I.  

              Rain poured down on Chicago's red light district as it almost always seemed to at night, and the flashing lights, passing aircars, talking traffic signals and 100 mph monopole El trains created a cacophony of sound and light that would drive anyone not used to it mad in a matter of minutes.  Charlotte stood in front of a business that provided the service that neighborhoods like this had always provided (albeit with a Mind/Machine interface plug now, and only to those who didn't own a computer or had to do it away from their wives), trying to look sexy standing in the rain for the creep that would come seeking the hooker's new calling.

                The creep came, as he always did.  A BMW aircar (the only such model they made; they were purists and stuck largely to land cars and bikes.  Charlotte could have afforded one, but any "right thinking" salesman would chase a "cunt" like her off the lot) set down in front of her, parked facing the wrong direction so that the driver's side faced Charlotte.

                The window, impossible to see through from the outside, came down silently.  "Got a job for me, sailor?"  Charlotte asked the middle aged businessman inside with a smile.

                The guy in the three-piece disdainfully handed her a picture.  "Here's your job.  Nothing fancy, I want it to look like a whore job."

                "You're the boss," Charlotte said as she put the 8" by 10" inside her leather jacket and out of the rain.  The look on her customer's face was one of both lust and utter disgust.  99% of her customers had that look.  Somewhere between a half and a full percent were women.  "Standard price?"

                The BMW driver pretended to think about it, then said, "Yeah.  Sounds good."  The aircar fired up with a whir and took off.  Payment always came after a job; whereas once a pimp would collect from a deadbeat, hookers were now more than capable of repeating their work on their customers if need be.

                "Fucking cunt whores."  The corporate vice-president punched the steering wheel and engaged autopilot.  They made respectable men like him resort to their services.  They did from the dawn of time until his grandfather's day when their service was sex, and they still made men come to them since full MMI had rendered the world's oldest profession obsolete.  The businessman was intelligent, but not intelligent enough to question for more than a nanosecond ideas that had been imprinted in his brain since toddlerhood, and so he would have sneered at the suggestion that he was the one who created the hookers' new role in the world.

                In the time since her customer had taken off, Charlotte had run the hundred yards back to her appartment.  With a running start she was able to jump and grab the fire escape, and arms more muscular than anyone would have guessed easily pulled her up.  She climed the ladder onto the platform, and made her way to her top floor apartment.

                The job needed to be completed quickly, but of course a hooker never took her armament with her when she went out to solicit.  Not to mention the fact that she was soaken wet; Charlotte took care of this by taking off all her wet clothes, throwing them in the laundry pile and toweling off.  She took a minute to stretch, physically preparing herself for her work ahead, before she donned new clothing, much nicer than what she'd been wearing.  She went with an expensive women's suit, put her umbrella by the door so she wouldn't forget it (a gun in an umbrella would be cool, but not terribly practical, Charlotte always thought), as well as an empty attache case.  A hidden panel in her closet revealed the tools of her trade, and from these Charlotte selected a simple, archaic .45 pistol.  The silencer for it was as long as her arm and stayed among her stores of violent goodies; it wouldn't be necessary for this job.

                The piece went into a shoulder holster under Charlotte's suit jacket, she stepped into a pair of shoes, then stepped into the bathroom for the hard part, making her hair presentable, so she'd look like one of the few women left in business and not an...assassin.  She hated that word, almost all women did, but she kept telling herself to get the hell over it.  The cenetarians would shake their heads and say they remembered when it hadn't even been profane; now it was the worst word in the book.

                Last stop, Jezebel's room.  Yep, Jezzie was sound asleep.  She wouldn't be surprised if she woke up and found Mama gone, but better if she slept through it, as she almost always did.  Charlotte headed down the front stairs, out the door and into the street.  It didn't take too long to find a cab, she hailed it and was off.

                "Sears Tower."  She ordered.  A she...  The cabbie thought, but when he looked he saw a she in business attire, and figured she was worth the fare.  If it was a hooker in disguise...  Well, life is risk.  The cab lifted off, 500 feet over the streets of Chicago, and entered Dan Ryan airspace.

                "Not exactly business hours."  The cabbie remarked as they passed a postal cargo car on their right.

                "Yeah, rookie associates always draw the shit jobs...Oh, pardon me."

                The cabbie gave a short laugh.  "You won't fuckin' offend me, ma'am.  And I know, my cousin's a lawyer, woman too."

                "Well, the senior partner's almost a hundred, so he's still got liberal ideas about women in his head.  If he lives long enough, I could even make partner."

                "Good luck, seriously.  Oops, right here...  Street or roof?"

                "Roof."  Charlotte replied quickly, and got out her money for both the cab fare and roof pad fee.

