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      The hotel room smelled like sex. It had been so long since he had seen his wife that Carl had almost forgotten what she smelled like.

      The room was warm, musky, and sweaty, but with a sickly-sweet taste underneath. The sweetness kind of reminded Carl of the bottles of antifreeze his dad kept around for the antique 2004 Mercedes the old man refused to sell or upgrade to automated systems. Completely illegal to drive on most roads, these days, but Pop would never part with his baby. Planned to be buried in it. Carl figured that other smell must be the industrial disinfectant the hotel staff used to keep the place safe from all the viruses running loose in the modern world. He preferred electronic sorts of plagues, but wasn’t going to argue today.

      His wife came through Seattle so infrequently that any chance to see her was something he leapt at. Even if it was a run-down hotel in one of the seedier parts of the Sodo neighborhood of Seattle, with barely two hours’ warning that she was even in town. Fortunately, he and Deke weren’t up to anything criminal right now, so taking the night off didn’t ruin any operational plans.

      Carl rolled from his back to his side as his heart rate finally slowed down to something he thought might be survivable. She had been almost frantic in her love-making, like she hadn’t seen him in years, instead of months, or maybe thought she might never see him again.

      He considered pulling up a sheet or something, but it was warm enough in here. And there was just enough light sneaking through the crappy curtains to just lay there and study her form.

      Tall and luscious. Tanned with no lines visible. Chest large but still firm. The woman was a maniac about staying in shape, frequently working out in a t-shirt that simply said “more pushups = better boobs.”

      Carl had to agree. They were fantastic. And distracting. Alma knew that. Used it to her advantage every way she could. Carl didn’t mind being on the receiving end.

      After all, as one of her husbands, he could never be compelled to testify against her in an American court.

      “What evil thoughts are racing through your head, youngster?” she purred, stretching and twisting in ways that made Carl’s brain turn to white noise for a second.

      Youngster was an inside joke. Alma was exactly eight days older than Carl, both of them less than a year from turning forty.

      Her hair was blonde. Probably reinforced now, since he had met her mother a few times and seen the astonishingly-beautiful, gray-haired woman that Alma would turn into in another decade. The eyes were that bright blue that only Russian immigrants like Alma’s parents seemed to have naturally these days. Everyone else used drops or contact lenses.

      “It’s a good thing you have three other husbands,” Carl replied. “I’m not sure I’d survive you, otherwise.”

      She grinned in response. Slithered closer and pressed up against him. It was a good fit, since she was his height.

      Six foot tall, gorgeous, blonde athlete with big boobs and a brain. What horrible things had he suffered in a previous life to earn all this?

      “Oh, I’m keeping you,” she whispered, squirming in close to steal all his body heat.

      “That’s good,” Carl agreed. “Roofies are expensive.”

      It was an old joke, back to what the world was like when Carl was a kid. Douche-Bros putting Rohypnol in a woman’s drink at a bar so he could take her home and she couldn’t remember anything the next day. Back before everyone had a camera running at all times, and everyone posted all their information everywhere so friends and brothers could track some dumbass down. Back before dating boards where any man or woman could look to see your recent and lifetime ratings before even bothering to answer your request.

      Casual crime like that frequently meant jail time in this era. There were still dumbass kids out there hadn’t figured that out.

      You had to act like a pro if you wanted to avoid concrete boxes.

      “So,” Carl continued. “What does bring my dangerous, revolutionary wife to town?”

      “I need your help on a job,” she said in a way that was probably intended to sound casual. At least to anyone that didn’t know her.

      Carl suppressed the recoil that threatened to run through him. This was his wife.

      “I am never going back to Uruguay,” Carl stated categorically.

      “That one wasn’t my fault,” she replied. “And you and Deke made a lot of money.”

      “Just stating the obvious.”

      Carl shifted so he could kiss her. No other reason. His hands continued to explore the ripples of muscle in her back and bottom.

      “This one’s local,” she offered.

      “No guns,” Carl countered.

      “No guns,” she agreed. “No violence. No significant property damage. Just a massive practical joke. The sort of thing you two specialize in.”

      “We specialize in big, splashy jobs that involve sticking it to The Man,” Carl said.

      “Oh,” Alma grinned. “Trust me. You will.”
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      They were in the old warehouse district in SODO, the area just south of downtown Seattle. The state had blown up the Kingdome about the time Carl was born, but all the locals still talked about it like it was right there off Occidental, rather than the stadiums and condos that had been built on the wreckage.

      The city had done some gentrifying, but then the locals had finally pushed back hard enough and left the docks and blue collars mugs down here alone.

      It had ended up a weird mix of grim and drab, rubbing cheek-in-jowl with high-end and sparkly.

      Right now, they were in Deke’s car, waiting for the night owls to go home and the daytime drones to zombie up for some coffee. Deke had parked them on the street not far from their target building, so they could watch unobtrusively.

      Carl preferred the antique Zeiss binoculars that had once belonged to his great-grandmother. Simple glass. Razor crisp, once you dialed everything in just right. Just enough light-gathering capability that he could see in the early-morning gloom. Sun would be serious about coming up in an hour or so. More of a suggestion right now.

      Anything more modern than these glasses would have been easier, sure. But probably would have also been broadcasting a signal. Fool engineers these days still couldn’t fathom living in a world where you might not want everything you did broadcasted, to then be recorded on a computer somewhere for a forensic AI to uncover at a later date.

