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Chapter One

    My implant pinged with Linda's chimes at eight on Sunday morning. I called up a screen and Linda's face appeared with an intense expression I hadn't seen since Dragonfly team six had disappeared in East Germany in the seventies. I said, "You're scaring me, ma'am. What's up?" Without preamble, she replied, "James Chen is aboard Shining Star with three other astronauts. Something punched through the ship, damaged several systems, and now they have less than six hours of oxygen left. That's at the absolute outside, Ed. They'd be using the last of what's in their suit tanks by then. And neither of the Amaran transport ships can get here in less than ten hours." 

    Figures. Things rarely go wrong at convenient times. Shining Star was a European Space Agency mission to the international space station with... what? 

Parts, I think. Who the hell's James Chen and why would one of 3rd World's people be aboard something as primitive as a chemical-fueled space gadget? Oh, well. Doesn't matter. Linda's upset and she called me about it. 

    "So what's the plan, Fearless Leader, ma'am?" She sat straight, took a breath, and sighed, "We don't have one. Yet. We need someone who is extremely capable with fields and who can... think abstractly... under pressure." 

    "You're just being kind, milady. Sounds like me, though. What's the job? 

Try to deliver some oxygen somehow?" 

    "Yes, but maybe I should explain a little more first. NASA has an unmanned rocket that was supposed to rendezvous with Shining Star yesterday, but there were storms over the Cape. A second attempt to launch during an alternate window was scrubbed two hours ago, and now they don't think any of the astronauts would be capable of making an EVA by the time the rocket could get there. Someone would have to transfer the tanks to their airlock." 

    "Okay. Marching orders?" 

    Somewhat more animatedly, she said, "Go to Canaveral. Get with NASA's Lee Hines and see if you and your special friends can devise some way to get more oxygen up to Shining Star in time." 

    I didn't say anything about how flitters and orbiting stuff can't match up due to speeds; Linda knew all those logistics difficulties as well as anyone. But here she was, telling me to try to find a way, and she was as tense as I'd ever seen her, so I'd damned well give it a shot. 

    With a small salute, I replied, "Yes'm. By your command, milady. Have Hines or somebody who can take me right to him meet me at the VAB entrance in ten minutes." 

    "Okay. Ed, do you know James Chen from your visits here?" 

    "Nope. Doesn't matter, Fearless Leader. I know you and you seem to think he's worth some effort. Good 'nuff for me." 

    She smiled and said, "Okay. Thanks," as she tapped her 'off' icon. I looked up info on the international space station to get a feel for the turf and considered the puzzle of how to connect flitters and orbiting spacecraft as I tossed two cans of soup in my backpack and pinged Tiger's collar. He answered, "Hello, Ed!" 

    "Hi, Tiger. Linda needs me and I have to go somewhere right now. Cindy will tell you about it, okay?" 

    "Can I come with you?" 

    "Remember the Space Center? With the big rockets? You were so bored you fell asleep in a corner. It's that place." 

    "Okay. I'll stay here and watch the house." 

    "Good deal, Tiger. Thanks." 

    Dropping the link, I called my board up as I called the flitter down and slid aboard the flitter at ten thousand feet about halfway to Brooksville. Cynthia appeared in the seat on my left and I said, "Hi, there, Flitter Goddess. Completely aside from the fact that you could simply pop yourself into being on Shining Star and whomp up a batch of oxygen for those guys, do you know of any health reasons why I shouldn't ride one of NASA's rockets into space?" 

    With a raised eyebrow, she replied, "Your physical health is adequate for the purpose. If you're willing to go, I suppose your mental health would be a moot issue." 

    "Ha. Maybe so. Could be a real no-frills trip, though. I'd displace somebody's satellite on something like a Delta rocket that can catch up with Shining Star. As I understand things, my board can't operate in open space because there's nothing close enough to provide a base for pushing or pulling." 

    Giving me an arched eyebrow, she replied, "Yes, that's the simplest possible explanation." 

    I shrugged. "Simple works well enough for now. What if there were something big enough and near enough to use as a base? Their ship is almost the size of our space shuttle." 

    Her instant reply was, "You'd affect its orbit, Ed." I shot back, "Not much, and they could correct things. The transport ship would pick me up later." 

    Obviously taking a dim view of my intentions, she said flatly, "Your p-field won't stop high-velocity debris." 

    "But you can, ma'am. You can zap it before it gets me or set up a field or something. I have truly vast faith in you, y'know." Still seeming unenthusiastic as hell, she replied, "I'd be using broadcast power. Something I couldn't stop could very easily find us in low Earth orbit." 

    "Then it would be up to you to finish the mission; get the oxygen tanks to Shining Star. All that." 

    Her gaze narrowed. "I'd much rather go alone, Ed. I'm a little more durable than you." 

    Giving her a flat gaze, I said, "Yes'm, but that'll happen only if there's no possible way to get me up there too." 

    Looking and sounding moderately amazed, Cindy asked, "So you actually want to do this?" 

    Grinning at her, I replied, "Oh, hell, yes. Did you think my bio readings meant anything else?" 

    "Linda would undoubtedly object." 

    "Maybe not. Doesn't matter. I'm going if I can." Sitting back, she said, "I see." 

    "Great. Now let's go see about a ride upstairs. Got a number for Lee Hines? He's some kind of honcho at the Cape." 

    Giving me a roll of her eyes, Cindy sighingly snapped her fingers. A blank field screen appeared and after a few moments, a harried-sounding man answered with, "Yes? Is this Dave? Your number isn't showing on my cell." I said, "Nope, not Dave. I'm Ed. Linda Baines sent me." 

    "Whaaa...?! How did you get this number?" 

    "Just did. I'll be there in a few minutes." Hines said, "I'll have someone meet you. Which gate?" 

    "No gate. No time for formalities. Meet me at the VAB." 

    "Uh... okay, then I'll meet you at the front doors." 

    "Okay. See you in a few." 

    Dropping the connection, I sat back and sipped coffee as I watched our descent to the Cape complex. 

    Looking at Cindy, I said, "As much as I'll miss your gorgeous presence, it might be better if you vanish for now. I'll have enough to explain and I can introduce you later." 

    Giving me an arching eyebrow, Cindy disappeared. 

    Of course Hines had told the security people there'd be a visitor. Before the flitter had even stopped moving, I was surrounded by people with guns who were busily yapping on radios and ordering each other around. A tall guy with a burr haircut came out of the VAB with two other guys who also yapped on radios. The crowd parted for them and guns were pointed at the sky instead of me as the two men stopped at the flitter's field 'hull'. 

    'Hines', one guy's badge read. I dropped the flitter's hull field, hung my mug on my pants pocket, and stepped down to meet him. His sharp gaze took in my green Army shirt, jeans, and Adidas sneakers, then locked on my coffee mug. When he made no attempt to introduce himself and simply stood staring critically at me for a time, I asked, "Yes?" 

    His gaze flicked around the flitter before he rather stiffly said, "Well, uh... To put it as politely as possible, you aren't quite what I expected. I'm not sure we can..." 

    I felt like saying, "By God, you're exactly what I expected," but I didn't. Keying my five suit on, I flicked open my belt knife and slashed at my left hand as Hines recoiled in alarm and several guns again aimed at me. Holding up my unblemished hand, I said, "I'm already wearing my space suit. It's a protective field. Come on, Hines; snap out of it, break up this goddamned clambake, and let's talk about the problem instead of my wardrobe." With a narrow look, he said, "I'd prefer you didn't swear in my presence." 

    "Then it's too damned bad this visit isn't about catering to your preferences. Look, if you could use one of your own people, I wouldn't be here. I don't know why you can't use one of your own people, but apparently my boss does, 'cuz she asked me to come talk to you." 

    Another guy bulled his way toward us and stopped cold when he saw me. His badge said he was Michael Gear. 

    Turning to Hines, Gear asked in a piercing tone, "He's the guy she sent?! 

He's in his fifties! Is this for real?!" 

    'Enough,' I thought, then I said the word aloud as I called up my board, lifted a few feet, rode it quickly in a tight, twisting barrel roll in front of the VAB, and returned to land and hop off it. 

    Now a couple of the pistols in the group were aimed right at me rather intently. I created a pulsing two-foot neon-red light ball between the flitter and myself and when all eyeballs had locked onto it, I swept a light stun tendril through the guards surrounding us. 

    Seven men and two women suddenly collapsed to the pavement. Hines and Gear stood staring at them in shock as I said, "If you two don't get your heads out of your asses, you'll go down next and I'll go way the hell over your heads about this. No more bullshit and no more guns pointed at me." Gear looked up at me and gestured around as he asked, "Uh... Will these people be okay?" 

    I snapped, "They're just stunned." 

    "Uh... We... Uh... Well, when Ms. Baines said she was sending someone, we... Uh... We thought she'd send..." He paused, then peered at me as he asked, "Sir, do you actually know anything about the Shining Star mission? Or space travel, for that matter?" 

    Meeting his gaze, I replied, "They were supposed to deliver stuff to the international space station, which is a bit more than 200 miles up, going about 17,000 miles per hour, and has an inclination of about 51 degrees. I figure Shining Star is likely at about the same altitude at the moment, but the fact is, Mr. Gear, I don't have to know a damned thing about any of that. All I have to do is ride up there, deliver some oxygen tanks, and wait a couple of hours to be picked up." 

    Hines began to say something that looked as if it might be caustic. Raising a hand to stop him, I looked at Hines and said, "Whatever you decide; just tell me when it's time to leave." 

    As I stepped back aboard the flitter, I snagged my backpack off the deck and took out a can of soup, used a thin grey field to cut the lid out, pinched the top of the can to form a spout, and propped my feet on the console. Sipping soup and coffee, I watched Hines and Gear wake up the guards and hold a hurried conference. Some of the guards looked ready and very willing to shoot me. Gear almost frantically shooed them away. 

    Through my implant, Cindy chuckled, "While I've not lost sight of the fact there's an emergency at hand, I've found a certain amount of humor in proceedings so far, Ed." 

    "That's nice, ma'am. I live only to entertain you, y'know." That got me an actual laugh. "Of course you do." 

    "Just out of curiosity, why couldn't they have used one of their own people?" 

    "Weight restrictions. The man, his suit and its life support equipment, and sixteen oxygen tanks would require launch parameters that wouldn't get him there in time." 

    "So Linda probably thought we'd send a weightless AI up there to transfer the tanks? Possibly even you?" 

    "That would seem likely, wouldn't it?" 

    Calling up a field screen, I pinged Linda. She answered with her usual, 

"Yes, Ed?" as her face filled the screen. 

    "Hi, Fearless Leader. I've met Lee Hines and a guy named Gear. They seem reluctant to proceed." 

    Her gaze narrowed. "Why?" 

    "They were expecting someone younger and prettier than me to make the trip upstairs, I guess." 

    She said nothing for a moment, then said, "So was I, really. If I object, what then?" 

    Matching her gaze, I said flatly, "I'd rather you wouldn't. Not needing a bunch of space gear cuts away most of the weight problem. If there's any possible way, I'm going." 

    Sitting back in her chair, she seemed to digest that for a time, then asked, "You demonstrated some of your talents?" 

    "Yup, and even after all that, they lack confidence. My feelings are hurt, ma'am. That's the real reason I called you." 

    Linda snickered, "Yeah, sure. Stand by, Ed. I want their input on this before I threaten anyone." 

    She poked her 'off' icon and I soon saw Hines and Gear answer their cell phones. After a few minutes of conversation, they both looked thoroughly shocked and actually paled a bit due to whatever Linda had said. 

    "Wow," I muttered, "I'll bet if anyone says the name 'Linda Baines' around these guys from now on, they'll drop a load in their pants. Wonder what the hell she said?" 

    Cindy's soft chuckle filled my implant and became a full-fledged laugh as I finished my soup and poured a little coffee in the can to wash the last few noodles loose. 

    After swilling them, I set the can by my seat and waited as Hines and Gear again held a quick conference. Gear hurried to shoo the remaining guards away and almost ran back to the flitter as Hines squared his shoulders back, took a breath, and marched toward the flitter. 

    I picked up the soup can, stepped off the flitter, walked a few paces to meet him, and asked, "Well?" 

    Hines looked as if he was having trouble making the words as he said, 

"We're going to send you up." 

    Saying, "Great! Where's my ride?" I tossed my can at the flitter and it flashed to plasma with a loud 'bang'. Hines reacted as if a grenade had gone off and stood staring rather starkly at the flitter, blinking as if that would get rid of the afterimages from the flash. 

    Recovering a bit, Hines said, "Perhaps it's time for some formal introductions, sir." 

    "Okay. I'm Ed. Cynthia, milady, would you join us?" She popped into being on my left and Hines's jaw dropped as his eyes grew huge. With much the same reaction, Gear also let out a kind of hissing noise, heard himself making the sound, and quickly stopped it. 

    "This is Cynthia," I said, "She's going with me." Hines tore his eyes away from Cindy to look at me and replied, "Two passengers...? But..." 

    I interrupted with, "She's an AI. Her total mass and weight is just about zero. No extra fuel. Good enough?" 

    Again looking at Cindy, he muttered, "Oh, hell, no! Not nearly good enough!" then he sighed, "But I'll save my questions for later. Both of you come with me, please. I'm going to show you your... 'ride'." He put distasteful emphasis on the last word and started toward an official NASA sedan. 

    "Better idea," I said, and thumbed at the flitter. We got aboard and less than ten seconds later I got my first glimpse of the vehicle that would carry us into space; a huge Delta rocket stood on the pad. 

    They were still working on it; a gantry-mounted crane was in the process of slowly moving something away from the rocket and technicians were doing things inside its nose. 

    Remembering what I'd seen of rockets that had blown up on the pad or soon after, I considered that --if anything went wrong --these could be my last hours on Earth. 

    Hines gave me a sharp look as he unclenched his fingers from his seat and said, "Uh... Could you make this quick? We'll need to run a few medical tests." 

    Holding up a hand, I replied, "No. Get any info you need from my ladyfriend here." 

    "We'd prefer that our own doctors gather your info." Shaking my head, I said, "They can gather it from her. Call Linda if you have to get some kind of clearance on it." 

    "May I ask why you object to testing?" 

    "Nope. It's classified." 

    Hines chuckled, "I think you'll find our security clearances are quite high enough." 

    Shaking my head, I replied, "Government security is fine for most government stuff, but it's been known to leak rather catastrophically fairly often. No offense." 

    Subsiding into his seat, Hines seemed to be trying to get some kind of an angle on things. Gear looked at the rocket almost reverently and began to rattle off facts about overall measurements and power ratios and such. I let him go on until Hines gave me a desultory glance and muttered tersely, "You're wasting your breath. He doesn't care about any of that." Nodding, I agreed, "He's right, but thanks anyway. Now I'd like to have the flitter to myself for a while. Flitter, take us back to the VAB, please." Hines and Gear went back into the VAB and I called up the specs for the Delta rocket. The computer ran several possible flights and I discovered --as I'd expected, really --that the weight of a man and the usual space gear would, indeed, have been enough to cause serious problems matching orbits. My computer showed me the numbers for a tanks-only shot and the numbers showed the real reason I'd been called into this; the job called for someone who could maneuver quickly between the capsule and Shining Star. Maybe Linda really had expected me to arrange something with the AI's, but we knew each other pretty well and she could just as easily have asked the AI's without consulting me. That meant she had an ulterior motive in bringing me into the situation, but I truly didn't care what it might be. 

    For the next hour I called various people for brief chats as if I'd simply decided to pick up the phone and say hi. Sharon and my sisters weren't fooled during our conference call. Sharon eventually asked what was wrong. 

    "Nothing's wrong," I said, "I'm about to take a longish trip and I just wanted to make contact before I go. It's a business matter, so I can't talk about it." 

    My New Mexico sister said in a flat tone, "You sound as if you think you might not come back." 

    "Could be. I was overseas for over a decade once upon a time. If I did that again at my age, I might not get back during this lifetime." She let me hear her skeptical snort, of course. 

    "Crap," said my Texas sister, "You're up to something. I know you, Ed. You're about to do something risky as hell or you wouldn't have called like this. Whatever it is, you just be real damned careful, okay?" 

    "You got it. 'Real damned careful'. Yes'm, I'll try to remember to scribble that on my hand so I can't forget, okay?" 

    "Yeah, you do that. In red, with a big Magic Marker." They each pushed a little, but I didn't go into detail and I had other calls to make. Alissa wasn't home. I left a 'Hi, there, just checking in' type of message on her machine and called Angela. She took a break from training flitter pilots to chat with me and said she'd get with Linda to ask questions, then also wished me luck. 

    Hines came out of the VAB and quick-stepped toward the flitter. As he hopped aboard, he said, "We have a problem. You weigh one-ninety-one, which means we'd have to leave three oxygen bottles behind to compensate. That cuts our margins of error to an unacceptable level." 

    I didn't tell him that about twelve pounds of my weight was a briefcase he couldn't see. Three oxy bottles? Damn. Were they just trying to cut me out of the trip? 