                Cash.  What kind of lawyer or any other well-to-doer doesn't pay cab fare with their card?  Oh well, if she was a whore she was a paying whore, and nobody had to know he'd driven her here.

                Charlotte paid the cabby, included a tip slightly higher than would have been automatically deducted from her bank card, plus the money that the cabbie put into the machine so he'd be cleared for takeoff.  Despite some shielding, it was fucking windy on the roof of the Sears Tower.  Charlotte had stepped out of her shoes so as to have a chance of making it to the elevator without falling on her ass.  This almost happened anyway, but Charlotte loved the thrill of skyscraper rooves; she couldn't imagine a time when people hadn't been allowed up here.  (Nor could Charlotte imagine a time when a woman as unfortuante as herself would have fucked men for money, and then given the proceedes to some "pimp.")

                One's appearance could become pretty messed up just walking from the aircar to the elevator, and so one wall of the elevator was a mirror so that buisnessmen (and the odd business woman) could adjust their appearances.

                The elevator opened to the expected sounds of vacuum cleaners as the overnight maintenance crew cleaned the offices.  The soft carpet between Charlotte's toes reminded her to put her damn shoes back on, which she immediately took off again and threw into the nearby stairwell; she had to sneak up on her job in a minute, and she didn't want pumps slowing her down.

                Charlotte was on one of ten floors of the Sears Tower that served as Arthur Anderson's relatively new offices.  Almost a hundred years ago this accounting firm had been implicated in the destruction of evidence to be used against a company they had been auditing for the government, and Anderson had barely survived the scandal; indeed, they had just five years ago recovered to their pre-scandal stature as one of the world's premeir accounting firms.  This turn-of-the-century debacle had left them rather paranoid, hence the fact that there were no security cameras anywhere in this set of ten floors in the Sears Tower.  Charlotte had recalled all of this information as soon as she'd read the address written on the back of the 8"x10" while standing in front of the air-Bimmer in the rain.

                All this drained from Charlotte's mind as she walked briskly down the hall.  She had her attache case in her left hand and the staff of mostly central African immigrants vacuuming the offices paid her no mind; if Miss Power Suit wanted to leave her shoes in her office and walk down the hall barefoot, that was her business as far as the janitors were concerned.

                Fuck, Charlotte's job walked out of his office with Charlotte's same brisk stride as she was approching.  Charlotte immediately slowed down a little, nodding to the man in greeting.  He nodded back, not recognizing her but judging from her  reaction he felt like he should.  The .45 came out, and the look on his face changed to that of having known that something like this might be coming, and knowing that he was comepletely fucked.

                The job needed about two seconds to decide whether to run or charge and attack, and he had far less time than that before the first bullet ruptured his heart, followed less than a second later by a second tap half an inch from the first hit.  The central-Africans all looked up from their loud vacuum cleaners, having heard two firecrackers just go off out in the hall.  Only one of them was able to see the grouchy partner that had kept getting in their way, coughing up gobs of blood and falling against the windowed wall to his office.  A third round filled the air in the hall and the office with a fine pink mist that used to be part of the Anderson partner's brain, the .45 fell to Charlotte's side and she made for the stairs.

                Encountering no resistance from the maintenance staff, Charlotte holstered the pistol, picked up her shoes and decended two floors.  She dropped her shoes over the rail and jumped another floor, stepped into the pumps and walked through a door just as the fire alarm went off.

                "Time to get some exercise," a guy in a suit who looked like a teenager said to Charlotte as he blocked her path, forcing her back into the stairwell.  "One of the janitors probably hit it by accident, but if it's a real fire we gotta move..."

                Walking briskly with him, Charlotte asked, "Do you work for the firm..."  There was a moderately-sized law firm beneath Arthur Anderson.

                "Yeah, just got sworn onto the bar, I'm pushing a hundred hours this week.  But I've billed more than ninety..."  He smiled as they cleared floor after floor, more graveyard shifters joining them.

                "How old are you?"  Charlotte acted surprised, pretending that her experiences in the world didn't cover this.

                "Twenty-six.  Yeah, at the risk of sounding vain, I know I look young..."  He was getting winded running down all these flight of stairs.

                "Uh, no, not at all.  You sure don't look it..."

                "Thanks...  You're not even sweating."  The associate noticed.

                "Yeah, I work out.  A lot."  Charlotte answered.  She'd have to participate in the annual race up this building before she'd start to get tired, which she had, before circumstances had forced her into her current field.  The fire alarm's klaxon was starting to get annoying, but hey!  They were on the ground floor.