      Again, criminals had to be smarter than the average bear to survive.

      Gram would have appreciated tonight’s work. Eighty years ago, the woman had been a journalist in Africa, as all the stupid, old world of Euro colonization collapsed in revolution. She’d written about it first hand, a hard-ass white woman surrounded by angry, native men and women with guns who had all known better than to get on her bad side.

      “Thoughts?” Carl asked, lowered the glasses to check the rest of the city block.

      “You told her about Uruguay, right?” Deke fired back, studying nearby rooftops with his own, more-electronic scanner lenses. “And no guns? What about horses?”

      “The only horses around here are show ponies for the police department, when they are out to keep tabs on tourists during a game,” Carl replied. “And yes on the rest. I thought you liked horses.”

      “Do,” Deke grunted. “Not in the mood to pepper spray one. Asshole on the back, no problem, but the horse didn’t ask to be anywhere close to the crazy shit.”

      Deke had been raised on a farm way the hell out southeast of here, down in the Cascade foothills. And Deke stayed well away from the rest of his family. Better for everyone involved.

      “This is not a smash and grab, Deke,” Carl said. “Another ghost job, maybe. Nobody will know we were here.”

      “Not until they turn on their vids and realize that somebody had hijacked the news,” Deke lowered his lenses to turn and look over.

      He had a sarcastic grin peeking out through the beard he was growing these days. Too much gray on the chin, though.

      Reminded Carl that old age was sneaking up on them. The gray hairs starting to show on Carl’s own temples didn’t help.

      Had they really been doing this criminal gig for twelve years? Let’s see. Eight in the army as pups, first meeting this bastard when they got assigned to the same training class. Then two years trying to wear a tie. Yup. But at least this was the sort of thing kept him young.

      That, and a crazy, nymphomaniac, Russian wife. Even if he only saw her a couple times a year.

      “Can we do this?” Carl asked, serious for a moment.

      “Sure,” Deke agreed. “Lot of risk, though. What’s the reward?”

      “Hazarding a guess?” Carl shrugged. Deke nodded. “Someone wants to remind people that their lives are controlled by a couple dozen billionaires that live in New York, D.C. and L.A.”

      “And what do we get out of it?” Deke pressed.

      Must be feeling feisty. If the man was more social, Carl would have suggested that he needed to get laid, but having to be on that much around strangers would push Deke farther from calm right now. Better to keep him away from temptation, at least until this mission was done.

      “Remember what we did to Al and the Seattle Transportation network computers?” Carl asked to Deke’s nod. “We showed them how fragile their system was, because everything was controlled from a single point of potential failure. Made them look bad. Laughingstock until they could robustify things. Same sort of situation this time.”

      “Does anyone even watch the news as live vid, anymore?” Deke asked.

      “Enough,” Carl assured him. “Mostly old people. Ya gotta see the beautiful people tell you about how bad it is for other people, before your game shows come on and you turn your brain off.”

      “And pirating a television channel’s going to change that?” Deke sneered.

      Carl shrugged again. Anybody but his wife asking, and offering the amount of cash she had, and he would have passed. Like Deke said, lots of risk, not a lot of upside. Couldn’t easily short stocks or slide into nearby market sectors that would react spontaneously to the news on something like this without leaving fingerprints. And, like Deke said, not much was likely to come of the whole affair, unless Alma and her people somehow managed to keep control of the system for very long, which he doubted. Crashing something like a local television station completely was almost impossible.

      “I’ve seen enough,” Carl said. “You?”

      “Yeah,” Deke agreed. “I’m just glad those twits filed full architectural plans with the fire department. Stupid design, but easy to hack. I’m almost insulted by it.”

      “In the old days, when we were kids, every television network had a full station studio in every city,” Carl said. “Crowds of people around, all the time. These folks had a studio not too far north of here. All morning, then dinner time, then evening news. But that was expensive. We could have done something like this two decades ago, but it only would have taken them a few minutes to undo. Now, they got nobody local to bitch.”

      “So how do they manage it all?” Deke asked.

      “They only have one national team doing the news, working in Charleston, South Carolina,” Carl said. “Pretend to be local in each area, record a couple of segments, and send it out.”

      “You’re telling me that every day they record damned near one hundred local weather forecasts, complete with cute, scripted banter, and send that out over the satellite?” Deke shook his head.

      “And they do the same with the sports segments,” Carl nodded. “One punk, cub reporter following each major team. National Weather Service automated stations feed data in. Like I said, cheap.”

      “Why do we live in this country, Carl?”

      “Because if we went anywhere else, we’d have to go back to being law-abiding citizens,” Carl grinned. “Or start carrying guns everywhere again.”

      “It’s as bad as your mother-in-law’s stories about the Soviet Union at the end, when Oxana was a girl. Are we making it better, or worse?”

      “We’re reminding people that the future has a price, Deke. Everyone’s paying , even if they don’t admit it. But we’re going to let them see the man behind the curtain.”

      “Even if nobody cares?” Deke asked.

      Carl wasn’t sure how to answer that. They had made good money in their time, playing pranks on various authority figures. He liked to tell himself that people were just lazy and forgot that you had to work to make the world a better place.

      Some days he wondered if anybody could save the world at this point.
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      Carl and Deke were standing in a dark alley, between a blue dumpster filled with junk and the oil reclamation canisters from a nearby Japanese restaurant. Carl wasn’t sure he’d ever get the smell of tempura out of his shoes
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