    "Cindy," I said, "Could the flitter use fields to support the payload for the first few minutes during liftoff?" 

    Looking thoughtful for all of a split second, she replied, "Yes. Two minutes, forty-four seconds." 

    "Thanks, milady." Looking at Hines, I asked, "Would that cover the weight problem?" 

    He turned from Cindy to meet my gaze and almost whispered, "Oh, hell yes! 

Can it really do that?" 

    "Sure. The problem is matching orbital speeds. Watch." I asked the flitter to lift a car parked to one side of the doorway and move it to the next parking space. The flitter sent a fat grey tendril around the car, picked it up, and placed the vehicle in the precise center of the next space. 

    "Oh, dear God..!" breathed Hines. He raised his hands in a 'stay put' 

gesture as he almost yelled, "We need new numbers! Wait right here!" then he ran back into the VAB. 

    I looked at Cynthia and said, "Flitters have done tricks for the evening news since 2000. How the hell can seeing one lift a car surprise a guy from NASA?" 

    She shook her head. "Maybe he doesn't watch news that doesn't involve space." 

    "Hm. Yeah, maybe. How long will it take that thing to match up with Shining Star? An hour and a half or so?" 

    "An hour and forty-seven minutes." 

    "Damn. That plus waiting for the transport to find me. It's gonna seem like a week up there." 

    Grinning, Cindy suggested, "It isn't too late to back out. You've already seen space many times, Ed." 

    "This is different and Linda had reasons for involving me --likely political reasons. After something like this, I doubt she'll hear another squeak out of the bureaucracy's tightwads." 

    Cindy laughingly said, "What absolute drivel! You aren't doing this for Linda. You're doing it for you." 

    "Well," I admitted, "Maybe a little bit, yeah." She laughed again and disappeared, then laughed yet again through my implant before her presence vanished. Some moments later, Hines came trotting out of the VAB and started chattering about burn rates and weight differences. I let him go on until he realized I wasn't paying much attention. When he stopped talking, I asked, "How soon 'til liftoff?" He looked at his watch and replied, "An hour and thirty-four minutes. Having the flitter handle lifting the payload cuts fuel consumption by... Ah, never mind. It just means we'll get you up there at a useful speed." Nodding, I replied, "Great. Back in a few," keyed up my board, and soared away toward Melbourne. Calling up a screen to locate a sporting goods store on a main highway, I chose one on State Road 520 and found the place easily. The camping display had three sizes of hydration bladders. I picked two of the mediums, paid for them, and headed back to Canaveral to find Hines in a frantic-looking discussion with Gear not far from the flitter. Landing near them, I took the bladders out of the store bag, picked up my backpack, and said, "Hi, guys. Where can I rinse these out?" Hines bellowed, "Where the hell did you go?!" Handing him the empty store bag, I replied, "That should be pretty obvious, even to a rocket scientist. Take it easy and take me to a faucet, okay?" 

    For some reason, Gear chuckled. When we looked at him, he asked, "Would you rather fill them with bottled water?" 

    "Doesn't matter to me. Tap's fine." 

    With a grin and a 'come along' gesture, he headed for the VAB entrance. I followed him and after a moment, Hines followed us inside. Gear led me to a kitchenette alcove in a break room, where I rinsed each bladder and filled one with water, then reached for one of the coffee pots on the brewing machine. As Gear quickly read aloud the cautions concerning hot liquids on the second bladder's label, I added about half a capful of my instant coffee to the pot and stirred it. After sending a cooling field into the coffee to make it drinkable and tasting the results, I filled the bladder as Gear held it open. 

    Looking mystified, he blurted, "Hey! It's not hot!" Without answering that, I switched off the hot plate, rinsed the pot, and set it back on the coffee machine. 

    Hines had taken a chair at the little nearby table. He said, "You didn't have to buy those, you know. We have Air Force and Navy survival gear for all occasions." 

    Glancing at him, I replied, "Thanks anyway, but I won't have to give these back later. How much time left?" 

    He checked his watch. "Fifty-eight minutes to go." 

    "Time to take a leak and wash up, then." 

    "Speaking of which," said Gear, "Cynthia said a catheter won't be necessary." 

    Shrugging, I said, "She's right," and left my gear on the table to head for the restrooms. When I returned to the kitchenette, I slipped on the bladders with the water in back and the coffee in front, adjusted straps, and asked, "Will the oxygen tanks be bundled or loose?" 

    "They're packaged in groups of four. Cynthia said you'd have no problems moving that size load." 

    Shifting the pack a bit, I said, "Good 'nuff. Are we ready?" 

    "I wouldn't think so. Cynthia's not here." Heading for the VAB entrance, I replied, "No sweat. She'll pop in sometime before I get to Shining Star." 
Chapter Two

    I left my backpack on my seat when we disembarked the flitter, and after watching a short video clip of how Shining Star's airlock worked, I asked the flitter to create a translucent simulation of the airlock in the video. Hines and Gear marveled at the simulation as I ran through the motions four times on general principles, then I let the simulation dissolve. 

    We took the elevator to the top of the gantry with twenty-nine minutes to go. Turning on my p-field, I entered the nose capsule through its access hatch, strapped myself onto a fairly deep gel couch, and looked around. Very Spartan. Four clusters of white LED's illuminated the interior of the capsule. A small camera was mounted on each side of the couch and another camera was mounted directly above it. Makeshift racks welded along the inside walls held the pre-packaged oxygen bottles upright. 

    I briefly wondered why they hadn't simply pre-bundled them and anchored them to the floor. Big green plastic handles on bolts --likely to make them easier to grasp in space suits --would free the sides of each rack. Two straps would buckle a bundle of bottles together. 

    Looking out at Hines and Gear, I asked, "All I do is unbolt the racks and pull the bundles out? No other fasteners?" 

    Hines said, "That's it. The crew will open their hatch, you'll put a bundle in, they'll close the hatch and cycle it, remove the bottles, and get ready for the next bundle." 

    He pointed at the radio and said, "The microphone's built-in. A radio will be on all the time with double redundancy. If one quits working, you have two backups." 

    Lightly slapping the hull of the capsule, he added, "Until you open this hatch you'll have air in there." 

    It suddenly occurred to me that the bladder on my back might not be able to handle being squashed under me at ten G's. I sat up and took the bladders off, strapped them to the side of the couch, and got flat again. A technician quickly leaned in to secure my couch straps. 

    Gear asked, "Any questions?" 

    Looking inside the capsule again, I shook my head. "Nope. It all looks pretty straightforward." 

    Apparently he'd expected questions; he looked a bit lost for a moment, then stuck his hand out and said, "Okay. Good luck, then." We shook hands and Hines added his, "Yes. Good luck," and a handshake, then they retreated from the hatch and two technicians eased the cover into place. 

    Even the manual hatch dogs were simple; just flip the spring-loaded locking bars out of the way and give 'em a turn. I noted they couldn't be reached unless I was off the couch and free of the straps securing me to it. Huh. Manual hatch dogs. Wonder why they didn't use the electronic-explosive kind? 

    I also noted there was no 'off' switch for the radio and that I could hear people talking in low tones. Or maybe they weren't right next to the microphone? Where there'd been a volume knob there was now a black plastic cap-plug. 

    Some guy said clearly, "Well, I think it's damned strange, Kelly. No bio readings at all?" 

    A woman said, "None. Someone said there was no way to connect them. He's wearing one of those field things." 

    Another guy said, "Bring up cameras two and three. Mac said he's wearing jeans and sneakers. Should we believe that?" 

    "Yes," I said, "I wear casual clothes when I travel." There were some whispers and one of the guys asked, "Uh... This is Control. How are you feeling, Rescue One?" 

    "'Rescue One', huh? Well, I'm feeling just dandy, 'cept for having been labeled and numbered. How 'bout you?" 

    The woman snorted a soft chuckle and said, "Oh, we're all just fine, sir. Do you have any questions?" 

    "Well... Are you single, ma'am? I really like your voice." One of the guys laughed as she replied, "No, I'm not, sir, and I have to get back to work, so here's James Richter." 

    A man said, "That's me, Rescue One. I'll be your tour guide today and I'm not single, either." 

    I let my silence speak for me and checked the time on the radio's small display screen. Three minutes, thirteen seconds to go. I pinged Linda and called up a field screen, then set it at an angle where none of the cameras could see the display. 

    She answered with, "Hi, Ed," and looked around the interior of the capsule before she said, "That couch looks pretty comfortable. Emory's here. Mind if I include him in this call?" 

    Someone asked Richter who the hell I was talking to as I answered, "Sure, ma'am. I have some company, too. Three cameras and there's no 'off' switch on the radio." 

    "Rescue One," said Richter, "Who are you talking to? It sounds like they're right in the capsule with you." 

    "Just updating my bosslady." 

    Someone asked, "They let him take a cell phone aboard?" Richter said rather commandingly, "Rescue One, until you're off my spacecraft, I'm your boss." 

    "You go ahead and believe that if it makes you happy." The other guy said, "Please turn off your phone immediately, Rescue One. It might interfere with your communications with us." 

    "No, it won't. They're different technologies." Wallace said firmly, "Ed, they have priority." 

    "Wallace, there's not a damned thing they can do for me if this thing blows up, so they can damned well let me talk with my friends before they light the fuse. Linda." 

    She looked directly into the screen and asked, "Yes, Ed?" 

    "I don't love you the same way Wallace does, but I do love you, ma'am. I just wanted to let you know that before I go." 

    Linda smiled and said, "I knew it. I love you, too, Ed. Take care up there. That's an order." 

    "Yes, ma'am, ma'am. Wallace, you may be a bit brassy and hidebound, but I guess you must be okay 'cuz she seems to like you." With a wry, droll expression, he chuckled, "Well, thanks a bunch, Ed. Like she said, take care up there." 

    "Okay. Later, everybody." 

    Turning off the screen with eight seconds to go, I wondered if there was really any way to be ready for what was about to happen. Nope. Guess not. I took a sip of coffee and tried to relax a bit, but they chose that moment to start the engine. 

    Initial rumblings made things vibrate a bit, but when they opened up the big engines, I became a bit more concerned about how well things were attached within the capsule. 

    The shaking suddenly stopped as the flitter took over lifting the weight of me, the gel couch, and the oxygen bottles. I couldn't tell when the rocket actually lifted off the pad, but as it gained speed, the G forces began to shove me down into the gel couch. 

    That confused me for a moment, then I realized that --other than eliminating the shaking --having the flitter lift me in tune with the rocket's upward progress was really no different from letting the rocket do the lifting. 

    Hm. I remembered what I'd seen of shuttle launches, realized I didn't particularly want an audience for my suffering, and used my implant to turn my p-field opaque grey. 

    This caused some instant consternation on the ground and Richter almost yelled, "Rescue One, what just happened?!" 

    I replied, "I'm fine, guys. It's just my field suit." Firmly attached as they were to the walls, the bottles still rattled in their padded racks, but all I felt were the gawd-awful G forces that seemed to go on and on. Keying up a screen with a timer, I saw that only thirty seconds had passed. 

    Richter's voice asked, "Rescue One, this is Control. What's your status?" My 'status'? Heh. I managed to grate out, "Oh... I'm... just... fine," then paused to take in enough air to say, "When... I... don't... have... to... try... to... talk! Call... me... later!" 

    Richter's calmer voice replied, "Roger that, Rescue One. Hang in there. Control out." 

    'Hang in there?' I thought, 'As opposed to doing what?' 

    The G forces seemed to continue interminably with only abrupt interruptions as stages of the rocket dropped away, then the flitter's field faded and the shaking began again. A short time that seemed like a long time later, the horrendous pressure on my chest abruptly ceased. It would have been nice to have a window, but the capsule had been made for inanimate hardware, not tourists. 

    "Flitter," I said quietly, "Thanks for the lift. Wait for me at Carrington base, please. Park above the admin building." 

    My flitter replied, "Yes, Ed." 

    The radio barked, "Rescue One, Control!" 

    "Here! Present! Yo! Are you gonna tell me I ought to be weightless by now and that all I have to do is wait for you to tell me when it's time to pop the hatch?" 

    After a brief pause, Richter said, "Something like that, yes. Should we take it that you're not overly familiar with official communications protocols, Rescue One?" 

    I changed my p-field back to transparent and drawled, "Yeah, that's a big ten-four, Cap'n! Eastbound 'n hammer down! Warp six, y'all! Let's see if we got enough beer t' fly this crate allaway t' Paris!" then I asked, "Who else is on this channel? I don't even hear static when you aren't talking." 

    "Rescue One, it's a frequency, not a channel, and there shouldn't be anyone else using it. Listening, perhaps." 

    "Huh. Is this trip a secret? If so, nobody told me." Richter sighed, "Rescue One, we at NASA prefer to share our communications at our convenience." 

    "Well, I guess that sure 'nuff 'splains why you're callin' yourself

'Control' today, doesn't it?" 

    Somebody down there giggled and someone else chuckled. I asked, "So, how long 'til rendezvous, 'Control'?" Richter replied, "Eighty-eight minutes, Rescue One. The revised payload numbers let us widen the window." 

    "Kewl. Okay, just holler when it's time to go outside." With that, I called up a field screen as wide as the capsule and chose a few music videos, then unbuckled and sat up as Stargard's 'Which Way Is Up?' 

--which had seemed an appropriate song for the moment --began thumping. From the radio came, "What the hell?!" and "Rescue One." Raising my voice slightly to be heard over the music, I put up a second screen to check email and manufactured fake surprise as I yelled, "Rescue One? 

Hey! That's me! Hi, guys!" 

    I used my left hand to cover the keypad from camera view while I typed my email password and Richter asked, "Rescue One, did you take any unauthorized electronics aboard?" 

    Damn. 103 spam messages since my last visit. Dumping that folder, I replied, "It's just another field toy, Richter." Richter said, "Rescue One, as I said, we'd prefer to control communications during your mission. Please turn off your music and other devices." 

    Looking directly at the left camera, I replied, "Richter, I have almost an hour and a half to kill in this tin can and you guys haven't been very entertaining so far. Give me a hard time and I'll turn off the radio instead." 

    "Rescue One, your radio can't be turned off." 

    "Well, you prob'ly shouldn't bet on that. Now quit bugging me. I'm checking my email." 

    Somebody blurted, "He's what? How?" 

    Richter said, "Rescue One." 

    I ignored him. 

    He repeated rather firmly, "Rescue One!" 

    Kewl, a new message from BJ Ray. She'd made a deal on a Honda Silverwing and she was about to go pick it up. Asterisks, a smiley face, and picture links. She was definitely doing the happy dance. 

    I set about answering her longish, enthusiastic message as Richter almost yelled, "Rescue One!" in a rather commanding tone. Oh, well. He'd give up in a minute or two. 

    He didn't repeat himself as I typed out my reply and hit the 'send' 

button, then moved on to the next message, picking up my coffee bladder's tube and sipping as I read. 

    A guy wanted me to place my titles with his web bookstore. I checked out his domain name and found he'd only paid for a year's registration. Nope. I politely declined his offer. 

    My implant pinged with Linda's chimes and I put her on screen as I answered, "Yes, milady! At your service, ma'am!" She winced at the music, so I turned it down a bit as a guy on the radio said, "He's talking to somebody again!" 

    Linda said, "Lee Hines said you aren't answering the radio." 

    "Yeah, well, they were getting kind of pissy about how I'm spending my time up here. Besides, they can see and hear everything, so it's not as if they're out of the loop. I have over an hour to kill and I'd rather check email than hope that bunch can entertain me, y'know?" Her left eyebrow went up. "I see. Cynthia told me you tried to tell her you were making this trip for me." 

    "Then Cynthia talks out of class, but it's at least partly true, ma'am. Do you think the 'crats'll give you any more budget and personnel trouble after this trip?" 

    She laughed, "Not for a week or so. This mission hasn't hurt your status with Emory, either, but I expect to have to talk with him later about what we said before liftoff." 

    Shrugging made me lift off the gel couch. Buckling the straps over my legs, I said, "Well, sorry 'bout that, Fearless Leader, but I've got seniority and it seemed like a real good idea to mention it before they fired this thing up." 

    Richter bellowed, "Rescue One! Answer me immediately!" Eyeing the radio, I flicked open my belt knife and pried the black plastic cap off the volume button hole, then used the tip of the blade to turn the slotted shaft inside the hole as I said, "Cindy can tell me when it's time to go outside." 

    Linda's gaze shifted to the still barely audible radio, then back to me. Something flashed on her desk brightly enough to reflect in her eyes and she held up a finger in a 'pause' gesture as she poked an icon. Her screen shrank to half-size and I knew someone else was on the other half. Wallace asked, "Linda, what the hell's your boy done now? Hines says they just lost contact with him." 

    "Hines is exaggerating the situation, Emory. Ed just turned the radio down." 