"Nice talking to you, don't work too hard."  Charlotte clapped the kid's shoulder (kid? He's two years younger than you, girl...), disappeared down the street, and hailed a taxi.  It had stopped raining, and the cool, humid air was perfect for walking into after completing a job and running down half of the Sears Tower.  The taxi's atmosphere was a bit stuffier, however, but it it would get Charlotte home to Jezzie quickly.

II.

                "This shit fuckin' sucks ass...  Sorry, Mom."  Jezzie was doing her math while eating her cereal.

                "Say what you want around here, but you don't talk like that in school, do you?"  Charlotte came up from behind and started braiding Jezzie's hair.

                "No, not even with my friends during recess...  I just hate  this, I like history better..."

                "Me too...  Hey, is that in lowest terms?"

                "Three eighteenths?  Wait... Oh fuck..."  Jezzie shook her head, added some more graphite to the paper, and two minutes later her math homework was finally done.

                "You should do that the night before, instead of waiting till the last minute, Jez."

                "Yeah, I was tired though.  I wasn't watching the 3V or playing Nintendo..."

                "Yeah, I'm tired too.  I might take a nap today."  Charlotte had sure as hell earned it; and the payment she'd collected when the Bimmer had landed again would pay the bills for the next two months.  And yet another job would come before that...  It had occured to Charlotte recently that she might actually be good  at hooking, at...  Assassinating people, she cringed at the A-word again.  Stupid, letting it get to her like that...

                "Mom, it used to bother me in Kindergarten when people called me names, now I don't care."  Jezzie said out of the blue as Charlotte finished with her hair.  "Let people say what they want,"  Jezzie picked up the Sun Times, then set it back down on the table.  "They pay you to kill people, then wonder why you kill people.  Fuck 'em."

                Charlotte wondered at both her sudden transperency, and at the wisdom coming from the mouth of this ten year old.  "I love you, Jezzie."  Escaped unbidden from Charlotte's lips.

                "I love you too, Mom."  Jezzie turned around, kissed her mother, and went into her room to finish getting dressed.  She returned with her bookbag just as her mother had finished putting her dishes in the washer, and they walked down the side stair case together.

                The sun was actually out for a change, Charlotte noticed as she walked Jezzie to the corner.  She was afraid that soon the time would come when Jezzie would be embarrassed to be seen in public with her mother; that time might come tomorrow or it might never come, but Charlotte had today with Jezzie, and kissed her again as the CTA bus pulled up.  Jezzibel slid her student card through the payment acceptor, and Charlotte walked back to her apartment.

                It was too damn nice out to take a nap, and so despite her fatiuge Charlotte took a cab to Lincoln Park and mingled amongst the joggers and skaters.  The sidewalks were fairly crowded, but not rediculously so.  After half a mile, though, Charlotte succumbed to her exaustion, and plopped down in the grass next to a tree, as several other people in the mid-distance had done.

                Soon was she taking that nap, drifting in and out of sleep, thoughoughly enjoying the day.  The waves were coming in off of the lake, planes and aircars were landing at Meigs Field, and Charlotte finally fell into real sleep.

                "You alive?"  Mmm, who's that...  Tina?

                "Where the fuck have you been, girl?"  Charlotte smiled, slowly opening her eyes as her friend and coleuage sat down beside her.

                "Busy, with both jobs actually.  It's hard to belive I  brought you  into this, you're the one who's turned out to be the real fuckin' cunt assassin..."  Tina noticed Charlotte tense at that.  "Hey girl, I'm sorry..."

                "No, it's okay Tina.  I don't know, I just...  Why are we being so nice to each other?  Go fuck youself."  Charlotte laughed a little.

                "Go screw your old man, bitch."  Tina and Charlotte laughed as a strong breeze came in off the lake.

                "Was that you last night?" Tina whispered.

                "Yeah."  Charlotte sighed.  "Am I good at this shit?  And would that be good thing?"

                "Definitely, and I don't know.  I'm mediocre; I just supplement my income with the occasional job.  The massouse business don't pay what it used to, not with all this distrust of women...  Guys don't want massages cause they think a female massouse'll whack 'em; they don't want massages from men cause they're homophobic..."

                "I'm as heterosexual as a girl comes, Tina, but fuck if I'm not in heaven when you work on me...  I don't get men."

                "Fuck 'em.  They pay us to kill people, then wonder why we kill people."

                Charlotte turned her head.  "Jezzie said the exact same thing to me before school today."

                "That girl, Charlotte, is a fuckin' genius.  I had an hour long conversation with her last week, you remember, and damn if she don't know her history...  Hell of a lot more than I know.  She could teach the class herself..."

                "But you've read the headlines about my job, Tina, and the commentaries.  What kind of world will it be for women when Jezzie's grown up?  This whole thing with hookers like us is cascading on itself, and well...  Look at how few women do it, Tina..."

