for use, with no sign of wear.

      I returned my attention to Robert, who was still standing at the door, watching me closely while I moved deeper into the living room. I wasn’t so worried about him since I knew that sometimes he retracted into his shell when he felt overwhelmed like he must have been feeling now. This predicament was eating away at him just like me.

      So I asked him a question. “How far?” When he approached, hands in his pockets, I crossed my arms and continued, “Can I get from their reach? Think about it. They paid me ten thousand dollars today for a delivery they knew wouldn’t happen.”

      We simultaneously sat on both steel chairs, facing each other. Though he remained silent.

      “The only way they could’ve safely and comfortably positioned a sniper in a highbrow area, with enough time to escape afterward, was if they had access to or owned an entire floor. Leasing the entire floor of a high-rise building in a prime location with good window view costs at least six figures anywhere in the world.”

      His face took on a glum look.

      I inhaled a deep breath at the repercussions, but I was insistent on getting my next point across, however unpleasant it felt. “Robert, please just take me in. You’re a cop. Cuff me and escort me downtown. You can tell them you saw me so you arrested me. Period. That should suffice.”

      He stared at my extended hands, promptly rising and walking to the window, hands shoved into his pockets again. He then pulled his hands out of pocket and folded them. “These people are millionaires. That’s what it means, Red. That’s smart. And you’re correct.” Clearly, he ignored my offer to be arrested by him.

      I sighed, rising as well. Then I leaned against the kitchen partition. “This is Chevvy Chase if I read the street signs correctly. Millionaires live in Chevvy Chase. Robert, this is their playground. This is the last place I should be. Maybe the other side of town is best.”

      “No, that’s not a good idea.” A muscle tensed along his jawline, and he headed toward the door without explaining his thought.

      I stood in his way, now suspecting he was hiding something. He’d never been good at it, at least not with me. I looked him eye to eye with my arms akimbo. “Why, Robert?”

      He stopped but still looked away.

      “I may not be in law enforcement, but I’m not ignorant. Talk.” Insistent, I beckoned him back indoors.

      He sighed, and his shoulders dropped as he walked deeper into the apartment, and then sat down. “The poor neighborhood is the wrong place for us to go. That’s where they’d look first.” He ran a hand through his hair, head thrown backward.

      “You’re an innocent victim, an amateur at best, so they’ll assume that would be your kneejerk reaction. There in the poor neighborhoods, they’ve got access to traffic cameras all over, but here, I saw less than four traffic and speed cameras on our way, mostly on bridges and school zones. No speed bumps at all. With The New Rulebook, cameras mean eyes in the sky. Here, you hide in plain sight.” He raised his head. “For the sake of your peace of mind, I’m staying for a bit, so we can think this through.”

      But I was only partly relieved. Why did I still feel as though he hadn’t told me everything? “Is there something else you haven’t told me, Robert?”

      He averted his gaze in response. “Red, we’re fine.”

      The blush spreading across his neck said otherwise. Maybe I’d embarrassed him. This day was tough enough already, so I didn’t push it.

      I stepped out of his way. “If you say so. You should’ve explained all this earlier so I didn’t have to ask.”

      “Sorry, I’ve got a lot on my mind.”

      I nodded, smiling a little. “Yeah, I kind of noticed.”

      I waited for him to fill in the gaps, but he didn’t explain further. He then smiled too, seeming a bit more relaxed than when we walked in. My heart stirred when I saw the same set of facial features of the six-year-old boy who befriended me eighteen years ago. Green and kind—though sharp—eyes. A set jaw, which was always clean-shaven. Ears easily aligned. A small scar below his upper left jaw, and a dark-spotted birthmark, walnut-sized, pinched his left earlobe. His short brown hair he typically wore trimmed military style, though it was a bit longer now. Yeah, he looked exactly the same, just grown up and stressed out. I sighed, subconsciously heaving my shoulders. “I’m sorry I got you into all this mess.”

      He shook his head and rose to his feet. “You don’t have to apologize for anything. To tell you the truth, I would’ve been mad if I wasn’t your first phone call.”

      “Though I wish I called for a good reason.” I chuckled. “Wait, as a cop, aren’t you supposed to tell me to call my lawyer first before talking to you? You know, being a suspect and all…”

      He swiveled, and his eyes shone as his lips widened into a smile. “Yeah, Red. Such an amazing pseudocriminal you are. If all criminals are like you, I would’ve caught ’em all, and maybe become chief of police or mayor by now.”

      I shrugged. “Hey, I’m trying real hard here. Give me some credit.”