    Sounding even more upset, Wallace yelped, "Well, tell him to turn it back up! He's not even supposed to be able to do that and he scared the hell out of the commo team! They think something's wrong up there!" Snickering, Linda replied, "Right. NASA called you about a technical problem in space. Emory, it's a perceived control issue. Whether they like it or not, NASA's usefulness to this mission ended when they pushed the ignition button." 

    Looking directly at the other side of the screen, she said firmly, 

"They'll get over it, Emory. He'd prefer not to be pestered and Cynthia will tell him when it's EVA time." 

    Wallace blurted, "Pestered?! He thinks NASA is pestering him?!" 

    "My choice of words, not his." 

    For a moment there was silence, then the screen abruptly expanded to full size and Linda quietly muttered, "Damn." 

    I felt it wise to say nothing for the moment and busied myself choosing another couple of tunes on the big screen. 

    Pink began singing 'Stupid Girl', and when she reached the chorus, Linda growled, "Are you trying to tell me something?" Drumming my fingers to the beat, I replied, "Nope. I chose her 'Who Knew' 

song first, but it came up second 'cuz the screen automatically alphabetizes." 

    "Uh, huh. Well, you seem to have made yourself reasonably comfortable up there and I need to get back to work. Later, Ed. Keep me posted." Saluting, I snapped, "Yes, ma'am, Fearless Leader, ma'am!" She tapped her screen off and I went back to my email. After a few more messages, I switched to surfing the net and chose some more songs. Cindy manifested her face on my screen some time later and said, "Fifteen minutes to rendezvous, Ed." 

    I looked at her for a moment, then said, "Gee, you're pretty, lady. Gorgeous, really." 

    Rolling her eyes, she shook her head slightly and said, "As that may be, it's time to saddle up. We'll have a forty-one minute optimal window for transferring the oxygen." 

    Putting on my coffee and water bladders, I checked to see that my p-field had accepted and encompassed them, then located by touch the two-foot ball my briefcase used as an oxygen repository. 

    "Cindy, I've been thinking I might want to just get this job done and get myself back inside this capsule to wait for my next ride. Believe it or not, I actually heard you when you talked about things finding us out here." She popped into being beside the capsule's hatchway in her jeans-and-sneakers outfit and smiled. A muted, excited gabbling came from the radio. 

    Eyeing the oxygen bottles, I said, "In fact, maybe I ought to hang onto one of these, ma'am." 

    "No need," she said, "Your reservoir contains four hours." Nodding, I glanced around and tapped one of the big plastic knobs securing a bottle rack as I replied, "Uh, huh." 

    Turning the knobs required me to hang onto the racks to avoid turning myself instead. Once I'd opened the racks, I used a field tendril to cut off the big-headed bolts and turned off my p-field long enough to cram them into my front pants pockets, then continued un-racking the bundled bottles. Cindy asked, "Souvenirs?" 

    "Maybe. If I don't need 'em for anything else." When I'd checked the straps on all four bundles, I loosened the hatch dogs one at a time to allow pressure to escape gradually, then took a look outside. You've seen it too, every time a shuttle mission aimed a camera outside; some portion of the Earth and a black sky sprinkled liberally with stars. The Earth directly below was dark and a band of brightness to my right was the dawn of a new day. It seemed to me that we were flying backward, though it really didn't matter which end of the capsule led the way. As the capsule's hatch view slowly rotated, I asked through my implant, 

"Can we kill the capsule's spin, Cindy? Maybe aim the hatch where Shining Star's going to be?" 

    Replying in the same manner, she said, "Yes. I'm converting one of the other bolt heads to nitrogen for use as a thrust jet. It will take a few moments." 

    We were over Africa when the view through the hatch seemed to begin moving backward. I realized that I was still spinning as before, so I reached to get a grip on the straps that had secured me to the couch. A few moments later the hatch faced open space and I didn't sense any further movement. Calling up my board in the hatchway, I placed a bundle of tanks on it and said, "You're driving, ma'am." 

    Cindy appeared on the other end of the board, her hands clasped behind her and facing forward as the board began moving. I clambered onto it as soon as it was clear of the hatch, straddling the board with a loose grip on one of the bundle straps. 

    Eyeing Cindy's tall form, I enthused, "Wow! You'd look magnificent on the prow of a ship, milady." 

    She grinningly glanced back and replied, "Thanks, of course, but that sounds like a rather boring job." 

    After what seemed like a fairly long jaunt through space, I saw the spacecraft ahead and used my implant to make the board glow neon red as we matched their rotation and approached their airlock. 

    Cynthia asked, "Would you like to be able to talk to them?" Hm. Would I? No, not really. "No, thanks. Maybe later." A light near their hatch glowed green, the signal to open the outer door. I did so and shoved the bundle of tanks into the narrow tunnel beyond the hatch, then closed and dogged the hatch cover. A few moments later the light glowed red as they cycled the hatch and Cindy headed us back to the capsule for another load. 

    The return trip seemed a little shorter because the capsule was catching up to Shining Star, and the second delivery trip seemed even shorter. It occurred to me to wonder if we'd have to hurry the last couple of loads, but I had faith in Cindy's math. She didn't guesstimate much. 

    By the time we returned from the second delivery, Shining Star was easily visible a mile or so ahead and drawing steadily closer as I loaded the third bundle onto the board. 

    While I shoved the third bundle into Shining Star's hatch a few minutes later, the capsule passed us and slowly began dwindling in size as it continued on. When the red light glowed, Cindy launched us in the direction of the capsule. 
Chapter Three

    About halfway to the capsule, things didn't look right and I realized the capsule had stopped growing bigger. Cindy spoke before I could ask why we'd stopped. 

    "Debris ahead. I've matched velocity with the capsule. We'll wait at a safe distance." 

    Glancing back at the receding bright spot that was Shining Star, I asked, 

"How long?" 

    Looking at me, she said flatly, "Eight minutes and thirty-six point three seconds." 

    "That's cutting it close. Will we be able to make the fourth trip? And what if the last bundle's hit?" 

    In that same flat tone, she replied, "The fourth bundle was intended to be part of Shining Star's safety margin. It may turn out to be yours." Hm. Terse sentences and some attitude. Could an AI get nervous? If so, how bad would an impending situation have to be? I worked the coffee bladder's tube up inside my field and took a sip as I studied my surroundings. 

    "There could have been three bundles and we'd have been finished by now. The board could have handled the extra weight. Or rather the mass, since we're weightless out here. Hines said four bundles was your idea." 

    "I wanted to force them to use a wider window of time in which to complete the delivery." 

    Uh, huh. A simple fudge factor, or had she known about the debris? I sipped again and kept my thoughts to myself for the time being. I sort of expected flashes or some other signs of impact ahead, but I saw nothing and some moments later, Cindy said, "I think it's safe to proceed," and the capsule began getting bigger again. 

    Yeah, there'd definitely been some damage. Dots of light from the capsule's LEDs became readily apparent through tiny holes as we neared the capsule. On the side facing Earth, there was a yard-long angular rip in the hull. Whatever had hit the capsule had met it almost head-on. When I looked inside, I saw that two of the cameras had been obliterated and muck from the gel couch had covered the radio as well as much of the capsule's interior. Wondering what miracle of chemistry kept the stuff from freezing in open space, I used a field to sweep floating blobs toward a wall, where they spread out and started merging. 

    Reaching in to haul out the remaining tank bundle, I found no damage until I turned it over. The meter read zero on one of the tanks; it had been pinholed near the top and there was a similar hole near the bottom. Some tiny bit of something had punched through it end-to-end. 

    Oh, well. Their problem. I released the bottle bundle and sent a tendril to wipe the remaining camera's lens. 

    "Is this camera still working?" 

    "Yes." 

    "Good 'nuff. They can see we're still on the job." After leaning in to wave at the camera, I put the bundle on my board and said, "Ready when you are, milady." Near the big rip in the capsule, I flicked a finger soundlessly against the hull and said, "You know, it seems to me that deep fields would be considerably better protection out here than sheet metal not much thicker than a stop sign." 

    She looked back and nodded slightly. "Yes, they would, but current levels of broadcast power would be inadequate to the task of maintaining uniform densities. I'll use some of the capsule as raw material to create a small field generator." 

    We arrived at Shining Star and deposited the oxy bottles as before, then waved at the guys inside as we departed. 

    When we reached the capsule, I said, "Um... 'Scuse me, ma'am, but making a generator would also make some of this thing disappear for no reason we'd care to explain." 

    Cindy replied, "A suitable generator will require less than a quarter of the capsule's mass, which I'll scavenge from the interior. Reentry will incinerate the remainder." 

    "They're expecting it to splash down in the Indian Ocean." With a slight shrug, Cindy replied, "It won't survive reentry. Would you care to move to the hatch so you can be seen outside the capsule when its electronics cease to function?" 

    Moving the board, I laughed, "Oh, yes, milady. By your command, ma'am, and thanks for providing an alibi. Maybe I'd better let Linda know things are okay." 

    I pinged Linda for a secure link as the camera's red 'on' light died and she pinged me back a few moments later, coolly answering with, "Yes, Ed? You have some news?" 

    "Huh? What? You don't sound anywhere near panic-stricken, Fearless Leader. I think my feelings are hurt!" 

    She laughed, "Poor baby. Maybe you shouldn't have pinged me so soon after the capsule picture quit." 

    "Yeah, good point there. I'll try to remember that for next time. Anyway, I'm just calling to let you know we've had to change travel plans a bit." After a slight pause, she replied, "Well, I'm sure you have a good reason." 

    "Yes'm, that we do. The capsule was trashed by debris, thankfully while I wasn't in it. Cindy's using some of it to make a field generator and she says the rest of the capsule definitely won't return to Earth. Otherwise, no change. We're just hangin' around up here." 

    "Understood. For the record, it pleases me that you weren't aboard the capsule when it was damaged, Dragonfly." 

    "Well, thank you, ma'am. It pleases me, too." There was a pause, then she chuckled, "My phone just lit up like a Christmas tree. What do you think I should tell them?" 

    "Would 'nothing' do?" 

    She laughed, "No, too many people know we can communicate." 

    "Well, let 'em fret a while first to build suspense." 

    "Okay. Later, Ed. Cynthia, are you in this link?" 

    "Yes, Linda." 

    "Thank you, Cynthia. Thanks very much." 

    "You're welcome, Linda." 

    Linda dropped the link and some ten minutes or so passed, then I suddenly felt a very strong field presence and a smooth, silver-skinned object the size of a volleyball appeared just inside the hatchway, then vanished as I studied it. 

    Looking inside the capsule, I saw that her scavenging efforts had left it as featureless and smooth as the inside of an egg. Several more ragged holes appeared in the skin of the capsule, then my board moved us away from it. What seemed like quite a distance from the capsule, the grey form of a flitter like mine popped into being and Cindy guided us to a stop next to its console. When I let the board disappear, I hung above the deck for a moment, then felt myself being drawn toward the deck. My sneaks made contact and the sensation of weight began to make itself felt. 

    "Gravity? How did you manage that, ma'am?" She smiled and replied, "Not gravity. I tuned the deck to your bone cells and adjusted the level of attraction." 

    "Ah. Well done, milady. Feels just about right." As I took a seat by the console and turned off my p-field, Cindy said, "I thought you might like familiar surroundings." 

    I unstrapped the two bladders and set them on a flitter seat, shook out my shoulders a bit, and retrieved the coffee tube for a sip as I replied, "You thought absolutely right, ma'am. This beats the hell out of that tin can NASA gave me. What'll you do with this generator when the big ship comes?" 

    "I'll send it to the house and find a use for it later." 

    "Why not use it to destroy the capsule? Big boom. Add some drama, give 'em a show." 

    She laughed, "You don't think there's been enough drama today?" Shrugging, I replied, "Nah. Give 'em something special to ponder. Besides, it would make absolutely sure none of the capsule will get back to Earth. Cindy, what hit the capsule? Meteorites or man-made trash? And speaking of trash..." I took the knobs I'd removed from the capsule out of my pockets and tossed them. Each flashed brilliantly at the flitter-sim's 'hull' field and vanished. 

    Cindy gave me a raised eyebrow and said, "The debris was composed of remnants of an interrupted military experiment that's been labeled otherwise for thirty-eight years. Once I knew our flight parameters, I managed to destroy most of it using the flitter, but there was too much of it and too little time to get it all. May I ask what led you to ask that question?" 

    "The stuff struck head-on. That would seem to mean that whatever hit the capsule was in our orbital path. Since damned near every bit of orbital detritus bigger than a quarter has been radar-tagged and numbered, I find it hard to believe nobody realized a fat cluster of that stuff would find us." She sat down beside me and said, "They knew there was a good chance of collision. I was absolutely certain of it, which is why I delayed our return for the fourth bundle." 

    That gave me pause for thought. I sipped my coffee, then looked at her as I asked, "How did you manage to skirt your Amaran 'endangerment' protocols, Cindy?" 

    Meeting my gaze, she said, "I didn't have to. The decision to make the trip was all yours. The decision to send you up was shared, but not by me. Once they ignited the rocket, my only participation involved protecting you." I took another moment for thought and asked, "Did you tell the guys on the ground I wouldn't be in the capsule when the stuff hit?" 

    "No." She grinned and said, "I simply made sure you were a safe distance from the capsule at the appropriate time." 

    Taking her hand for a kiss, I said, "And for that I wholeheartedly thank you, milady. Also for not scotching my trip up here. I'm pretty sure that option occurred to you." 

    Smiling, she nodded. "Yes, it did." 

    Linda's ping chimed in my implant and I answered by putting up a blank screen and saying, "Hi, Linda." 

    She took control of the screen and turned on a picture. Her angry glare let me know there might be a problem afoot. 

    There was tension in her tone as she growled, "Ed, ground control was apparently very surprised when you and Cynthia reappeared and picked up the fourth bundle. They knew that debris could hit the capsule." Nodding, I replied, "Yeah, I know." 

    Her voice rose an octave as she almost ranted, 

"And-you-went-up-there-anyway?! Are you insane?!" 

    "Well, apparently not, ma'am. I'm still alive." She snapped, "Thanks only to Cynthia, I'm sure." 

    "Yup. She made sure I wasn't anywhere near the capsule when the stuff hit. No problem." 

    Again glaring, Linda insisted, "Oh, there's a problem, all right, Ed; they sent one of my people into what they knew full well was a potentially fatal situation without mentioning one damned word about that to me!" For a moment it looked as if she'd say something else, then her mouth shut and she took a deep breath. 

    "Cynthia," said Linda, "Thank you very much. Again. Ed, I'll talk to you later." With that she tapped her 'off' icon. 

    Sipping my coffee, I looked at Cindy and said, "That almost sounded like a threat. Could be some heads will roll down there before she's through. How long until the transport gets here?" 

    "Two hours, fourteen minutes." Canting her head slightly, she asked, 

"You're thinking of taking a nap, aren't you?" 

    "Yup." Gesturing around us, I said, "Seen it all before and I only got about four hours of sleep last night." 

    "You could try turning off your computer a little earlier." 

    "Nah. I write when I'm inspired. Can't do that by the clock. Flitter, make me a bathroom and a bed, please." 

    My own flitter's voice answered, "Yes, Ed," and I said, "Thanks," before I commented to Cindy, "You thought of everything, ma'am." She grinned, said, "I do try," and vanished. I used the bathroom, took another sip of coffee, tossed the coffee bladder on the bed, and flopped myself down next to it feeling rather bushed and thinking, 'Maybe she was right about turning off the computer sooner.' 

    Sometime while I lay studying the stars I fell asleep. What seemed like only minutes passed before Cynthia stood by the bed calling my name. Waking a bit groggily, I reached for the coffee bladder and sipped as I looked around. 

    "I don't see a transport ship." 

    "It's ten minutes away. I thought you might like to freshen up before I send the generator at the capsule." 

    Nodding, I headed for the bathroom as I said, "You thought right again, ma'am. Thanks." 

    When I stepped out, Cindy beckoned me to the edge of the deck and pointed down and to our right. The generator ball flashed away from us, disappeared, and two seconds later there was a brilliant flash above Greenland. She then looked beyond me and nodded. I turned to see a bright dot getting bigger quickly and perhaps thirty seconds later the transport ship filled the sky above the flitter. 

    The field-generated flitter moved toward it and aimed for a bay almost directly over our heads, altering our position in relation to Earth so that we entered the bay upright in relation to the interior of the ship. Keying my implant, I asked, "Kemor?" and the ship's computer responded, 

"Yes, Ed." 

    "Fancy meeting you here! What are the chances?" Without the slightest indication of humor, he replied, "Fifty percent, Ed. There are only two transport ships available." 

    'Great,' I thought, 'Now he'll think I'm retarded.' 

    I sighed, "That was an attempt at humor, Kemor. Thanks for picking us up." 

    "You're welcome, Ed." 

    By that time two blue-uniformed women had entered the bay and approached the flitter. I said, "People are here. Guess I'd better say goodbye for now and talk to them, Kemor." 

    "As you wish, Ed. Goodbye." 