                "You mean look at how few women do it effectively, aren't just teenage runaways and never get caught."  Tina corrected.

                "A woman got attacked on the street out in Mount Prospect during morning rush hour by some crazed asshole who'd heard about my job on the 3V.  Just a random woman, it's like Jezzie was talking about, back during Isamlic terrorism, especially the big attack..."

                "Yeah, but Charlotte..."  Tina began, but cut off by, "Hey, the cunts are gonna fuck!  Assasinate anyone lately?  Yeah, fuck you, fuck the two of you.  I better start packin', before some cunt whacks me."  The obnoxious man kept walking down the sidewalk.

                Charlotte got up, walked over to the sidewalk and caught up with the man.  She looked...  The immediate area was clear, if she worked fast the joggers approaching from each direction wouldn't see enough to...

                "What, you gonna assassinate me too?"  The asshole stopped.

                "Ninety-nine percent of all the women you could find on the street aren't prostitutes..."

                "Yeah, that's what the bleeding heart old timers say.  I say a cunt's a cunt's a cunt."

                "However, you not only somehow managed to pick out an assassin,"  There, I said it.  "You picked out the one who did last night's job."  The man stared in rage, and Charlotte kneed him in the groin, grabbed his shoulders and kneed him again in his mid-section to crack his sternum, then grabbed his head and twisted.  Charlotte's accoster fell limp to the sidewalk.  The joggers were still far enough way to know they'd seen something, but didn't know what it was yet.  Charlotte quickly returned to the tree where Tina had watched the whole episode with a smile, sat down and looked as acted as though she'd been there the whole time.  Nobody had seen enough to prove anything.

III.

                "You know, Chris, there was a time when so called 'reactionaries' such as myself were elderly.  They wanted to return America to the state it had been in when they were young like me.  But now, the defenders of the so-called 'civil liberties' for the untrustworthy female population, as well as other left wing causes, are the old people.  It's the younger generation such as myself that has taken the torch of conservatism; it's guys like me, twenty-five years old, who defend America's moral fiber while the older generation seeks to destroy it.  It never ceases to amaze me that it used to work the opposite way, especially a hundred and thirty, forty years ago during the 1960s..."

                "And speaking of which, Pat, let's go to the last surviving veteran of the Vietnam War and oldest man in the world, Tom Padrovich of Akron, Ohio.  He's the second confirmed person to reach the century-and-a-half-mark..."

                Charlotte turned off CNN, opting for what should have been eerie quiet but was instead the sound of traffic signals, aircars and rain against the windows.  When she had gotten into hooking, the phenomenon of desperate young women killing for cash was still fairly recent, but both then and now it was mostly run of the mill whores supporting drug habits, who had run away from home at age sixteen and the like.  These girls made lousy killers for hire and were routinely caught.  Tina, Charlotte's friend from toddlerhood on, had started hooking part time and when Charlotte found herself wondering where the hell Jezzie's next meal was going to come from, Tina introduced her to the trade.

                The vomiting, tears and lost sleep had ended after the first few jobs, and Tina had been amazed at Charlotte's ability to think on her feet and tackle difficult assignments.  Charlotte had starting getting referrals, and by now, the cops knew who she was, what she did and could easily send an undercover officer to bust her at any time.  The fact that that cop never came was yet more indication that the Men in High Places needed women like Charlotte, the good  prostitutes, if they wanted to get anywhere in life.

                The guy in the BMW aircar a few nights ago had doubtless been moved into the office of the guy Charlotte had whacked for him.  She wasn't sure why he'd wanted it to look like a whore job, but here was still more evidence that the police and Arthur Anderson's leadership would know that someone had really wanted one of their corporate officers dead, and not care too much about it.  Maybe he'd made enemies, maybe...

                Shit.  There were only a few really dangerous, capable prostitutes like Charlotte and Tina, and yet the media had worked young men nationwide into a misogynist frenzy over what so few women were doing.  Should she quit and idealistically become "part of the solution?"  The fact was that Charlotte had no other marketable job skills, despite having an IQ over 150.  The young reactionaries would doubtlessly point to this as "empiracle proof" that all women were good for was killing young men like themselves...

                If only there had been more jobs when total virtual reality, by way of mind-machine interface, had rendered the hooker's old job obsolete; not so many men struggling for gainful employment.  That was what Charlotte needed, and that was what her clients needed: a job, and the only way to get it was to kill people.  This post-industrial service economy bullshit should have eaten itself or something a hundred years ago, but it kept going, and Charlotte kept killing, kept hooking.

                Charlotte's thoughts lulled her to sleep on the couch.  Jezzie came in a few minutes later, made sure the 3V was off, put her head on her mother's shoulder and slept through the urban cacophony.