      He grinned, giving me a quick side hug, and then faced me fully, cupping both my shoulders. “You’re the last person this should happen to—and I’m not just saying so because I know you.” His eyes softened, roamed all over my face, and then he glanced away quickly—again.

      A catch in his voice raised my internal red flags, but I tamped them down and cautioned myself. For all it was worth, I was probably overreacting to everything given recent events. Maybe I just needed some sleep. I glanced around, searching. “Where’s the bathroom?”

      He pointed to the inner unlit corner. “The light switch’s on the left side wall.” He grabbed the duffel bag, coming up behind me.

      I waved for him to stop. “No, you stay with the bag. I need a hot shower. Then we’re going to brainstorm our way out of this.”

      Nodding, he headed back toward the living room. “Sounds like a plan.”
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        * * *

      

      “You should rest.”

      Sheets of paper ruffled as I rose to grab my umpteenth cup of coffee. “Nope. There’s no time to rest yet. Every minute counts, you said so yourself. We’ve got to get ahead of these people.”

      He moved the bowl of popcorn we’d been snacking endlessly on, from the couch to the oak table.

      “Let’s rehearse what we know of the murdered lady.” I gave my fresh brew to Robert to hold for me. After settling on the couch, I accepted it back from him. “Thanks.”

      He nodded absentmindedly, eyes still scouring the pages. “Sure.”

      We’d split the journal into two. He read the hardbound notes, while I read the many clipped sheets, held together by an eagle-wings-shaped binder clip.

      “I discovered she’s a computer analyst with Cortexe Corp., though I’m pretty sure she did more than just analysis, especially with her creating The New Rulebook. Her name is Violet Zendel, and I got that from page one. These sheets—though loose—were all numbered, and they’re full of intricate drawings, maybe of things, places, or events, I’m not sure. I need to dig deeper. I can’t do it without a computer.” He rubbed his eyes, settling his elbow on his knee, with one hand supporting his jaw. “The journal itself has records mostly documenting her experiences with colleagues and a certain Pete occasionally mentioned but not in detail. I need to run her name on our law enforcement database and see what we know.”

      Something fell to the floor from between the binding of the journal and its back cover as I lifted it off the table. I didn’t notice any bulge there before. As I picked up the object, I was curious as I examined it. It looked like a quarter-sized, square-shaped golden dice, dotted with black circles all around, four dots on the edge of each side, one dot in the middle, a total of five on each side, except at the top and the bottom. Those had only one dot in the middle each. I tossed up the dice then caught it. It felt a bit heavy for a dice. Something was inscribed on one edge of the one-dotted sides. I squinted and read it: Isaiah 40:31.

      “Hmm,” I muttered, seeing it as very odd. Robert was engrossed in what he was reading, fingers working the pad, as he was busy taking notes, so I placed the cube on the table, planning to tell him about it later.

      He turned to me suddenly. “Red, she took pretty detailed notes. It must have taken her a long time to put this together without getting caught in the process. The New Rulebook must be a first of its kind. It’s lightyears ahead of anything I’ve heard of in surveillance technology.” He paused in thought. Eyes glaringly fixed on one spot, a distant expression covered his face.

      “You haven’t heard the worst part yet. Apparently, The New Rulebook was developed both as leading technology in large-scale surveillance and as a means to control crime. It uses a system of mathematical probability and psychological logic coupled with past personal history to predict future behavior. It seeks to control crime through predicting a person’s future behavior, using algorithms produced on the ‘either/or’ rules of probability and the ‘if/then’ rules of philosophical logic. Then it proposes a plan of action to stop that choice from actualization, if desired. That may sound like a load of crap to anyone on the street until they form a habit of crossing the street when the sign says Stop. The New Rulebook could propose cutting off their leg to prevent them from causing an accident. When it spotlights one individual, the true risk it poses becomes real enough. Why does anyone need something like this?”

      He straightened, and his brows drew together. He turned his head sideways, lips thinning, eyes firmly set with displeasure, features rigidly drawn. “It could make anyone to be accused of anything at any time—depending on who’s at the controls.”

      I considered him and his words for a moment, with my hand propping up my jaw as well. “For instance, if someone is poor, broke, and indebted, he’s a prime candidate for theft suspicion automatically by virtue of his status.”

      He nodded in agreement. “That’s not a fair assumption on their part. But, yes, that’s what it means.”

      I shook my head. “That makes everyone a criminal before they even commit a crime. Right?”

      He didn’t nod this time. “Or you could be framed for a crime.”

      “Like I was,” I completed, the full picture coming together—and not looking good for me. “That’s how they chose me. I’m already a victim of The
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