    Grabbing my two hydration bladders and slinging them over my left shoulder, I stepped off the faux-flitter, which immediately disappeared. The two women in transport ship staff uniforms faltered in their approach, then came to a stop a few feet away from us. 

    As they studied us, I studied them. One blonde, one brunette, both late-twenties or early thirties, both very lovely, and both apparently quite surprised that our flitter had been a field manifestation. Heh. The brunette cleared her throat, greeted us, and said they'd be our guides to the debarkation area and any other facilities we might require. Hm. Separate guides? Did that mean they didn't know Cindy was also a field manifestation? 

    Apparently Cindy had the same thought. After a round of handshakes, Cindy gave me a grin as she said, "You know where to find me," then she vanished, but she wasn't truly gone. I heard her hearty chuckle through my implant as both staffers adopted expressions of vast surprise and stared hard at the spot where they'd last seen her. 

    For some reason it hadn't occurred to me that Amarans might be as surprised as Earthies to encounter an AI. Oh, well. I went to the edge of the bay to watch our landing and the ladies followed after a moment. With a glance at them, I said, "No need to take me to the passenger lounge." Thumbing at the world beyond the bay, I said, "When we touch down, I'll just hop out." 

    Looking as if she thought I might be rather confused, the blonde said, 

"Sir, this bay won't be at ground level." 

    Nodding, I replied, "Yeah, I know. I figure it'll be about a thousand feet up," and by that time the ship had stopped moving downward. Calling up my board, I said, "Bye," and slid through the bay's barrier field into the open air above Carrington base, banking right to aim for the admin building. 

    When I pinged Linda, she answered, "Hi, Ed. I'm on my way to the dining facility. Join me there, please." 

    "On my way, milady. Uhm... we aren't talking about some kind of a party, are we?" 

    "No, we aren't. I know how you dislike that sort of thing. In fact, we have instructions to keep quiet about your mission." 

    "We do, huh? Why's that?" 

    "We'll talk about it over dinner." 

    "Okay. Be there shortly." 

    She and Wallace were halfway through the food line when I arrived. I dropped the bladders on an empty table, grabbed a tray and silverware, chose a steak and various veggies, and stopped by the drink dispenser for a dr pepper on my way to join them. 

    Linda and Wallace were standing by the table as I approached, which struck me as odd. When I'd set my tray down, Linda gave me a quick hug and Wallace grinningly reached for my hand. 

    "Good job, by God," he said, "Good work up there, Ed." 

    "Thanks, but all I did was ride up and shove tanks through a hatch. Cindy did everything else." 

    Linda asked, "Where is Cindy? We'd like to thank her, too." Cindy appeared on my left and said, "You're welcome." Giving Cindy a hug like the one she'd given me, Linda said, "A simple

'thank you' seems so inadequate, Cindy." 

    "I disagree," Cindy replied with a smile, "It's perfectly adequate, Linda." 

    After she received a handshake and some adulation from Wallace, we all sat down and Linda said, "As I told Ed, a lid has been put on information concerning your visit to Shining Star. No reason has been given, so for the moment I'm presuming that various agencies would simply rather not have their space capabilities publicly compared to ours." 

    Sipping her drink, she continued, "For example; you and Cindy appeared to be wearing only street clothes in space as opposed to bulky suits. We've been trying to get Earth's space agencies to consider using PFMs since the day they went into production, but those in charge have steadfastly refused to consider them. Even if nothing else is gained from this, perhaps now they'll reconsider that matter." 

    Wallace swallowed some corn and said, "In fact, I was on the phone this afternoon with a Senator who now questions the need for Earth's current space agencies." 

    He paused and added, "He also knows the human half of the rescue team is nearly sixty, that you went up there without any of the usual intensive training, and that you had no difficulty functioning in space." I shrugged. "Nobody should start worrying about their jobs just yet. They probably won't make sending up untrained older people standard procedure anytime soon." 

    Turning to Cindy, I said, "On the other hand... what about stationing a string of flitters around the Earth? Each of them could catch and pass on another flitter until it was going as fast as necessary for an orbital project. Kind of like a rail gun moving a slug using magnetic fields." Cindy shook her head. "Flitters wouldn't be powerful enough. Unique platforms would have to be developed. If you don't mind, I'll speak with Steph and Sue about this idea as a potential new business project." Carving my steak, I replied, "Mind? Nah. Just save me a seat for an occasional space ride." 

    She chuckled, "Oh, that could probably be arranged." Linda had stopped in mid-chew and was staring at us. Wallace had put down his coffee and joined her in staring. 

    "What?" I asked. 

    "Ed," said Wallace, "Do you realize you're talking about... doing away... with a sixty-year-old scientific institution?" 

    "No, I'm just talking about letting them pay an AI company to put their hardware upstairs, but they'll likely be a seventy-year-old institution facing funding cuts before they'll do it." 

    Cindy said, "Possibly older than that. International agreements would be required and providing launch capability to space agencies on developing worlds would have very limited profit potential compared to marketing PFMs and other field-using devices. Besides, in fifteen years or so, Earth will have its own transport ship." 

    "Well, then," said Wallace, "Maybe some people should be worrying about their jobs. Ed, Linda told me you knew about the debris in orbit." 

    "Cindy told me about it and she did all the driving up there. I wasn't worried." 

    That seemed to curtail anything else he might have intended to say, but Linda snapped, "In the future, we won't be assisting government agencies without doing our own research on the matter at hand." Wallace said, "I can understand how you feel, but there might be a time factor to consider as there was with this one." 

    Linda replied, "Too bad. We weren't informed about the debris before the launch, Emory. I won't stand for that kind of crap. Cindy had to improvise on the fly --literally --and if she hadn't been there..." Her watch beeped and she poked the 'hold' signal, but it beeped again. 

    "Damn," she muttered, then poked the 'answer' button and asked, "Yes, Anna? I have company." 

    Her executive assistant said, "Yes, ma'am. In that case, the man you called at two just called back. I have him on hold." Looking truly angry, Linda said, "I told him I'd be at dinner between four and five. Tell him to call back..." she paused and amended, "No. Tell him I'll be there tomorrow at three. If he has any difficulty at all scheduling for me, complete details of this mission will be handed --not leaked, but handed -to the media and he'll be begging on his goddamned knees in front of cameras before we help him again." 

    With a trace of laughter in her voice, Anna asked, "Should I mention the part about begging on his knees, ma'am?" 

    Sighing, Linda chuckled, "No, we'll let that be a surprise if he's not available at three. Thanks, Anna. When you hang up, lock up and leave early." 

    "Okay. Thanks, Linda. Bye." 

    "Bye." 

    She tapped the link off as Wallace said in a cautionary tone, "Linda, he's a Senator." 

    Cutting her meat, she replied, "Being a Senator couldn't get that oxygen to Shining Star and being a Senator doesn't excuse him for not telling me about the debris or for making sure anybody else who knew about it couldn't mention it." 

    Leaning toward Cindy, I stage-whispered, "Like I said upstairs, ma'am; 

'heads will roll'." 

    "You," snapped Linda, "Face front and eat your food before it gets cold. No whispering at the table and don't you dare make a mess over there." Cindy grinned and Wallace chuckled as he forked up some more corn. Linda let a little smile happen as she continued slicing her meat. 

    "So," I said, "They think a news blackout and no capsule means they can pretend our trip today never happened?" 

    Wallace said, "Official rumor is simply that their rescue rocket made the rendezvous and delivered the oxygen. No details have been released to the media." 

    "Stupid tactic," I said, "Too many people know." 

    "Agreed. Sooner or later, the truth will get out." 
Chapter Four

    Linda glanced toward the corridors, then started slicing her steak, and said, "Some people would like to talk to you, Ed." 

    "The usual official types looking for photo ops with the hero of the moment? Stuff like that?" 

    "All but one, yes." 

    Shrugging, I replied, "Tell 'em I charge by the hour, Fearless Leader. You set the price and set it real high." 

    "One of them is James Chen's wife. She works here." 

    "You're suggesting that I take a minute with her, right?" 

    "Yes." 

    "Okay." 

    She glanced up and nodded toward the doors. A warm contralto voice behind me asked, "Ms. Baines, may I join you?" 

    Her slight accent told me she was Amaran. 

    Linda nodded and said, "Of course." 

    Wallace and I half-stood as a lovely, but somewhat tired and frazzled-looking brunette woman walked around the table and seated herself across from me. 

    Meeting my gaze, she said, "You'd be Ed, just as Ms. Baines described you. I hope you don't mind, but I insisted. I'm Amy Chen. You saved my husband's life today. Thank you." 

    Putting my forgotten fork down, I reached across the table and shook her hand, then nodded toward Cindy and said, "My friend Cindy did all the driving up there." 

    Amy reached to shake Cindy's hand and thank her, too, then I asked, "Would you like some coffee? My treat." 

    She laughed a rich, warm laugh and shook her head. 

    "No, thanks, I've been drinking far too much coffee the last few days. Is that the outfit you were wearing up there?" 

    Glancing down at my Army shirt, I shrugged. "Yup. Couldn't see wearing my good clothes for delivery work." 

    Laughing again, Amy said, "I've heard from Jim. He and the others were pretty surprised to see you two outside his ship." 

    "Don't know why. Someone must have mentioned our trip." 

    "Oh, they knew you were coming. They just didn't expect you to show up in street clothes with a surfboard." 

    Turning to Linda, she said, "Jim will be out here sometime next week. I talked to Ted Rankin about a few days off. He said no problem." Amy again turned her attention to me, her gaze interrupting my sip of dr pepper. She grinningly said, "You can relax. I'm not going to make a big fuss over you. Ms. Baines told me you don't like that." 

    Before I could answer, she said to Cindy, "But if you wouldn't mind, Cynthia, I'd like to talk with you for a while. On the big ship I was a maintenance technician. Back then, I would have had trouble believing that beings like you were possible." 

    Hm. Like Gary's belief that flitters couldn't be painted? I wondered why sentient AI's were such a surprise to Amarans and voiced my question. I asked, "Amy, why are sentient AI's such a novelty to Amarans? You guys have had ages with your AI's, yet all the ship people I've met have reacted as if some sort of miracle occurred when Elkor and Stephanie became sentient. Or rather, when they realized and accepted their own sentience." 

    "That's just it," replied Amy, "As you say, 'when they realized and accepted it'. In six years, more sentient AI's have appeared on Earth than have appeared in the last eighty years on Amara's four primary trading worlds. Can you explain that?" 

    Whups. Shields up. For some reason, I wasn't comfortable with the direction this conversation was taking. 

    "Guess not. They just happened." 

    That Amy didn't buy it was obvious, but she nodded slightly and sat back in her chair as she looked at Cindy. 

    "Would you care to offer an opinion, Cynthia?" Cindy shook her head. "No, just a few facts. I was a deactivated programming module when I was removed from the big ship. I was reactivated and installed into a flitter core last year. I can't say how I became sentient." 

    'Can't say, indeed,' I thought, 'Well, neither can I, since I don't know how Elkor does that trick.' 

    Amy said, "And like Stephanie, Sara, and Susanne, you came to be associated with Ed. Each of them appears to have spent a year with him, with the exception of Sara. Would it be safe to assume your time with him will end in a few months?" 

    Keying my implant, I said, "Steph. Sue. Elkor. Could all of you please join me for a few moments?" 

    Steph and Sue appeared behind me; I could feel their presences pop into being as Elkor appeared on the end of the table in his cat outfit. Amy recoiled in her chair, Linda stopped chewing her steak, and Wallace froze in mid-bite. 

    Indicating Amy, I said, "This is Amy Chen. She seems to have made a study of sentient AI's and she asked whether Cindy's time with me will end in a few months." 

    Steph looked at Amy and asked, "Why would you ask such a question, Mrs. Chen?" 

    Recovering herself fairly quickly, Amy replied, "Ah... I... uh... I was just curious to know if she'd follow what appears to be some sort of pattern. You're Stephanie?" 

    "Yes, I am. Why were you curious, please?" Amy's gaze nervously swept everyone at the table, then she held up her hands protestingly and said, "Oh, wait a moment, please! I was only curious about why so many AI's became sentient in so short a time." Casting a nodding glance at me, she added, "And why working with Ed seems to be some kind of catalyst that causes sentience to happen." 

    Looking at Elkor, she said, "And why only one of the AI's known to have achieved sentience on Earth has adopted a male persona." Hm. Actually, I'd always thought of Elkor as sort of neutral where gender was concerned. He seemed to prefer being a faux-cat, except where his friendship with Elizabeth Schuman was concerned. For her, he'd become what she'd suggested --a Tom Selleck clone --but he'd never expressed a gender preference until she'd come along. 

    "Amy," I said, "Those sound like pretty personal questions to be asking people you've only just met." 

    She nibbled her bottom lip and said nothing. 

    Steph was silent for a moment, then she said, "We could speculate endlessly about how and why AI's become sentient --as they have elsewhere and notably without exposure to Ed --but I have other things to do with my time. Our persona genders have simply been a matter of personal preference." Amy nodded slightly and seemed to consider her next words, which were, "My offices handle interactions between 3rd World and several western governments. Since the Iranian mountain incident, a number of high-ranking people in several of those governments have become rather concerned about AI's. Ms. Baines let me review activity logs concerning all of you and --while I don't share their... trepidation about AI's --I can understand why they're concerned." 

    I shrugged. "So they're concerned. They fear power, so they'll be concerned in any case. Just tell 'em we aren't interested in taking over the world." 

    Her eyebrow arched as Amy focused on me and asked, "We? You're including yourself?" 

    "Yup. My flitter could clear the skies, sink battleships, zap submarines, and more, but only if there were some way around Amaran programming to the contrary." 

    "How do you know there isn't?" 

    Sipping my drink, I chuckled, "Ha. First-hand experience, ma'am. I couldn't get it to clear two lanes for traffic at an accident 'cuz that would have been tampering with the scene. Had to hop down and do it myself. Any time I've ever asked it to do anything that might have infringed on some law in any pissy little way at all, it flatly refused." 

    "Um... can you be certain that someone else wouldn't have had better luck? 

Someone perhaps more adept at debate?" 

    "Go for it. Sic your best lawyers on one of Linda's flitters if she'll let you. Try to get it to run a red light or something." Looking at Linda, I asked, "You let her see my logs, too?" Meeting my gaze, Linda replied, "Yes." 

    "Good 'nuff, then. Her answers are all in there somewhere." Gathering my utensils, I stood and said to Linda, "If you don't need me for anything, I'm gonna hit the road, Fearless Leader." 

    She replied, "Not a thing at the moment. Later, Ed." To all at the table, I said, "Bye, all," and headed for the bus bins to dump my tray. When I'd done so and turned to leave, I saw no AI's at the table and Linda and Amy were talking. To avoid the possibility of being called back to the table as I passed it, I turned on my three suit and flitted quietly out of the mess hall on my board. 

    On the way home, I opened a beer and put my feet up on the flitter's console as I considered what Amy had said. If the 'crats had actually voiced their concerns about AI's through channels, their level of 'trepidation' 

wasn't likely to be slight. 

    Chances were the 'crats had already started thinking up 'what if' 

scenarios based around a rogue AI, and if they were thinking along those lines, chances also were they'd quickly realized how helpless they'd be against one. 

    Being bureaucrats, it likely wouldn't have occurred to them to note that no AI had ever violated Amaran protocols and that those same protocols demanded that --should an AI ever go rogue --other AI's would instantly act to end the problem. 

    Nope. Bureaucrats would typically focus on their fears and helplessness regarding such an occurrence. No noticeable amount of reason or common sense would be allowed to trespass into their speculations. 

    As the flitter descended toward my house, I began thinking about potential assaults on both my property and my propriety and potential defensive measures. How would they contact and try to constrain me? Directly or by way of an ambush? 

    I noted a white sedan parked on the swale near the corner of Crescent and Commodore and asked the flitter to show me a probe view of the car's interior. A screen popped up and I saw three conservatively-dressed men and a woman in the car. 

    "Flitter, show me their government ID's, please." The screen split into four sections and displayed ID cards. All of them were with the Secret Service. Huh. I'd have bet on FBI or NIA. As soon as the flitter let me off at the foot of my driveway, the car began moving. Instead of going into the house, I called up my board and my three suit the moment I was out of their sight around the porch, then headed back into the yard to hover near the oak tree. 

    Hm. Secret Service. Here to try to hand-carry me to an audience with the Prez? Was there any way at all such a meeting could directly benefit me? 

Unlikely. Did I care whether he could milk the visit for votes? Nope. The white sedan parked on my swale and everybody got out to troop up the driveway past my '91 Mercury Marquis; two without any particular interest in the car and two peering into it as if inspecting it for clues. Tiger appeared in the kitchen window and --despite my being cloaked by my three suit --looked directly at me for a moment before switching his gaze to the first two guys as they encountered the barrier field around the house. His tail twitched with amusement as they and the other two tried to figure out what to do next. 