IV.

                The shop in Pilsen didn't look threatening.  It appeared to sell churros and other Mexican bakery items, which it most definitely did, as one could plainly see from watching the owner and his clerks taking stuff out of the oven and selling it to customers.  Charlotte entered a few minutes after ten in the morning, and was greeted by the pleasant smells of churros and the sight of spirit-warding garlic around the door for the first time in over a month.

                "Hola Pablo, que tal?" Charlotte greeted her friend and supplier, happy he wasn't taking the day off.

                "Hola Charlotte, asi asi.  Y tu?"

                "No puedo quejarme."  Charlotte stepped behind the counter, as two of the three clerks looked on in some surprise as the white girl, speaking Spanish with a perfect Durango accent, walked into the spacious back area to talk to their jefe.   The third wasn't so new, and had seen Charlotte twice before.

                "What can I get for ya?"  Pablo asked in a perfect South Side accent; they needed to switch to English now, so as not to be easily understood by Pablo's help just outside.

                "I need some of the usual ammo, forty-five, nine millimeter, three-fifty-seven, plus I'm interested in getting some heavier artillery.  Do you have that new H&K submachine gun, easy to silence..."

                "Aye, meirda...  Sorry."

                Charlotte smiled.  "I don't care, you've heard me get going..."

                "In Spanish that's gutter talk, it's not like swearing in English."  Pablo shook his head and turned a combination lock on a cabinet.

                "You're a good man, Pablo.  Don't let meirda like that bother you."  Charlotte clapped him on the shoulder as he retreived the ammo.

                "You're about the only person in the world that makes sense to me anymore, Charlotte."  Pablo looked up from the table on which he'd set a score of small boxes of ammunition.  "You wanna grab some coffee, the place up the street?"  He referred to a place just outside of Pilsen, where you could find pretty much anybody.  "Just to talk..."  Pablo had a wife and six children, was a devout Catholic and wouldn't dream of messing around.

                "Yeah, I'd like that actually.  I never get to see you anymore.  And I could use the caffeine..."

                The sun was out for the second day straight, kids not in school were in the streets, aircars were coming and going, traffic signals were talking, the air was full of assorted smells of bread, coffee, and pigeon shit, a female cop was chattering in (accented) Spanish with a shop owner, and

 all in all it was a beautiful day.  After six blocks, Charlotte and Pablo walked into the coffee place, surprised the clerk by ordering something remarkably plain, and sat down at a vacant table.

                "What do you think of that guy Charlotte, Fredericks?  I might vote for him in the main election, if he gets the nomination.  He'll be the first Republican I've voted for, but I think he can make some changes..."

                "Oh he'll get the nomination, and he'll win against that loon the Dems are going to run.  I like him too, Washington's been held hostage by extremists on both ends for decades.  He's not liberal or conservative, he just makes sense..."

                Right then, Senator Jim Fredericks of Virginia walked into the coffee shop.  Charlotte and Pablo's jaws about dropped, Speak of the devil  going unspoken between them.

                Fredericks ordered a coffee and a brownie, and started shaking hands, two Secret Service agents hovering close by.  "Good morning Senator," Pablo said, shaking his hand, followed by Charlotte.

                "Mr. Fredericks," Charlotte began.

                "Please, Jim."

                "I'm Charlotte.  Jim, I've been wondering, how do you feel about the whole prostitution problem?"

                "I haven't talked much about it yet, but that's going to change when I do my thing at UIC today."  Duh!  Went unspoken between Charlotte and Pablo.  They'd known he was coming to town...

                "Basically I agree on one hand with the liberals, the hookers aren't creating the problem, it's men who want other men killed.  Saying that won't make me popular in some Republican circles.  Too bad."  He smiled.  "While on the other hand I agree with the conservatives that prostitutes are murderers, and should be punished as such.  But so are the people who hire them, and so should they."

                "You've got my vote, Jim."  They shook hands again.

                "I appreciate it.  Nice talking to you.  I've gotta get over to the auditorium.  Make sure you vote," he turned to address the room as he left with his small detail.  "Everyone, whether it's for me or someone else.  If not the primaries, definitely  in November."  The electronic bell rang again as they left.

                "That's the best damn food I've had in long time.  Shit I overate, I feel like I'm gonna puke...  I'm gonna put on twenty pounds." Tina smiled as she, Charlotte, and Jezzie finished eating.

                "Thank Jezzie too, she helped with a lot of it."  Jezebel was already collecting plates.  Tina's instinct was to jump up and help her host, but she really had overeaten.  "A couple jobs will take off any weight you think you gained."  Charlotte smiled and started to get up.

