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A FASHION MODEL IN a skimpy outfit going to meet an arch criminal with advanced weaponry.

What could go wrong?

Well, about everything. But maybe not.

Because I had only "borrowed" this body and her wardrobe to solve a mystery - and some crimes.

I'd been chasing this person by following his various crimes for decades now. Not knowing his organization, just his trail of "collateral damage" where people died. Where thefts of exotic equipment and materials went unsolved, and often unknown.

Sometimes, between my sleuthing and my team's backup, we foiled their work.

Then they made the big mistake. They went after me.

Now we know where they are. And we have one chance to cut the head off this snake.

If he doesn't escape - or do us in first.
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I HEARD FINN WAITING at my breakfast nook, so I quickly finished dressing.

I could smell the aroma of coffee as I rounded the doorway. His shock of unruly red hair above a pleasant smile and a steaming coffee mug was always a pleasant site. That brother of mine was wearing Naval chambray and dungarees. Both elbows on the table, relaxed and patiently waiting.

“Good morning, Erotika Jones.” His smile turned into a grin.

“Good morning, Finn. Today, we can retire that code name. I’ve always hated it.”

“How’s that, Erika? Not that you hated it, but that we don’t have to use it?”

“Because between the recent experiences and Carol’s healing touch, I’ve recovered all the memories I need.”

Finn scooted the other chair out for me with his foot, and then turned around in the tiny nook to grab the small carafe from its warming burner behind him. He filled a second mug that was waiting for me, where it sat near a bear-shaped squeeze bottle of honey.

My brother knew me too well.

I eased down into the chair, my comfortable jeans and plaid shirt allowing me to experience the grain of that solid wood chair, with it’s curves and support. My feet were in some thick wool socks, which kept my feet off the cool tile floor. Comfy. Nice.

“Will Carol or Will be joining us this morning?” I glanced to see what other chairs could be pulled in for them from the furniture assortment here..

“No, they are both busy building some improvements to your C. E. L. phone. Something you may need later.”

“Ooh, new gizmo’s. Just what a girl wants.”

“Oh, she did send you some jewelry.”

Finn handed me a green, polished-stone pendant with gold streaks, suspended on a braided, beaded choker.

“Well, I’ll have to thank her when she comes by next.”

“Of course, that’s a communication device and tracker – but you’re familiar with this.”

“Yes, Finn, I remember. So all I have to do is think and she’ll get everything.”

Finn nodded. “After yesterday, she doesn’t want to take any chances. Besides...”

“Besides?”

“Today’s the last day, so she won’t be getting any data-swaps from her outside crew.”

Of course, that reminded me of the problem Carol had been working ever since she volunteered to come and work with us personally. The battery and power regeneration was failing. After today, it wouldn’t keep everything running. Like our little life support system.

“She’s got a plan for what happens after?” I squeezed honey into my coffee, like any normal day.

Finn nodded, with a smile. “She’s worked up something between Al the A.I. and the Library crew. It’s pretty detailed, but our job is pretty simple.”

I waited, sipping my honey-sweetened coffee and delighting in simple pleasures.

When Finn didn’t continue, I raised an eyebrow. “And...”

“And our final job is simple. We find the mastermind behind the ‘goon squad’ we’ve been tracking.”

“And then...”

“Take him out somehow.”

“Somehow?”

Finn sighed. “Same old, same old. We’re going to have to sleuth it out and be inventive.”

“Good thing I love inventive sleuthing.”

“You’re good at it.”

“So what’s the uniform of the day?”

Finn grinned, to cover a little pink in his cheeks. “Fashionista.”

“You’re kidding.”

“No, check your wardrobe. As much skin as possible. High heels to accent your legs – you know the look better than I do.”

I rolled my eyes at that. “Good thing I’m your sister.”

“So I can play bodyguard to your femme-fatale.”

I smiled over the rim of my coffee mug. “Sounds like a fun last day. Dressing up to outwit an arch-criminal master mind.”

Finn smiled at my quip, rose, put his mug in the sink before turning to me again.“I’ll meet you downstairs when you’re ready.”

He vanished from my sight, as usual. No noise, just faded out.

And I took the few minutes to sit and finish off my coffee. Hoping we’d find a bakery on our way to get a sweet bun. Not great for a fashion model’s figure, but I had an idea that I’d need the extra calories to burn today.
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THE SMELL OF SOLDER made my nose wrinkle. Small fragments of plastic were left scattered on the narrow control board. Finn dusted his hands off before he carefully snapped the phone back together. It fit perfectly. He smiled, relaxing his wrinkled brow from concentration.

I looked over from my coding. “Well Finn, what do you think?”

The screen on the phone came to life and ran through it’s diagnostics. “Looks like it will do the trick, Carol. One for both Will and Erika, another for me. Sure I shouldn’t make one for you?”

I shook my head no. “I think that I’ll be more than busy keeping track of things here and getting other preps done.”

Finn glanced to the satin-polished metal globe on the control board next to one of the monitors. A black cable snaked out from it and underneath to attach somewhere below.

“How’s Al doing?”

“Seems to have everything he needs. He’s being quiet while he packs a copy of everything he’ll need in there.”

Finn frowned. “Kinda weird, copying himself.”

I smiled. “Like Will doesn’t do that with his time-bending?”

He shifted into a wry grin. “But that’s a natural phenomenon. He doesn’t have to choose what he wants to compress into a tiny little room, all so that the original ‘Will’ can vanish.”

“We don’t know that he’s going to vanish. There may be residual charge enough to keep him alive...”

My voice choked up.

Will put his hand on my shoulder. “We’ve all gotten fond of him, and you’ve got a lot of yourself invested in him.”

“Kinda like raising a smart-alec kid.”

“You know he’s probably older than you.”

“Oh, just don’t go there. Like time-benders even age – or was that a way to get me to tell you my real age? Not very gentlemanly.”

“But your teasing is something any lady can get away with all she wants.”

“All in good fun, dear.”

He squeezed my shoulder. “Yes, you’re right, as always.”

I was about to punch him, but the phone’s display came up with a readout and some tiny lights flashed. Finn took his hand away to start clicking and pressing various buttons.

“Carol, it looks like we’re good to go. We’ve got readouts for Will, me and Erika now. All three pendants are coming in strong.”

I turned to a second CRT display. Clicking on that keyboard, the data started scrolling down. “Wish I had a bit more time to this so we could get visual. Once Al gets some computing cycles freed up, I’ll see if he can’t work something up. But I won’t bother him until he originates something to me. Just figure that he’s concentrated on his packing, getting ready to move.”

Finn nodded. “Well, I’d better get going.” A sweep of his hand made the various sandings and filings vanish into
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