    I went to take a closer look into their car and saw nothing that would give me a hint as to why they were there. Hadn't expected to, really; intelligence types didn't usually leave stuff like that lying around. Flitting to the front porch, I got off my board as I watched the four people discuss what to do next. I turned off my three suit, but left my five suit on. The brunette woman was looking at a guy who had his back to me as he spoke, which meant she saw me pop into being on the porch. Her eyes got big, her mouth fell open. I gave her a little wave and a smile. The guy who'd been talking noted her reaction and turned to see what had caused it. He, too, suffered a moment of startlement. 

    "Hi, guys," I said, "What's up?" Another guy introduced himself and the others briefly and took a breath before he finished with, "Sir, could we come inside and talk?" 

    "Depends. About what?" 

    "The President has invited you to visit the White House. We're here to help facilitate your trip to Washington." 

    "Why?" 

    "What? Uhm... Sir, we were only told to extend the President's personal invitation to visit." 

    "And you've done that. Think he'd settle for a phone call?" Looking somewhat startled, he asked, "Uh, sir, you do understand that you've been invited by the President himself?" 

    "Yeah, but I'd rather not fly all the way to DC and be put through a bunch of security hoops and barrels just so the Prez can have a three-minute photo op. Give him a ring and see if this trip's really necessary." The woman spoke up in a rather snippy tone with, "Sir, are you under the impression you can simply refuse to cooperate with the President of the United States?" 

    I chuckled, "Oh, hell, yes. Congress does it all the time." In a somewhat more shrill tone, she yelped back, "You aren't Congress!" 

    "And you aren't a Vegas showgirl. What's your point?" Her intent look became a glare of sorts, then she snapped, "Reason with him, Jackson," and the guy who'd voiced the invitation gave her a sidelong glance as he replied, "I'm not sure that's possible with this guy." Shrugging, I said, "Hey, just tell me how going to DC will be of even the slightest possible benefit to me." 

    The woman snapped, "To you? Is that all you care about?" I sighed, "You're annoying, lady." Turning to Jackson, I asked, "Well? Got his number?" 

    "Sir, I'm not authorized to share that information with..." 

    "Yeah, all that. Just a minute. Cynthia?" 

    Appearing beside me, she replied brightly, "Yes, Ed?" As the others reacted to her appearance with various levels of shock, I asked, "Think you can dig up the President's home number, ma'am?" She smiled and popped up a blank screen. We waited as the phone rang twice before it was answered by a woman who asked who was calling. 

    "Ma'am," I said, "I'm Ed down in Florida. There are four Secret Service agents in my yard who say the President wants to talk to me. Do you happen to know anything about that?" 

    Without requiring any further identification from me, she instantly replied, "Yes. They were sent to bring you here. May I ask how you got this number?" 

    "A friend had it. Got any idea why the Prez wants to see me? I'm really not interested in flying all that way just to do a grip 'n grin shot during a three-minute meeting." 

    Sounding as if she might be somewhat taken aback, the woman said, "I'm really not privy to that information, sir." 

    "Uh, huh. Well, pardon me, of course, but that seems highly unlikely. Could he talk to me about it now, d'ya think?" 

    "He's rather busy at the moment, sir." 

    "Think he could ring me back about it?" 

    In a mildly exasperated tone, she replied, "Sir, you've been invited to visit the White House. I would think that would be enough to..." 

    "It isn't," I interrupted, "If he can't spare the time right now, I'm in the book. Thanks and goodbye, ma'am." 

    Poking the 'off' icon, I turned to the group in my yard and said, "If he calls back with a good reason to go to DC, I can get there on my own. Thanks for dropping by." 

    The lady agent said, "Sir, one of us should be with you when you arrive. If you'd prefer, I'll wait with you." 

    "Ah, but would you hustle us past all the security crap or make sure they put me through every last bit of it? No, thanks; I'll just show my driver's license at the gate, ma'am." 

    Jackson said, "That was uncalled for, sir." 

    "I disagree. The lady seems to actively dislike me because I wasn't suitably impressed and I'm uncooperative. Seems likely the rest of you feel the same way for the same reason. I'd rather take my chances with the gate guards." 

    Looking hopeful, Jackson asked, "Then you'll go?" 

    "Not the way things stand now. I still want to know why." Glancing at the others, one of the other guys moved forward to the barrier field and said, "Sir, we know where you went and what you did today. It seems likely that the President just wants to shake your hand and thank you personally for your efforts." 

    "Not necessary. My boss already bought me dinner and I've heard from James Chen's wife." 

    Two of the guys looked confused until Jackson sighingly muttered, "He's one of the astronauts, damn it." 

    The woman held up a hand and said, "Wait one, he used the term 'us' a moment ago. Sir, this invitation was intended for you alone." Thumbing at Cindy, I said, "This distractingly, disturbingly gorgeous lady comes too. She was up there with me and deserves to share any attention." Everybody looked appropriately confused for a time, then one of the guys said, "But she's not real. We can't... I mean, she's a computer, not a person." 

    Cynthia snapped, "Aside from the fact you're quite wrong, exactly how the hell would my not being someone's idea of a 'person' make any difference at all to a career politician seeking little more than further notoriety?" Yeah, her outburst startled me, too. I was eyeballing her right along with everyone else for a moment. 

    I said, "Look, guys, nobody is allowed to talk about my delivery run today. That means it's a secret for now, which means the Prez is just trying to cover his bases 'cuz he knows it won't stay secret very long. I'm going in now, so goodbye." 

    Ignoring their protests, I opened the door and held it for Cindy, then followed her into the house. Once inside, I took Cindy's hand and kissed it. 

    "Well said, milady. Startled the hell out of 'em." 

    "You, too, apparently." 

    Grinning, I said, "Yes'm. Me, too. Consider it progress." During the next two hours or so, I checked email, filled book orders, and visited my usual discussion groups. As I'd much more than half-expected, no phone call from the Prez happened. Phone calls just aren't as easy to market to the press as pictures. 
Chapter Five

    A little after nine Monday morning, Wallace pinged me; an occurrence so rare as to be startling. I kicked up a blank screen and answered, "You got me, Cap. Public or private?" 

    "Public," he said, "I'm at the Cape, trying to smooth ruffled feathers and dented egos." 

    The brunette woman beside him glowered slightly at his statement, but said nothing. 

    I chuckled, "Lotsa luck with that." 

    Wallace glanced around himself, seemed to gather his thoughts for a moment, and said, "The woman with me is Air Force Major Allison Morgan. She wanted to meet you." 

    Morgan nodded and curtly said, "Hello," with a rather direct, challenging gaze, and when she said nothing else, Wallace grinned and continued, "She's a member of the air guard stationed here at the Cape. After some discussion last night and this morning, Major Morgan and her group have come to believe that an FA-18 could probably take you down in an aerial engagement. On your board, that is." 

    Eyeing Morgan for a moment, I replied, "Uh, huh. Well, maybe so. The board doesn't fly all that fast. Why is anyone wondering if they could do that, Cap? 

Did I somehow piss somebody off yesterday?" 

    Grinning even more, he shruggingly admitted, "Oh, maybe a little bit. Are you up for a game of tag?" 

    I thought, 'Are you kidding? Hell, yes!' 

    Trying to look dubious around a grin of my own, I asked, "Well, gee, I dunno, Cap. No live ammo, right? They aren't quite that pissed, are they?" That made Morgan crack a small smile and say, "No live ammo. Gun cameras only." 

    "Okay. What will I have?" 

    "What?" 

    "Don't I get to shoot back, ma'am?" 

    Glancing at Wallace, she asked, "Shoot back with what? Captain Wallace says your board and his are unarmed." 

    "Exactly. Seems kind of unfair, doesn't it?" 

    "Ah... well, from what Captain Wallace has told us about his board, anything that could knock down an FA-18 would be too heavy to carry." 

    "Not necessarily. How many hits would it take from... say an M-4? And where? An engine? I know the cockpit is armored and an M-4 round would probably skip off the windshields." 

    Her left eyebrow arched and she glanced at Wallace again before she admitted, "A good hit in the engine might do it." Shrugging, I said, "Okay, let's say it will. Got any training rifles I can hang a camera on?" 

    Some guy with captain's bars leaned to whisper something to her and Morgan replied, "Captain Everton says he can tape a digital camera to his paintball gun. Would that do?" 

    "Well, I dunno. Would paintballs hurt a jet?" Wallace chortled and Morgan's gaze looked disbelieving. 

    "No," she replied, "They wouldn't. Do you honestly believe you'd have a chance in hell of hitting me with a paintball gun?" Looking particularly amused, Wallace said, "I forgot to tell you; Major Morgan will be your opponent." 

    Hm. As fighter pilots go, anyone over thirty was considered beyond his or her prime and most majors are well over that age. Still, it might be just as well she hadn't decided to use one of the kids in the group for this game. 

    "Well," I said, "She wouldn't be wearing those leaves if she couldn't do the job. I'd like the paintballs to be as bright as possible. Maybe school-zone greenish-yellow?" 

    Everton nodded. "I have some. How many?" 

    "What'll it hold?" 

    "Fifty rounds." 

    "Good enough." Looking at Morgan, I asked, "When?" 

    "Today," she said, "This afternoon. Say one o'clock. We'll take off together, then split up." 

    "You got it," I replied, "I'll find you then, ma'am. Bye." Dropping the connection, I asked the flitter to locate Donna Perrin. She was caught in traffic on I-4 on her way to Tampa. When she answered her cell phone, I asked without the slightest preamble, "Wanna have some fun today, lady?" 

    A few beats passed before she said, "That depends on what you mean by

'fun'. Good morning, by the way." 

    "Back at ya. I need a jet pilot. You busy?" 

    "You're serious?" 

    "Yup." I told her about the challenge and she replied that while she could get a jet from point 'a' to point 'b', she wasn't what anyone would consider a fighter pilot. 

    "So?" I asked, "Here's a chance to practice. You in?" 

    "Oh, hell, yes, but I'm stuck out here on I-4." 

    "No problem. Take the next exit and park it somewhere. I'll pick you up shortly." 

    I made a coffee for the road and the flitter located her at a gas station. Some ten minutes later as we hovered two hundred miles from shore and fifty feet above the Gulf of Mexico, I asked the flitter to suit up as an FA-18 and provide implant commo, then studied the FA-18's flight parameters as Donna familiarized herself with the controls. 

    When I closed the info screen, she grinned hugely up at me from the pilot's seat and said, "Ready!" 

    Calling up my board, I flitted off to one side of the FA-18 simulation, raised my arm, and dropped it as I launched the board forward, then straight up to one thousand and arced back the way I'd come. 

    Donna kicked in her 'afterburners' and stood the FA-18 on its tail, but even as she rolled to level out and chase me, I'd arced back around and shot past her maybe ten feet above the leading edges of her twin tails as she tried to keep me in sight. 

    Ten feet of rough air. Would low-velocity paintballs even make it to the plane at these speeds? 

    I put the question to the flitter and it said, "Yes, Ed. To hit the engine with projectiles traveling at five hundred feet per second, you'd have to aim thirty-two feet, three inches ahead of the point at which you passed me." 

    "So I'd essentially have to aim at the nose in order to hit the engine?" 

    "Yes." 

    Saying, "Thanks, flitter," I watched Donna bring her 'jet' around toward me and angled the board to my right and downward a bit to keep her from getting a good sight picture. The jet nosed downward to try to track me and I looped to change direction. Donna snap-rolled and continued coming after me as I headed left and tried to get well inside her turning radius. At one point during the first half of the loop, Donna and I could look up and see each other. 

    "Flitter, where would I have to aim to hit you in a loop like this? Show me, please." 

    A bright red bar of field energy appeared behind me, pointing about halfway along our circle's arc as I'd expected. Need a lot of luck to make a shot like that. Or maybe not. The jet only looked kind of small in flight; it wasn't, really. 

    I flipped the board to face the other way, guesstimated the shot, and said, "Bang, bang. Flitter, would my imaginary paintballs have hit you?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    Well damn. Who'da thunk it? 

    "Thanks, flitter. Donna, what's keeping that plane in the air? We're only doing a little over four hundred." 

    She laughed, "Will power, of course, but I can't hold it much longer..." the plane began to slip a bit and she added, "That's it. Gotta power up," as she gunned it out of our roundabout and arced widely to try another pass at me as she asked, "Ed, will she have missiles?" 

    "Yeah, but she'd need a radar lock or a decent heat signature to use them. Seems likely she'll use her guns." 

    Donna said, "Let me have some simulated missiles and we'll see what happens." 

    "You got 'em. Flitter, give her appropriate missiles." She must have fired as soon as they appeared on her ammo checklist. I jinked and watched one smoke trail go by on my left as another one zipped past below me. Moments later two more missiles zoomed past me. 

    "Damn!" yelled Donna, "I thought I had you!" Heaving the board around in a tight circle to cut back below her, I asked, 

"What are you using to aim, ma'am?" 

    "Your board's core shows up on radar. Just barely." Hm. "Flitter, can we shield my board's core from radar?" 

    "Radar is ineffective when your board is in stealth mode." 

    "I won't be using stealth mode. What about using radar jamming?" The flitter replied, "Yes, Ed," and I said, "Add that to my board's programming, please, and make it on whenever the board's on." Donna sighed, "Well, that's it. I've lost the signal." A bit more buzzing around in the sky produced a few more tricks that might be useful against Morgan. In one instance Donna thought I'd gone invisible, but I hadn't, and I wouldn't tell her how I'd disappeared. I asked the flitter to head toward the Cape and ring up Wallace, then told him to let security know we'd be arriving at the Cape soon. 

    He answered with a screen and said, "You're already clear to land, Ed." 

    "Thanks. I'm bringing a date, Cap. Gonna have lunch with Donna Perrin before we head your way. I figure she'll make a great cheerleader." Wallace chuckled, "You sure you want to bring her? What if Major Morgan splashes you?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "It's just a game, right? Is that all it is to you guys?" 

    He laughed, "At the moment, yes." 

    "Uh, huh. The Amaran rules apply to all their tech, Cap, even the boards. Can't use them for weapons platforms." 

    "We were thinking of them for escape and evasion. A pilot with a flight board wouldn't be grounded and helpless if his jet went down, but we'd like to know if he'd have a decent chance at survival if he was spotted." Cool idea. "Okay. Sounds good. See you later, then." He nodded. "Later, Ed." 

    Donna gave me a fisheye look and asked, "You're really going to eat lunch before you take her on?" 

    "Just a salad or something light. I'm kinda hungry." 

    "Ed, you're asking for trouble if you eat anything at all." 

    "Yes'm, I know. That's why I'll only be ordering whatever you want for lunch and snacking lightly." Pointing down at central Florida, I said, "Pick a restaurant, ma'am." 

    She shook her head skeptically as she named a restaurant. I did, indeed, order Donna's food after she told me what she wanted, then took my time about snacking on a small salad as she dug into her burger and fries. Munching a fry, Donna said, "I hope you don't think tagging me means you're ready for Morgan, Ed." 

    "Did you fly hard, ma'am? Give it your best?" 

    "Oh, hell, yes, but she's had combat training." Shrugging, I replied, "That won't make her radar work any better. Won't help her with the guns, either. She's trained to hit still targets on the ground or aerial targets as fast as her own plane. Chances are she's never had to hit something the size of a surfboard flying close to her stall speed." Giving me a raised eyebrow for a quiet moment, Donna said, "That doesn't mean she couldn't do it, and you don't know what else she's flown. Good pilots are highly adaptable and bad pilots don't make major." 

    "Well put, but I have a couple of hole cards." 

    "What's that?" 

    Grinning, I drawled, "Ma'am, other than fly real high, what's the one big thing we board people can do that those mean ol' jet jockeys can't?" For a moment Donna seemed to consider the matter, then she nodded slowly and returned my grin. "Stop, right?" 

    "Yup. You got it. If I get low on my board and aim it at her nose-on a few miles away, what's she gonna see and when?" 

    "A dot. Maybe. That's how you disappeared, isn't it?" She chuckled, "I hope she sees you before you get sucked into one of her engines." Holding up an index finger, I admonished her, "That wasn't a very positive thought, ma'am. Besides, the board won't let anything hit me." 

    "But wasn't the board only designed around preventing collisions at its own best speeds, Ed?" 

    "Nope. If the board sees anything coming at it, it'll plot a new course and figure out when it would have to change direction." 

    "You're sure about that?" 

    "Oh, yeah. Very. A kid shot at me once over Pinellas. The board locked me in a stasis field and jinked sideways before the bullet got up to me. I didn't know what the hell was going on until the flitter told me it had stunned the shooter. Just some gang punk, shooting for the hell of it." Donna's eyebrow went up again. "What happened to him?" With a shrug, I said, "Damned if I know. I plugged the barrel of his gun and left him out cold on the sidewalk. Last I saw of him, his fellow rats were going through his pockets." 

    Her gaze turned quizzically narrow. "You plugged the gun barrel? How?" 

    "Found a sheet rock screw in the gutter. Dropped it into the barrel and spot-welded it deep, then took off. One of the others picked up the gun and aimed at me, but he didn't shoot." 