                "A couple of your jobs maybe, I just take cake walks these days."  Tina realized that they were talking shop in front of Jezzie, but she was pretending to ignore them as she loaded the dish washer.  At Charlotte and Jezzie's urging Tina remained seated while they cleared the table, and then Tina finally made a real attempt to get up.

                "Hey Char, I need to walk all that food off, and we need to talk..."

                "Cool.  We'll be right back, Jez."

                "I'll be doing my homework.  I've got a fuckload..."  Jezzie's head drooped in genuine remorse.  "I'm sorry Tina, my mom..."

                "It's okay Jez," Tina hugged the girl on impulse.  "It's your mom alright.  You learned from the best."

                Smiling, Charlotte pretended to spank her daughter and then tickled her instead.  "Wash your mouth out.  With pop."

                "Actually, Jez, I might be going straight home.  You take care..."  Tina kissed her best friend's daughter, who was also her niece, though that subject wasn't raised much.

                Charlotte and Tina walked through the street that was still dimly lit by the setting sun, automatically tuning out all of the usual noises.  Two blocks away was a much better neighborhood, where people taking evening strolls wasn't the least bit uncommon.

                "Look, Charlotte..."

                "You need to tell me something that's going to complicate our friendship.  This kind of shit happens Tina, and it won't change anything in the long run.  Spit it out.  You know I won't blow up."

                "I know you won't, it's just...  I'm working security for Fredericks.  The presidential candidate."  Tina added unnecessarily.

                Boom.  Charlotte certainly hadn't been expecting that.  "Why?" came from Charlotte as a whisper.

                "He may be the biggest compromiser since Henry Clay, but there are people who don't want to compromise.  People in high places.  They need...  help that's worked on the other side."

                "When did you get busted?"  This caused a fountain of tears from Tina, and they both stopped walking.  Charlotte put her arm around her friend, even though she wanted to snap her neck.  But the bond she felt with the woman who she'd occasionally shared a playpen with twenty-five years ago wouldn't allow that, and Charlotte forced herself to remain calm.

                "Last week.  An FBI guy came in for a massage, offered me a job, and then arrested me when I was leaving.  I'm a private contractor to the Secret Service now.  Char, I'm..."  The tears started again.

                "Tina, it's okay.  I want to kill you, but this doesn't change anything."   Shit.

                "We can't talk again until at least November." Tina pointed out, again unnecessarily.

                "I'll let you contact me first, you'll know when it's safe.  Besides, I won't be going after him or anything..."

                "I know.  I'm sorry..."

                "I don't know if I'd handle it any differently.  I probably would  handle it differently, but I'm not sure that's a good thing.  I shouldn't be so upset..."

                "Yes, you should."  Tina wiped her tears away as they started walking again.

                "Even if I think you're a sellout, that doesn't change anything between us, not in the long run."

                Tina sighed.  "First my brother, now this..."

                "That wasn't your fault, Tina.  I got involved with the asshole.  It was my choice, and besides, I love Jezzie more than anything.  At least I got her out of it..."

                "Tell her I love her, tell her whatever you want, the truth or otherwise, okay?"

                "You bet."  Charlotte turned to walk back to her place.  "Love ya, girl."  The sincerity in her voice raised both of their spirits a little, but they'd both cry themselves to sleep for the next few nights.  Charlotte went back to her life as a killer, Tina to hers as some warped individual's idea of a consultant.

V.

                Where the hell is Jezzie? Charlotte was pacing the apartment, wondering what had delayed her daughter forty-five minutes and counting from arriving home from school.  Finally she decided to call the school, but her phone rang just as she made that decision.

                "Hello?"  She stared at the screen, but it was blank.

                "Charlotte?" Some guy's voice came through the speaker.  Charlotte decided to leave her camera on.

                "Yeah, who's this?"

                "Relax, don't panic, everything's going to be fine, just listen to me, okay?"

                "Is Jezzie with you?"

                "Yes, and you can talk to her in a minute."  Oh fuck.  It was starting to dawn on Charlotte.

                "I'm calm, I'm listening, but I don't have to tell you..."

                "No, you don't.  You don't know me, and you don't have much reason to trust me, considering I've kidnapped your daughter, but if you do as we say, you'll get her back.  You'll get her back because it's to our advantage to give her back to you.  We know how much she means to you, and how unbalanced you'd become if anything happened to her."  That thought closed off Charlotte's throat and forced her to sit down at the kitchen table.  "You're the best hooker in North America, Charlotte, and that makes you the last person anyone  would want coming apart at the seams."

                "When I give you the money..."

                "No, we're giving you money."

                "Okay, when I do the job then, which I probably would have said yes to without you kidnapping my daughter, I want her dropped off in a safe neighborhood, with cabfare back to our house, okay?  Safer for you, but if I'm wondering where she's at..."