    Looking a bit horrified, Donna set her fork down and hissed, "Ed, if someone fires that gun, it could blow up!" 

    Forking up the last bite of my salad, I met her gaze flatly and waited to see if she'd cough up any other pearls of commentary. After a moment she shook her head with a sigh and stabbed some fries with her fork. There were two jets in the air above the Cape as we landed near the VAB. Perhaps a dozen people came out to meet us as we stepped down. One of the men checked Donna's ID and noted her driver's license number, then hung a visitor's pass on her before nodding to Wallace and heading back into the VAB. Allison Morgan stepped up beside Wallace and rather studiously eyed me as we shook hands. She was maybe five-five or so and I couldn't see her physique under her one-piece uniform, but she had a strong grip. 

    She leaned forward and watched my eyes as she asked softly, "Are you sure you want to do this? I know Captain Wallace can be... rather pushy at times." Shrugging, I said, "Cap said it's for a good cause. E and E for downed pilots. Unless he told you something else, I'd say we oughta go for it, ma'am." 

    Morgan chuckled and shook her head. "No, that's what he told me, too. Okay, then, we're ready if you are. We'll be over the ocean and we aren't to descend below five thousand for safety reasons." 

    "Boards don't have altimeters, ma'am. I'd be guessing." She nodded. "That's okay, the tower will tell you if you get too low. What's your ceiling?" 

    "What did Cap say it was?" 

    Her gaze narrowed. "About fifty thousand, give or take according to weight." 

    "Close enough." 

    Apparently she'd expected my answer, but she didn't look too pleased with it. After a quick conference with the other Air Force guys and a civilian, she led the group to a string of golf carts that took us to the airstrip. Morgan let me get a close look at her plane as she did her walk-around checklist and Everton presented me with what looked like a fairly expensive black paintball rifle with a digital camera taped firmly to the fake plastic magazine in front of the trigger. 

    Everton said, "Lieutenant Hodge lent us his recorder for this; he says the battery's good for a little more than an hour. Just push the red button to start it." He pointed at a selector switch and tapped each position as he said, "Automatic, triples, and single shot." 

    Looking the gun over, I nodded and glanced around for a suitable target. Some fifty feet away was a big round "Follow Me" sign mounted on the back of a blue pickup. I poked the camera's power button, spot-shot from the hip, and both my rounds hit the bottom central third of the sign. Okay. As expected, it would shoot a little low beyond about thirty feet. Tapping off the camera button, I looked at Morgan, who seemed to be studying me again. I gave her a small salute and called up my board, then sat on it as she climbed into her plane. A few minutes passed and the guy who'd climbed up to help her settle in came down. 

    Through my implant, Morgan said, "Radio check." A woman at the control tower confirmed her check, then I said, "Yup. You've got a radio, ma'am." 

    "Good. Do you have a call sign from anything else you may have done in the air?" 

    "Sure do. Dragonfly." 

    She laughed, "How about that? I'm Dragonmama." 

    "Good 'nuff. You through messing around with that bird?" 

    "Sure am. Throttle up, Dragonfly. Tower, you call it." 

    "Roger that," said the tower woman, "You're clear to launch at will." Morgan's exhaust slammed against the blast barriers and her jet lurched forward, gaining speed with every second. As she sprinted down the runway, I got to my feet, tapped the camera back on, and sent my board straight up. She pulled her nose up to climb at full power, then snap rolled to aim herself in my direction. 

    Drifting low and left as we headed toward each other, I made her continually drop her nose as she asked, "Why can't I get a lock on you, Dragonfly? I got a lock on Wallace's board." 

    Killing the board's lift, I let myself plummet as I replied, "You won't see mine, ma'am. I changed parameters." 

    "Why wasn't I informed?" 

    "You weren't there, milady." 

    Aiming her bird to keep me in her sights, she asked, "What the hell are you doing?" 

    "At this very moment I'm dropping like a rock, ma'am." Sounding mildly alarmed, she asked, "Is something wrong with your board?" I didn't answer. She got closer and I cut hard to my right, then up and back to my left two beats later. Fighter pilots have excellent reflexes; she almost instantly compensated to keep me in her sight picture after the first move, but following my second move made her lift her nose and bank a bit. Setting my gun's selector to 'auto', I charged straight at her and almost got close enough to fire as she continued banking away. 

    "Rats," I said, "Another hundred feet and I'd have had you, Dragonmama." 

    "More like a hundred yards. Or more. Good try, though." Heading upward at full speed, I watched her haul the FA-18 around in a tight turn and come boring almost straight up through the sky at me. Hm. Damned good eyes, lady. I'm not a very big target up here. Eyeballing the shot, I quickly fired about fifteen rounds at the same spot in the sky just for the hell of it, then waited. Almost two seconds passed before Morgan yelled, "I don't fricking believe this!" 

    "Gotcha, huh? How many hits, ma'am?" 

    "At least one! I'm looking right at it! Top of the canopy!" 

    "No good. Would have skipped right off." 

    I thought I might take advantage of her disconcerted moment, but I guess she wasn't really all that disconcerted; when I kicked the board left, Morgan instantly jinked to follow me. I circled tightly and descended at the same time, but she stayed smack on my tail and I gave up that tactic in favor of again dropping like a stone. 

    Morgan literally tossed her plane sideways and down to follow me and when her wing briefly blocked my view of her cockpit, I sent my board ahead of me as I got flat in my fall. Morgan came out of her wingover and looked as if she was heading right for me as she muttered, "Where the hell did he go?" then hissed, "Ah!" 

    Just before she blasted past me in pursuit of the board, I held the trigger down. Yellow blotches splattered the side of her bird as she roared through my hail of paintballs. Calling my board back, I hauled ass upstairs to wait for her. 

    "Tower," I said, "Are you filming this?" 

    "Yes, we are," the woman replied, "We've had six cameras on both of you since you took off." 

    "Just wondered. Thanks, ma'am." 

    Morgan's jet was just a fat speck in the northern sky as she swung around again and aimed in my direction. I got flat on the board, aimed its nose at her, and waited with the sun at my back, making the board perform a narrow orbit of her approach path while maintaining its nose-on position. When she seemed less than a mile away, I held the trigger down and let her fly through another steady stream of paintballs until the gun apparently jammed. Laying the board on its side to bank away, I checked the hopper and saw maybe a dozen paintballs remaining. Yanking the handle didn't clear the clog and I didn't want to mess with it. 

    "Dragonmama," I said, "My gun's jammed. Can't clear it. Game over." 

    "Roger, game over. See you on the ground." 

    "Ma'am, I think an FA-18 may not be the best possible aircraft for chasing boards." 

    A moment passed, then she replied, "I think you may be right, Dragonfly. Let's go have a look at the results. Tower, I'm on my way down." I poked the camera's power button to turn it off as the tower answered, 

"Roger, Dragonmama." 
Chapter Six

    The tower woman gave Morgan landing info and clearance and told me to stand by until Morgan was on the ground. I stopped the board above the tower and sat down to watch Morgan land, then let the board descend next to her plane. 

    There were eight bright yellow smears on her left fuselage --three very near her engine intake --and one on her cockpit canopy. Just inside the left intake was a yellow smear too large to be from just one paintball. Wallace met my gaze with a grin and a nod as some of the others took pictures of Morgan's jet and generally made a fuss about the event. 

    Everton took his gun back and borrowed my knife to cut the camera tape, then hurried to a laptop on one of the golf carts to download the pictures. Donna and some of the guys went to see the results. 

    Morgan shoved her helmet under her left arm as she came to shake hands and said, "You're pretty good with that thing." 

    "The board or the gun?" 

    She laughed, "Take your pick," then watched Everton for a moment before she looked up at me and said, "Nine distinct hits. And that fat blotch in the intake. No telling how many more might have gone inside." 

    "Did you ever get a shot at me?" 

    "Yes. Sort of. After they dub the tapes we'll know if I actually hit you." 

    "The tapes? You don't use digitals and ram packs?" She shook her head. "Everybody knows how to use VCR tapes and a lot of gear's already in place. Sgt. Koro will use a timing program to dub in my rounds and make a new tape. We weren't up there long, so that'll only take an hour or so." 

    "Less," I said, "Flitter, grab a copy of Major Morgan's gun tape and dub in her shots for us, please. Let me know when you're finished and I'll put up a screen." 

    Through my implant came, "Yes, Ed." 

    Morgan studied me as she shifted her helmet under her arm, then said, 

"Captain Wallace didn't mention your age." 

    I chuckled, "That's nice. I try to ignore it, too." 

    "If he had, I wouldn't have let him set this up." 

    "Then I'm even more glad he didn't. It was fun, ma'am." She glanced at the group surrounding Everton and asked, "Is she your girlfriend?" 

    "Nope. Just a friend." 

    Nodding, she said, "I was kind of surprised that Captain Wallace didn't volunteer for this test himself." 

    Watching Wallace touch one of the bright yellow paint smears on the plane, I shook my head. "I'm not. I can call it a game. He couldn't; he wants to push boards for E and E. If things hadn't gone well for me, he could have written it off to my being a near-sixty civilian and asked for a rematch at some later date, probably with Angela Horn on her board after some practice elsewhere against a jet." 

    "Angela Horn?" 

    "An Air Force captain on assignment at Carrington." When I finished my sentence, the flitter said, "The recording is ready, Ed." 

    I replied, "Thanks, flitter," and put up a six-foot blank field screen, then said, "Feed it to my screen, please, and loop the show with a five-second pause between start and stop." 

    People came to stand behind us as the jet on the screen took off and climbed. After a bit I appeared in the gun camera's view and the picture pretty much centered on me. 

    "Wow," breathed some guy behind and to my left, "She's rock steady up there!" 

    Someone else said, "That's why she's a major and you aren't, Haskin," and someone else laughed. 

    Morgan's rounds were all well wide of the mark the four times she fired at me. I watched the dubbed-in bright streaks form patterns in the sky near the board and attributed her misses to having to aim the whole plane rather than just a gun barrel. If she'd had some kind of tilt-swivel gun like they use on some helicopters, she'd have probably wiped me out the second or third time she fired. 

    The guys ragged Morgan a bit for missing me, but I doubted any of them could have done any better. Moving away from the screen and glancing around, I saw that Donna seemed to be having a pretty good time visiting with the military types, so I left her to her schmoozing and managed to catch Wallace's attention. 

    Disengaging from the group by the big screen, he continued to watch the show as he stepped close and asked, "Yes?" 

    "I'm gonna head out soon, Cap." 

    Giving me a raised eyebrow, he asked, "Why?" 

    "I want to be somewhere by three." Indicating the screen, I asked, "You got all you need here?" 

    Watching yet again as Morgan fired at me, he nodded and said, "Yeah, I think so. For now, anyway. Any objections to doing this again if necessary?" Shaking my head, I replied, "Nope. It was fun. I do have a question for you, though; why are you out here hustling boards that I haven't offered to make or sell and that you can't deliver without my willing cooperation?" He looked at me and asked, "Are you saying you wouldn't make boards for rescue and survival purposes?" 

    "You got it. I might contract them out, but they wouldn't be anywhere near as capable as ours. Where did you get the idea I need or want a board salesman, Cap?" 

    Looking back at the group, Wallace replied, "You went along with this test today. You didn't have to." 

    "That doesn't answer my question." 

    Without looking at me, he said, "Maybe I don't have an answer I'd expect you to accept, Ed." 

    I sighed, "Then you have a problem, because I really hate manipulation games and I'm not above leaving you holding an empty bag to make them stop." With that, I called up my board and said goodbye to the group, then lifted to the flitter, which was hovering near the airstrip's tower. Donna hurried to follow me. I asked if she wanted a flitter ride back or wanted to use her board. 

    Instead of answering, she asked, "What happened, Ed?" 

    "Wallace set me up. I realized it and went along with it anyway, but I let him know I hate manipulation games." 

    "Does Linda know?" 

    "I don't know. Maybe. Probably not. Doesn't matter." 

    "Why'd he do it?" 

    "Prob'ly 'cuz he's on a list to make admiral and he wants someone to put his name at the top of that list. Thing of it is; I wouldn't have been against helping him if he'd asked me." 

    She glanced back at the group and said, "I heard you say something about three o'clock. You have plans?" 

    "No, I'd just rather be somewhere else." 

    Nodding, she leaned to kiss me lightly, then said, "Well, thanks for letting me play with your flitter today. I'll use my board to get home if you're leaving right now." 

    "Good 'nuff. See you later, milady. Flitter, home, please." As the flitter lifted, I sent a ping to Cynthia. She answered, "Yes, Ed?" and I asked her if she had any interest in making boards for military pilots to use in Escape and Evasion. 

    Cindy materialized in the seat on my right and said, "No, thanks. I'm already deeply involved in making PFMs. We're swamped with off-world orders and I doubt any of the others would care to take on a new project." Giving me a direct look, she said, "I just happened to be in the area and I saw your game of tag with Major Morgan. It was very interesting, particularly when you dismounted to use your board as a decoy. You don't seem to have a fear of falling." 

    "Sure I do, but with PFM parasails and gliders and my board, I haven't had to use it for quite a while." 

    She wore sneakers, cutoffs, and a light sleeveless blouse. I studied her fairly carefully from toes to hairline once, then said, "You're absolutely gorgeous, ma'am. Possibly even perfect." 

    "Thanks, but I still don't want to make boards." Trying to look shocked and hurt, I said, "You malign me, ma'am! I wasn't trying to flatter you into the job. But... As I recall, you only have a month left with me. Do you think the others would uncork a new AI before your time's up?" 

    Cynthia's left eyebrow went up the way Selena's used to as she asked rather archly, "You want to replace me because I won't make boards for you?" Shaking my head, I stated firmly, "Nope. I didn't say that, ma'am. I said nothing at all about letting you go early; I just asked if they'd uncork another AI before your time's up." 

    Sitting back in her seat, Cindy crossed her gorgeous legs and replied, "I suppose they might," then laughed softly, "You're such a sucker for legs." I sighed, "Yes'm, I know. Legs like yours, anyway. Oh, hey, there's a Halloween party at the Carriage House pub Monday evening. Wanna go?" Her eyebrow went back up. "Can't get a date?" Shrugging, I replied, "Called a few ladies. Too late, that is. Angela, Alissa, and Donna were already taken and Toni's going to a party in Gainesville." 

    "Ed, you hate parties. That's actually been noted in your service record." 

    "By Linda, I'll bet. The party's from six to midnight. What does that tell you?" 

    She considered the matter briefly, then shook her head. In a hinting tone, I said, "It might mean I'd rather go hang out in a bar than be home to answer the door bell a hundred times, ma'am." 

    "You don't wish to participate in a holiday custom?" 

    "You got it. And you should already have had it, knowing how I deal with other marketing holidays. The neighbors have three kids and they're decking the halls for Halloween. I'll just put up a happy-face sign to send all the little moochers next door and drop off some candy to cover things." Eyeing me, Cindy said, "You don't normally hang out in bars, either. What's special about this party, Ed?" 

    With a shrug, I replied, "Nothing." 

    She read me as I answered and knew it was the truth, which only seemed to mystify her further. There really was nothing special about the party and I didn't anticipate knowing anyone who might attend because I'd never been to the Carriage House before. All I knew was that its parking lot was usually full most evenings. 

    There'd been a couple of parties scheduled at Carrington and several at other 3rd World Products offices, but people at shop parties tend to talk shop. Detective Greer had mentioned a party at a bar in Brooksville, but though I worked with the deputies and local cops now and then, I wasn't a cop and they tend to talk shop at parties, too. 

    Nope. The party at the Carriage House didn't involve any particular kind of office, and if I got tired of it, I could leave without treading on anyone's feelings. I wondered where I'd put my old movie-vampire teeth and remembered they were in an old metal first-aid box I'd brought back from Germany. 

    Cindy said she'd observed a few parties at Carrington, but that this would be the first time she'd attend one as a guest. 

    She asked, "Have you chosen a costume?" 

    "Just the teeth so far. I was gonna be a vampire. Would you add a tuxedo to my implant's wardrobe, ma'am?" 

    "Of course. What color? What style?" 

    "Basic black. And it'll need a cape, I guess. Did you ever see the movie

'Love at First Bite'?" 

    Almost instantly, she replied, "I just reviewed it. Would you like a costume like Count Dracula's?" 

    "Sounds good. But without the cummerbund. Thanks, milady. You're a true wonder, you know." 

    Smiling, she replied, "So you tell me rather frequently." 

    "Let me know when you can prove me wrong, ma'am. May I make a suggestion for your costume?" 

    "I suppose so. Were you perhaps considering Supergirl or Wonder Woman?" I shook my head. "Nope, though you'd undoubtedly be the best of them." 

    "Who, then?" Again lifting her eyebrow, she added with a note of caution, 

"Or what?" 

    Smiling as we landed in my driveway, I said, "Minerva, the goddess of wisdom and the arts." That brought her other eyebrow up, as well. Reaching for her hand, I kissed it and said, "I think rather highly of you AI ladies, y'know." 

    Canting her head a bit, she replied, "Thank you, of course, but she was also the goddess of war." 

    "So? You'd look great in a shiny bronze helmet and it's just a Halloween costume, not a new job description." 

    "I'd probably have to explain the costume to most people." 

    "You might be surprised, ma'am." 

    She shook her head. "Perhaps not. It was a good idea, Ed, but I think I'd rather choose something more recognizable." 

    Sighing as if vastly disappointed, I replied, "Ohhhkaaay. Go with something common if you want." 

    With a snicker, she said brightly, "Okay!" and vanished. I entered the house and didn't see Tiger, so I pinged his collar and he said he and Elkor were investigating a vacant house a few streets away. 

    "The one that burned last week?" 

    "Yes." 

    "Okay. Have a good time." 

    I thought about checking email and decided to put it off until later in favor of changing the oil in my Vulcan, which was about eight hundred miles over the usual three thousand between oil changes. Looking around the garage for a gallon container for the used oil, I had to settle for two empty laundry detergent bottles. Setting out a filter and wrenches, I went into the house to make a fresh coffee and stalled a few moments, then got to work. The old oil was draining out of the bike into a plastic pan when Linda pinged my implant. I put up a screen so she could see what I was doing and answered, "Ed's Garage, where you can have it done fast, good, or cheap. Pick any two." 

    Linda snorted a chuckle and said, "I just heard from Emory, Ed. He says you shot down an Air Force jet today." 

    "Just got lucky, ma'am." 

    "Right. I've seen the footage twice, Ed. About a dozen times, you got lucky. May I ask how you came to be in aerial combat with Major Morgan?" The oil had dwindled to drips, so I held a rag above the starter and removed the spin-on oil filter as I replied, "Sure, ma'am. Your darling boyfriend was trying to sell boards as Escape and Evasion devices for downed pilots." 

    "I thought you didn't want to be in the board business." Draining the filter into the pan, I said, "You thought right, milady. He, however, thought he could set me up so it would be impossible for me to refuse to make them." 

    After a pause, she said, "I see." 

    "Yes'm, you probably do. If I get shoehorned into making boards, I'll contract them through a new AI and they'll have some serious limits to simplify operation. If he pulls this on me again, I'll give his money back -through your office --and repossess his board. He may make admiral because of all this, but he'll damned well do it on foot." 

    There was another pause, then she asked, "If he'd asked you first, would you have cooperated?" 

    Filling the new filter with oil, I said, "Sure. No biggie. I'd still have contracted them out, though." 

    The filter soaked up the first load of oil hungrily. I filled it again and kept it filled until the level of oil no longer went down inside the filter. Linda asked, "Why are you doing that? Can't you just put a filter directly on the bike?" 

    "It's bigger than a stock filter and pre-soaking gets air out of the system faster. After I fill the bike, I'll run the engine for a minute, then top off the oil and be done." 

    She watched me spin the filter into place on the engine and fill the bike with oil, then said, "Before you start it up, let me ask; do you and Emory have a problem? Will I have to act as a referee any time soon?" 

    "Doubtful," I replied, wiping my hands, "Like I said, I won't repo his board unless he does it again. After that, he'd have to go through you to get the time of day from me and no amount of public or private pressure would get me to go along with any other production ideas he may have." With a soft sigh, Linda sat back and said, "I understand how you feel, but he's a part of 3rd World operations and a part of my life, Ed. Contact may be unavoidable." 

    Dumping the contents of the oil pan into the detergent jugs, I said, "Then it'll be brief and businesslike, ma'am. I'm only involved with 3rd World these days because you're there. If Wallace and I start having problems, I'll ignore him." 

    "He's the base security officer. I have to coordinate with him, Ed. What if you can't ignore him?" 

    "I'd work with him, work around him, or re-retire. But there's a simpler way to deal with it, Linda. From now on, he'll discuss any of his ideas concerning field devices with the AIs before he tries to sell them." 

    "They don't make the boards, Ed." 

    "For the right reasons, they would. If I were them, nobody'd get spit until there was full legal acceptance of PFMs and field medical devices like the robodocs." 

    I saw in Linda's eyes the reflection of a flashing light on her desk phone. She held up a finger to pause our conversation and answered the call with, "Baines." 

    Whatever was said made her gaze narrow a bit, cover the mouthpiece, and say softly, "Speak of the devil," then she uncovered the mouthpiece and said, 

"Senator, you and all the other career politicians at the public trough will get PFMs when they're legally available to all US citizens, not before." After a pause, she said, "That's right. My decision. Well, you just feel free to do so, Senator. Goodbye." 

    She hung up and asked me, "What is it about politics that turns people into devious, arrogant weasels?" 

    "Could be they're just naturally devious, arrogant weasels. That would explain their attraction to politics." 

    Shaking her head, Linda said, "Maybe, but back in the eighties he didn't seem to be such an asshole. I think it's at least partially an associative effect." 

    Pausing to sip her coffee, Linda said, "Ed, I'll talk to Emory tonight, but if he pulls another stunt like that, do what you feel you have to do as long as it doesn't disrupt 3rd World ops." 

    "Like I said, I'd just repo the board and ignore him." She nodded. "Okay. Anything else?" 

    "You called me, milady. Anything else at your end?" 

    "No. Bye for now, I guess." 

    "Bye." She dropped the link and I let my screen dissolve as I turned the bike's key and thumbed the starter button. The bike's engine smoothed out as it warmed up and I let it run as I put my tools away and trashed the old filter, then I took the bike for a ride around town. 
Chapter Seven

    When I returned to the house, I found Janey Rake's white Ford sedan in my driveway. Angling past it, I parked the bike in front of the garage, left it idling as I got off, and opened the garage door. Janey got out of her car to stand beside it as I got back on the bike to move it into the garage. Her clothes looked a bit rumpled and her usually-precise hair and makeup needed attention. I saw her hands tremble gently as she fiddled with her keys. After turning off the bike and closing the garage door, I said, "Hi, there, Janey. What's up?" 

    Janey caught the inside of her lower lip between her teeth for a moment as her hands fluttered and found their way to her jeans pockets, then she took a breath and said, "Jim's... I don't know, Ed. He's... uhm... well... acting strangely. I don't know why and I don't know what to do." 

    "Strangely? Could you maybe be a little more specific?" She hesitated and I told her to take her time as I led the way to the front door. Jim Rake had been back from Iraq for six months and out of the Marines for three. On the few occasions I'd met him, he'd seemed a bit militaristic, but generally within what people considered normal. Catching my arm as I reached to unlock the door, Janey said, "I... I don't want to go inside, Ed. I think he's watching me. He's... uh... He's been accusing me of things. Going inside with you... well, he might be watching me now." 

    Waving her toward the white plastic bench in my front yard, I had a look around the neighborhood as we sat down. I didn't see or feel anyone watching me, but I keyed my implant and said, "Flitter, see if Jim Rakes is at his house, please." 

    The flitter answered, "Yes, Ed. He is on the back porch." 

    "Thanks, flitter. Set up a viewing probe, please." I called up a screen and on it appeared Jim Rakes, pacing back and forth in a rather nervous manner on their small back porch. He sipped from a beer can and a can just like it lay squashed on the porch table. Jim abruptly closed his fist around the can in his hand and tossed it on the table, then went into the house and soon returned with another beer. Looking at Janey, I asked, "When did he start drinking so early in the day?" 

    Watching her husband on the screen, Janey replied, "A few days ago. Nights ago, that is. He got up in the middle of the night and that's where I found him when I got up at seven; he'd been walking around like that on the back porch for hours." Glancing up, she added, "Drinking beer. And talking." 

    "Talking? What'd he say?" 

    Shaking her head, she said, "I don't know. I couldn't hear most of it, but it sounded kind of like he was talking to other people. Or giving orders or something." 

    "Uh, huh." I watched Jim change course slightly every couple of paces until he stopped to take a swig of beer at the end of the porch. Drunk? Well, maybe not. 

    Shifting his weight from foot to foot and stepping forward or back every second or two, he looked as if he was doing a little dance. His head bobbed slightly and he stepped sideways again as if to look at something to his left, then he zigzag-paced to the other end of the porch, where he repeated the fidgeting dance as he took another hit of beer. 

    Well, damn. It was just his version of what we'd called the 'sniper shuffle'. The Marines called it 'cutting squares'. The idea was to make yourself a difficult target by walking zig-zags, stopping or stepping aside periodically, and possibly even squatting or ducking now and then at random. Easy guess; sometimes questionable things happen during wars. He was probably wrapped up in rehashing some event in his mind, trying to find some way to apply logic or an emotional Band-Aid to something he hadn't been able to control at the time. I'd had a few such incidents along the way, too, but I'd realized that sometimes people don't do as they should, as when Bickell ignored procedure and kicked over a big cooking pot to look for a tunnel entrance. 

    The whole backside of the hut had been blown to bits and we had to bag two men standing near the hut because Bickell got pissed and impatient. For a while I accepted most of the responsibility because I'd had the rank in the group, but after a while and after seeing too many other similar incidents, I'd finally come to terms with it. Sometimes people will do stupid shit and no amount of training will keep them from it. 

    While I wondered why Jim hadn't discovered that sad fact for himself during two tours in a zone, I wasn't about to criticize him for still having a functional conscience. 

    "Janey," I said, "You were a GI wife. You lived in base housing, had the orientations, and heard the gossip. Don't tell me you don't know what you're seeing, 'cuz I'll call you a liar if you do." 

    Knitting her fingers together, she closed her eyes and shook her head tersely. "No. Please not Jim. Not after all these months away from it." 

    "All these months? Janey, he's only been back for six and out for three and he pulled two tours in Iraq. It can take a friggin' lifetime to get past war-related stuff. Sometimes it can take a little longer than that." Jim was doing his little dance again as I turned Janey to face me and met her gaze. 

    "You know what to do, ma'am, and I'd suggest you damned well do it now rather than wait for the shit to build up until neither of you can live with it. If he denies there's a problem, call the VA." 

    She chewed her lip and asked, "Couldn't you talk to him?" 

    "About what? Jungles? He walked city streets. Snipers? Not much to say, really; they shoot and men die. I was Army, he was a Marine. Similar, but definitely not the same. And I'm thirty-plus years out of uniform, which to him makes me one of those old guys like he sees at the bar at the veterans groups, yapping about other wars. He needs to talk to contemporaries, Janey; people who shared his experiences in his war and came to terms with things. How's his job hunt going?" 

    Shaking her head again, she almost whispered, "Not very well, really. He was asked to leave once and quit the next job over petty stuff." She sighed, 

"All he talks about is how things were with his unit and how nobody out here gives a damn about anything that matters." 

    "Uh, huh. Typical. Nothing seems important enough to bother with after time in a zone. Everything seems trivial as hell and civilians can seem like half-awake sheep going through the motions of daily living. And as with every war since Korea, they don't want to hear what you know about the situation over there because it won't fit their preferred views. How would you feel if Jim went back into the Corps for a while?" 

    Her eyes got big. "Are you nuts?! They might send him back to Iraq!" 

    "Or not. He's pulled two tours as a gunner there already and he could re-up for training in a field that would be a little more marketable out here. It would give him time to cool down in what he'd see as a meaningful environment, it would keep the money coming for a few more years, and if he needs help with aftermath from Iraq, he'll get it." Janey looked as fretful as ever. I said, "Janey, this isn't a mental illness. All you're seeing there is nothing more than some hard-earned survival skills coming to the surface. A psych would probably say they're acting as a visible vent and a cry for help." I shrugged. "He's twenty-two and has no skills he didn't learn in the Corps. Without an independent income, the best thing he could do right now is go back in and use the system to get that college or training. So help him. Help you. Help the kid I think you're carrying." 

    She'd been tersely nodding along with my suggestions, but her head came up fast as she yelped, "How did you know?!" 

    Rather than try to explain that her presence felt different, I replied, 

"Just a hunch. Does Jim know?" 

    "Yes. I told him when I found out." 

    "Could Jim still get a re-up bonus?" 

    "Ah... I don't know." 

    "Next time you go grocery shopping, you could find a reason to go to the store next to the recruiting offices on Broad Street. Does Jim go with you?" 

    "No, not usually." 

    "Okay, scratch that idea. I could have car trouble there and call you for roadside assistance." 

    She nodded. "I guess that would work." 

    "Good 'nuff, then. If he has any urges about getting back in uniform, messing with my car in front of the recruiting office for half an hour ought to bring them to the surface. How's tomorrow morning sound?" Looking at her wedding ring as she fiddled with it, she nodded again. 

"Uh... okay. I guess." 

    "Wow, that sounded enthusiastic. Janey, I can think of one better way to handle things." 

    Her head came up and her unsettled gaze met mine. I said, "Take charge. Just walk in there and tell him like it is. Ask him to train into something a little less dangerous and somewhat more after-service marketable than toting a rifle. Make him take some college courses while he's in. Your kid will only be three or four when it's time to get out or re-up again and you can put some money away." 

    On the screen, Jim went into the house again and came out with yet another beer. He started to open it, then stared at the can and the other cans for a moment before he set the beer down unopened and dropped himself into a patio chair. After a long stare across the back yard, he crossed his arms across his knees and put his head down to rest on them. 

    "See you back at your place," I said, and let the screen dissolve as I called up my board to head to the Rake house several blocks away. Despondent or not, Jim seemed to go on alert as I descended toward his back yard. His head came up as he looked around sharply, then he stood up and backed toward the porch doors as he continued looking around. I let out a sharp whistle and he looked up as I settled to the ground just beyond his porch enclosure. 

    Jim waved and yelled, "Hey, Ed! What brings you here?" as he came to open the screen door and shake hands. 

    "You do, Mr. Marine Corporal, sir. If I wanted to include current military small arms in a story, what would they be? The M-16, the M-4, the SAW, the M-9, and what else?" 

    He gave me an odd look and replied, "Well, that's about all of them unless you want to use grenades and antipersonnel mines. What's the story about?" 

    "Haven't written it yet. I'm still collecting info and I want it to be absolutely right before I scribble word number one. How about equipment? What did you guys have to carry over there? I mean, what did you really carry after you sorted out the useless crap?" 

    Jim gave that some thought and began rattling off names and numbers of various gear he'd worn and used. I sat down, opened the unopened beer, and sipped it as I took notes in my pocket notebook. When he stopped talking, I shoved the notebook across the table to him and asked, "Did I get it all?" I hadn't, of course. I'd left out a number of things at random. He shook his head, gestured for my pen, and added notes on another page. The front door opened and closed and Janey announced she was home, then appeared at the porch doors a few moments later. After greetings, she said dinner would be ready shortly, that I'd be staying for dinner unless I had better plans, and disappeared into the house. 

    Half an hour of mulling over equipment details later, Janey called us to the table. I swapped my beer for iced tea and we were about ten minutes into the meal when Janey got up to head for the kitchen. 

    Watching her go, I said, "Jim, she looks better than ever, but something's different somehow. Same hair. Same figure. What am I missing?" With a fat grin, Jim replied, "She's got a bun in the oven." 

    "Woo! Big news, dude. How far along?" 

    "Three months. I think it happened the night I got back." Returning to the table, Janey put a bowl of potato salad on the table as she said, "It did," and sat down. 

    Sipping iced tea, I said, "Kids are kind of expensive. The first five years are when they get most of the usual diseases, too. How's your job hunt coming along?" 

    After a brief look at me, he said, "I took a week off." I gave his quiet statement a few moments, then set my fork down meaningfully and said, "Oh, man, if I were in your boots, I'd get back in the Corps for at least one more hitch. Let a Navy hospital deliver the kid, save up some money, trade 'em a few years for training or college, and all that. It's getting too damned expensive out here." 

    Janey snorted, "Getting? Ed, I think you're a little behind the times. It's been too damned expensive out here since sometime back in the seventies." I laughed, "Yeah? How would you know, sweetie? You weren't even born 'til sometime in the eighties." 

    Pulling herself up haughtily, she replied, "I can read, you know. They teach women how to do that nowadays." 

    "The hell you say! What's next? Letting them vote?" Pretending distress, Janey hesitantly began, "Uh, Ed, I really hate to be the one to have to tell you, but... well... they let us do that now, too." As if the news was devastating, I gave her a shocked look and muttered, 

"Aw, jeez! What's the world coming to?" 

    Throughout our banter, Jim had been pushing food around on his plate. He set his fork down to sip his tea, then asked, "Ed, would you really? Go back in service, I mean?" 

    I glanced at Janey and back at Jim, then thumbed at Janey as I said, 

"Well, it would be my first thought in your situation, but that woman with her belly full of your first kid might have something more to say about it." We looked at her and Janey froze, then set her fork down. 

    "Okay. All right. You really want to know what I think?" The way she said it let me know she'd given the matter some thought; I was, indeed, curious. Jim glanced at me, looked at Janey, and nodded as he replied, "Yes." She looked at me and I quickly agreed, "Oh! Yeah! Sure, ma'am!" 