                "Yeah, that works.  Again, you'll see her very soon, and you'll talk to her sooner than that."

                Charlotte took a breath and asked, "Who?"

                "Senator Fredericks."

                "I thought everybody  loved him, big business, neo-Marxists, assassin-loving old farts, fascist kids..."

                "For the most part.  But some of those big business types, specifically the people I  work for, don't want to compromise.  America doesn't have  much in the way of problems right now as far as we're concerned, and the Republicans can nominate someone far better than Fredericks."

                "Stark?  Are you out of your fucking mind?"

                "Vincent Stark is going to be the next President of the United States, Charlotte.  And you're going to make sure he is by killing the distinguished gentleman from Virginia, Senator James Horatio Fredericks.  And you're going to have enough money to retire and not worry about what anyone thinks of women."

                "How do I know you won't come after me?  I'd be a loose end." Charlotte asked.

                "Because if we fucked that up, it'd ruin everything.  You could assassinate...pardon me, but you could take out Govoner Stark and we'd be back to square one: the status-quo would be intact for now, but we would like Stark to make a few changes.  You could come after us.  Despite the vast sum we'll be paying you, you won't be a loose end as long as you keep your mouth shut.  And the funds will be untraceable, anyhow."

                "When and where can I do him?"

                "Fredricks is coming back to Chicago after Minneapolis in two days, Thursday, just for a few hours to do a speech at the Drake.  Some moderate multi-party group, shit I can't even remember who, they're pretty lame.  That's my best suggestion, because he hasn't guaranteed he'll be able to speak.  He's decided he does have time after all, but it's not official yet, and won't be until his plane lands.  We've got people in his camp.  Anyway, that's probably your best bet.  You'll see Jezebel again when Fredricks is dead.  Oh, speaking of...  Is she ready?"

                "Yeah."  A semi-distant voice came through the speaker.  "Mom?"

                "Jez!  Are you okay?"

                "Yeah, I'm fine.  I'm sorry, I should have run from these guys, I let them sucker me in..."

                "It's okay Jez, just promise me you'll learn from it, okay?"

                "Oh, I have Mom.  Anyway, they want you to do a job for them, but they probably told you that.  I'm blindfolded right now, but they've got me in a nice room, it's got MMI games, a fridge, big bathroom...  Anyway, will I see you in a few days?"

                "Yeah, hopefully Thursday, Friday for sure."

                "Cool.  Well, somebody's tapping my shoulder, I guess that's my que..."

                "Yeah.  I think they're serious about letting you go, Jez, but be careful.  If you're not out of there on Saturday, it's time to kick somebody in the nuts and run."  A man made a disdainful sigh.

                "Got it, Mom.  I love you..."

                "I love you more than anything on the fucking planet, Jez..." Charlotte started sobbing.

                "You'll see her in slightly more than forty-eight hours.  Just kill Jim Fredericks."

                Kill Jim Fredericks.

                "You're huntin' big game, girl.  Aye caramba..."  It wasn't the weapons that Pablo was referring to, but the ridiculously expensive disguise medications, the outfit, and the combat drugs too.  "I don't suppose you can tell me..."

                "No, but you'll find out soon enough."  Charlotte was glad she had such a good relationship with an arms dealer.  Pablo was probably the only one in the city who wouldn't try to rat her out.

                "Good luck with it girl.  And thanks for making me a rich man..."  Pablo smiled weakly.

                "Thanks.  Give my love to Maria and the kids.  I might not see you for a while."

                "Take care, Charlotte.  Hasta la vista..."

                "Any woman at all.  Don't feel like a misogynist, someone will make an attempt at some point, be it a hooker or a lone nut gunman.  Maybe they'll hire a man, there are gigolos out there..."  Tina was checking security in the Drake Hotel's ballroom.  Dogs were sniffing the tables, Tina was looking for signs of bombs or anything else unusual...  Boring fucking work, but Tina figured she was going to have to get used to it.

                The Roman Catholic Church was in yet another drought of new nuns, and so the young one walking up Dearborne Street was an unusual site.  She was black, in her 20s, and hoping she passed any authenticity tests should one come up.  This was the first time Charlotte had upped her melanin level to make herself black; Tina had been trying to get her to do it for years, just to experience being black in America for a day.  Things were slightly better for Tina than they would have been for a black woman, say, a hundred years ago, and much  better than they would have been for a black woman four or five decades before that.  The more progress that was made trying to get people over idiotic prejudices, the slower further progress seemed to come.  Racial divides were going to pretty much close in the near future, Charlotte knew, because a different divide was opening to replace it.  And Charlotte was going to take action in less than an hour that would break this divide wide open.

                The sad thing was, they didn't have to kidnap Jezzie.  The money was enough for Charlotte, and it was fitting that Charlotte was in the guise of a nun while she questioned her values more than she had since killing her first job, possibly more than she had in her entire life.

                Not only that, but what kind of world was Jezzie going to grow up in?  At the rate things were going, accelerated by what Charlotte was about to do, Jezzie would be wearing a fucking burqa ten years from now.  Killing Jim Fredericks was going to propel Vince Stark into the White House, and the fact that Fredericks had been...for lack of a clean word, assassinated...was going to get some of Stark's reactionary bullshit through Congress.  There would be state laws, too and...

                But Charlotte and Jezzie could retire to the South Pacific with the money she'd be getting.  Whoever was behind this stood to make a shitpot of money off of it, judging by what Charlotte was getting paid.  Better be getting paid...  But to try to stiff her could be suicide, as the man on the phone had pointed out.  Maybe Stark himself was ultimately at the top of it.  Who the hell knew.

                After walking around the Loop for a spell, Charlotte was standing outside the Drake.  Chicago's spell of unusally clear skies ended as rain began to fall, and Sister Charlotte stood near the building.  Only slightly behind schedule, Fredricks came out the main entrance and shook a few hands before entering his limo.

                Tina scanned the crowd as her principal pressed flesh.  Scanning, scanning...  Nun looked familiar, wow damn, real...

                "God bless you son.  You'll be the first decent President we've had since... Oh, I don't know who."  The nun embraced the Senator.

                "Thank you sister, I'll certainly...  Ugh!"  Fredericks fell back as the razor sharp instrument pierced his heart.  His detail was quick to attend to him, ignoring the nun as she made her getaway.

                CHARLOTTE!!!!  Then, "Fuck me, he's been stabbed!"

                "STOP THE NUN!  HOOKER!"  Tina screamed as she gave chase.  The nun's attire had easily come apart when Charlotte gave a little pull and was now on the sidewalk.  Charlotte had dry swallowed a pill and was caucasion once again.  She'd be sick for a week from the abuse she was putting her body through, might even require a hospital stay, but she didn't have to worry about that quite yet.

                A thunderclap sounded amidst the din of aircars and traffic signals, and people ran seeking shelter from the sheets of rain that were suddenly coming down.  Charlotte could see a lot better than most people in these conditions, and easily worked her way through the people who were shooting up their paper thin, titanium strong, transparent umbrellas.  Those things had still been expensive when Charlotte was a girl, now they were a dime a...

                "Stop right there, Charlotte!"  Shit.  Charlotte took off in a full sprint as she heard a crack go past her head.  Damn, the streets were clearer than usual, Tina was actually going to have some clean shots...

                Charlotte quickly put on shades that gave her some rear vision, drew her new Heckler&Kock submachine gun and squeezed off a burst behind her.  Tina went prone to avoid Charlotte's fire and to take a few better aimed shots of her own, but then Charlotte ducked around a building onto another street.

                Time for another sprint.  Run into the street, dodge cars...  Shit, there she was again.  Tina didn't have a shot this time, but Charlotte was now remembering that Tina was the faster runner, one of few aspects of this job at which she was Charlotte's better.

                "Secret Service!  Hooker!  Everybody down!"  But nobody was voluntarily hitting the wet sidewalk, and Charlotte kept running, firing another burst behind her, rounding another corner.  At the end of this block was a girl getting into a cab...  JEZZIE!  This was about the best stroke of luck Charlotte could have hoped for, seeing Jezzie safe and sound without Jezzie seeing her.  She knew her daughter was safe.  All she had to do now was get away, and Tina wouldn't be able to prove a thing.  Heh, they'd been keeping her downtown.

                CRACK!  Charlotte hit the ground, rolled and turned around at the same time, and switched her weapon to full auto.  Tina anticipated this and leapt behind a parked Mercedes aircar as Charlotte ripped her clip in her direction.  Charlotte leapt to her feet, running as she slapped a new magazine into the H&K.  She ran across the street in a crouch, and into an alley.

                Charlotte ran through several allies.  Her best friend and mortal enemy for fifteen minutes was nowhere to be found.  Charlotte kept her gun under her light jacket, set to burst mode, and walked toward a main street.  She'd hail a cab, and...

                The H&K came up just as Tina's 9mm pistol did.  Laser sights illuminated both of their heads as time stopped, hanging as a heavy-but-steady rain poured into the alley around them.  A monopole train blasted by nearby, a pigeon cooed, and the two friends' eyes met as they considered what they had to do, what they wouldn't do, and what they would do, all three of which were both the same things and completely different things.  Looking into each other's eyes Charlotte and Tina saw how they had both erred and yet done the right thing.  Time hung.
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