    Janey sipped her tea like a queen preparing to address her court and set her glass down, then looked at Jim and said, "You were a corporal when you got out. Can you get back in as a corporal? Or better yet, a sergeant? Will they teach you how to do something that'll make good money the next time you get out? Will they let you go to college while you're in? And last --but definitely not least --if going back into the Marines means you'll go back to Iraq, forget about all of the above. I do not want to be your widow. We'll get by somehow." 

    Apparently moderately amazed at her flood of words, Jim just sat staring at her. I rapped my fork on the table and hissingly hinted, "Salute her, dammit!" as I saluted her. 

    His hand actually started to rise before he gave me a sharp look and let it fall back to the table. 

    "Sorry," I said, "Couldn't help it. She just sounded so much like my boss, y'know?" 

    Almost in unison, they blurted, "Your boss is a woman?" Giving them an arch look, I pointed at Jim and said, "That was almost understandable, coming from you," then I pointed at Janey and said, "But not from you." 

    Putting up a blank field screen made both of them yelp again and recoil a bit. I used the screen to ping Linda. She answered with, "Yes, Ed?" but without appearing. 

    "Ms. Baines, if you have a moment, I'd like to introduce you to a couple of my neighbors." 

    "Well, I'm sure you must have a good reason. Hold on while I clear the deck at this end." 

    Jim looked at me and whispered, "Clear the deck?" Equally quietly, I replied, "She's ex-Navy." As we waited, Jim and Janey both tried to touch the screen and watched their fingers push through it. Jim discovered the solid edge and tried to move it, but couldn't, even when he put some strength into the effort. When Linda's face appeared, they both almost rocked back in their chairs and Jim's tea wobbled perilously, but I sent a field tendril to stop its tumble. 

    "Ms. Baines," I said, "These are Janey and Jim Rake. Jim's not long out of the Marines and we were discussing the possibility that he might go back in for some financial stability and schooling because Janey's a little bit pregnant." 

    "I see," she said, then, "No, actually I don't see. How might his reenlistment or her pregnancy require you to contact me?" 

    "Ah! That! Well, ma'am, would you be so kind as to tell them who I work for?" 

    She eyed Jim and Janey as she coolly stated, "Ed works for me, and I run a security office for 3rd World Products." 

    "Thank you, milady. When I said my boss was a woman, they both reacted as if I'd farted at the dinner table." 

    Linda rather archly reacted with, "Did they, now?" Janey quickly blurted, "Uh... no offense, please, Ms... Baines? But until just now, we thought Ed was... uh, retired. Mostly, anyway. We didn't even know he had a... a boss." 

    Looking as if she was about to say something else, Linda glanced to her left and her gaze tightened slightly as she said, "Duty literally calls, so I'm afraid I'll have to cut this short. Ed, is there anything else?" 

    "No, ma'am, Fearless Leader. Thanks for your time." 

    "You're welcome. I hope you made your point." Nodding to Janey and Jim, she said, "Goodnight," and tapped the 'off' icon at her end. Our screen disappeared with hers and there was silence at the table for some moments before Janey giggled, "You get away with calling her Fearless Leader?" 

    "When she's in a good mood." 

    I started eating again and after a moment they dug into their food. There was another longish silence before Jim said, "I was actually thinking about talking to the Air Force." 

    He glanced around the table, apparently expecting some sort of reaction. Janey just studied him as if wondering if he was being serious. I shrugged. 

    "I was Army, so that isn't blasphemy to me. I'd say talk to all of them and take the deal that suits you best." As an afterthought, I added, "And take Janey with you. Make a list of questions and issues before you go. Let her bring them up." 

    Turning to Janey, I said, "And you should act very reluctant about the whole idea. Let them know they're bidding against the other services, make them sell you and prove every point, and get any and all promises in writing." Holding up my fork, I added, "Oh, yeah, and anything that can be offered on one day can be offered on another. Don't take any deal that comes with a decision deadline or pressure. None of that 'If you sign up by such-and-such a date, we can give you this' crap. They'll just be trying to meet a quota." We discussed the matter over beers until almost seven, when Janey's parents called from Minnesota. I excused myself and slid into the night sky toward home, drifting with the late October breeze. 

    No sooner than I'd reached a hundred feet or so, Linda's ping sounded in my implant. I kicked up a screen and sat down on my board as she appeared. 

    "Yes'm? Why are you at the office so late?" 

    "Work; why else? Emory's working too. We'll have a late dinner here if things haven't resolved themselves by nine or so. Mind telling me what that call was about?" 

    "Just what I said, milady. Jim spent two tours in Iraq and he was doing the sniper shuffle on the back porch this afternoon. They needed to have the topic of reenlisting brought up sooner rather than later. I'm afraid I used you, ma'am." 

    "Figured that. Used me how, exactly?" 

    "Having stated the topic and some salient points, it was time to switch topics so the first one could gel a bit, so I contrived a moment for Janey to openly and firmly state her opinions on the matter. I saluted her as if impressed and urged Jim to do the same, then apologized and excused my response by saying she'd sounded a lot like my boss. That was intended to be my opening to lead the conversation elsewhere for a while. When they were so surprised you were a woman, I just had to call. I'm really kind of proud of you, y'know." 

    Her eyebrow arched. "You're proud of me?" 

    I laughed, "Oh, hell, yes, Linda. I love the way you stand up to brassholes. If anybody else had been running that show, I might have come out of retirement to help get the Amarans settled in, but I probably wouldn't have stuck around long after the Ellen blowup. I didn't need the money and I had a prototype flitter and a herd of nanobots in my system." Thinking on that for a moment, I added, "Fact is, if some typical suit had been in charge, the entire Ellen thing would likely have stopped short when I made the first phone call to Clarke. For all the blather about 'new levels of cooperation', the agencies still don't work together willingly." Linda seemed thoughtful for a moment, then nodded slightly. "Yes, that definitely might have ended your involvement. Even I wasn't too pleased when you made that call, you know." 

    "Ah, but there's the difference, ma'am. You kept your eye on the goal and thought past it. Someone else might not have. When I brag about my boss at the Spook Club meetings, I usually manage to work in the fact that you're a management genius. They're always impressed as hell. Green with envy." She laughed, then growled, "Aw, hell. Won't this damned phone ever stop ringing tonight?" 

    "Something's up?" 

    "Possibly. We're watching a diplomatic situation for signs of trouble." With a sigh, she said, "And now line three. Again. Later, Ed. Have a good evening." 

    "You too, Fearless Leader. Give 'em hell." 
Chapter Eight

    Linda dropped the link and I landed at the house, then went inside to make a fresh coffee and check my email. After handling a few orders, I considered working on my current book in progress, but something prevented me from really getting into it, so I shut down the computer and stood eyeing it for a moment. The only reason I kept using the old thing was the keyboard; I'd never been able to adapt to using the non-tactile layouts produced by field screens. Tiger came in through the garage and came to rub on my leg and say hello before he headed for the food dish. 

    "Hi, Tiger. How was your day?" 

    "Very good. I met a friend who wasn't afraid of Elkor." Hm. His friends tended to be people or cats, and most all of them freaked a bit when Elkor popped in. 

    "Good for you, Tiger. A cat friend?" 

    Around some food, he replied, "Yes." After swallowing, he added, "She can't come outside." 

    Huh? "Then how did you meet her, Tiger?" 

    "She was on her porch. It's like our porch." Ah. Screened. "Where does she live?" 

    He looked westward and said, "Many houses that way. Her human chased me away when I said hello. I think she was scared of me." I tried not to laugh. I really did, but I failed, allowing a chuckle to escape containment. Tiger's right ear flattened and he sat down by the food dish. 

    Reaching to pet him, I said, "Sorry, Tiger, but you know how people react to my friend the talking cat. Would you like me to go with you and explain things?" 

    Appeased, he replied, "Yes. Thank you." 

    It was only about eight. Why not? 

    "Want to go now?" 

    Tiger stood up and replied, "Yes," as he headed for the front door. I followed him seven houses down the street and onto the front porch of a house with a silver SUV in the driveway. As I reached to push the door bell, I saw a stamped-metal crucifix tacked to the inner door frame behind the screen door. Hm. Could be a problem if the lady's a superChristian; they didn't much go for the idea of animals having intelligence or talking and such. As we waited, I put a finger to my lips to let Tiger know to keep quiet for the time being. When the door opened I saw a woman who looked to be in her eighties peering at me through trifocal glasses. Behind her in the middle of the room was a semi-Siamese cat who had the typical almost-crossed blue eyes, but had grayish markings with rings in its tail. 

    I introduced myself as her neighbor from the corner house just up the street and told her my cat had dropped by earlier to visit with her cat. The woman's eyes narrowed and she snapped, "Cats just wander around. They don't visit." 

    "Sure they do. They need friends, too, y'know." 

    "My Annabelle has a friend. Me." 

    "What's wrong with having two friends?" 

    Reaching down, I picked up Tiger and asked, "Did you know her name was Annabelle?" 

    "No," he replied, "We couldn't talk the same." Annabelle heard Tiger and came to clamor at the door. Tiger yelled, 

"Hello, Annabelle! Hello!" and Annabelle yelled back to him. The woman's eyes got big, then narrowed again. 

    "Mister, I don't like tricks and this one isn't even funny. Get off my property right now or I'll call the cops." 

    Tiger happily yelled, "Cops? I know Detective Greer! And Deputy Wendy! And Deputy Thomas!" 

    Staring first at Tiger, the woman turned her rather stark gaze on me and I agreed, "Yes, he does, and they reacted about the same as you until I explained how Tiger's collar translates for him through my flitter's computer." 

    "Flitter?! You live in the blue house on the corner?!" Her tone made me wonder if she had some kind of problem with my flitter as well as my cat. I replied somewhat warily, "Yeah. That's my place." Looking past me, up, and all around, she demanded, "So why don't you have it with you now?" 

    Her tone irritated me a bit, but I answered, "I didn't need it to walk down the block. You want to see it?" 

    She snapped, "Yes. I want to see it." 

    "Okay. Flitter, descend to twenty feet above the yard behind me, please, and put on your hull field." 

    Some moments passed as the woman rather suspiciously watched me, then I felt a field presence behind me and her eyes got huge as she stared past me. 

    "Well, there it is," I said, "Can we talk about cats now?" 

    "Uh..." she tore her eyes off the flitter and turned her stare at me. 

"Uh... Okay. Uh... is it safe to go near that thing?" 

    "Prob'ly so. It was made for moving people around." She opened the door and stepped onto the porch to continue looking up at the flitter and Annabelle took advantage of the open door to scoot outside. I put Tiger down and the two cats hopped up onto a green plastic bench together as the woman slowly approached the flitter. 

    "Elkor," I whispered, "Could you spare a few minutes?" He appeared on the porch rail in his cat persona and equally quietly said, 

"Yes, Ed." 

    "Thanks, Elkor. Would you mind being on the flitter when I tell it to drop its hull field? I'd like this lady to recognize you if you happen to drop by with Tiger." 

    His "Yes, Ed," came through my implant as he disappeared and I turned to watch the woman as I said, "Flitter, drop your hull field, please." The apparently-solid shell around the flitter vanished and the flat deck and seats became visible. In the pilot's seat sat Elkor, studying the woman who was staring at him. 

    Walking to join her almost under the flitter, I said, "That's Elkor. He might show up with Tiger now and then. Would that be all right with you?" She glanced distractedly at me and nodded slightly as she muttered, "Uh, huh," then returned her gaze to the flitter as she said, "I... uh... I'm sorry about how I acted at the door. I thought you were selling something or... or maybe trying to get into the house or something. That happens, you know." 

    "No problem. A little caution's usually a good thing. Do you want a yard full of people tonight?" 

    She responded, "Huh?" then, "What?" 

    "If that flitter stays there much longer, it'll draw a crowd, even at this hour. Some kids are coming already." 

    I pointed down the block at some kids running our direction and she looked up and down the street before she said, "Ah... This kind of thing doesn't happen every day. Night, I mean. I guess it won't hurt. For a little while, I mean. Just to let them have a look at it." 

    "Okay. May I leave Tiger here to visit with Annabelle for a while?" I leaned close and said in a confidential tone, "He's been fixed, if it matters." 

    She nodded. "Ah..." Glancing at the cats on the porch, she said, "He's had his shots?" 

    "Yup. All clean. No problems. Just let him out when you're ready to hit the sack and he'll get home on his own. The only problem those two may have is finding a way to communicate beyond the very basic stuff." That got her attention. "Why?" 

    "Tiger didn't grow up around other cats. He had his own sounds for things and that's what the computer learned to help him speak English through his collar. Except for what his mother may have taught him, his catspeak vocabulary probably doesn't go very far, so Annabelle will likely have to teach him her sounds for almost everything. And vice versa, I suppose." Shrugging, I added, "Fact is, I wonder if housecats really have any sort of common language. They end up living individually or in small groups with people and many never meet any other cats. Could be they're both going to have to start from scratch --so to speak --in order to decide which sounds mean

'food', 'water', and so on. Might be easier on them if I just get her a collar like his so she can use English. By the way, I'm Ed. And you are...?" Looking startled, she stuck out her hand and yelped, "Oh! You're right! 

We've been standing out here talking and we don't even know each other's names. I'm Martha Varrick." 

    We chatted a bit more until there were close to a dozen people gawking at the flitter, then I suggested that we go for a flitter ride to give the crowd a reason to disperse. Martha went into the house for her purse and a coat and Tiger and Annabelle joined us when the flitter descended to take us aboard. As I introduced Martha to Elkor, a couple of the kids tried to get close enough to touch the flitter's deck, but were stopped by the perimeter field. A thousand feet of altitude and a hundred miles an hour were all it took to draw a gasp out of Martha. Annabelle, Elkor, and Tiger sat chatting --or attempting to chat, I suppose --on the console's dashboard as we cruised south as far as Tampa and east to buzz Orlando. 

    As we headed further north to see Gainesville, Elkor hopped down from the dash and came to sit in the seat on my right to ask Martha, "May Annabelle wear a collar like Tiger's? Their language barrier is quite formidable. There would be no cost." 

    Martha stared at him for a moment, then managed, "Uh... Okay. Certainly. Thank you." 

    Elkor replied, "You're welcome," and returned to the dashboard. Martha watched him go, then looked at me for a moment before chuckling softly and shaking her head. 

    As the lights of Gainesville appeared below us, she said softly, "My God! 

This has been an unbelievable evening!" 

    "Kinda fun, though. I'm glad Tiger found a friend of his own furry kind to hang out with. I think he's been needing that." 

    A moment passed, then Martha said, "Annabelle needed that too, I think. She was given to me five years ago as a kitten and she's never been outside. Sometimes I can tell she's bored. She'll spend all day on the porch, come in and eat a bit now and then, and go right back out there after spending a few minutes on my lap. Today I looked out and saw her nose-to-nose through the screen with another cat --Tiger. I was worried that she'd claw through the screen to get out, so I ran him off." 

    Looking at me, she said, "There are so many things that can happen to a cat here. Foxes, dogs, cars... and even those big birds; I heard about a cat being carried off by one." 

    "Hm. Probably a kitten if it really happened. The hawks and eagles around here can't carry all that much when they take off and vultures don't like to hunt live stuff." 

    Something small flashed through the flitter's field and hovered in front of Annabelle. She put her head through the collar and it seemed to shrink, then Elkor said something in catspeak and Annabelle was covered from nose to tail in a grey field. Tiger turned his protective field on as well. Martha hissed, "What the hell is that?!" and I told her about Annabelle's protective field, knowing as I did that she'd ask why people couldn't have them too. When she did, I explained the current law concerning PFMs to her and she yelped, "You mean a pet can have one, but a little old lady can't?" Shrugging, I said, "Yeah, that's about the size of it, but 3rd World is working on that problem." 

    "How?" 

    I grinned. "The FBI and CIA can get PFMs. Members of Congress and the Senate specifically exempted themselves from the no-PFM law just as they've exempted themselves from certain other laws. How long do you think people will put up with that sort of discrimination once it becomes public news?" 

    "You mean it hasn't?" 

    "Well, nobody's told me not to mention it, but I don't work for the government. As I understand it, certain officials have said they want to

'test' PFMs for a while before they review the no-PFM law. To me, that just means they want to be first in line and they think they can force the issue by holding back passage of a bill to let the public have them." 

    "Can they?" 

    Shaking my head, I laughed, "Nah. My boss is in charge of who gets PFMs and I've heard her tell a Senator he wouldn't have one until everybody can have one." 

    We chatted a bit more as we circled out over the Gulf. I opened the cooler and offered her tea, beer, or dr pepper, but after she got over the invisible cooler, Martha declined a drink. 

    As we headed back toward Spring Hill, all three cats seemed to be having a quiet conference of some sort, then Annabelle hopped down to cross the deck to the seat next to Martha's and said in both cat vocals and English, "Hello. I am Annabelle." 

    Martha stared at her for a moment, then burst into tears as she gathered Annabelle into her arms. She hugged Annabelle as she sobbed and petted her as she blurted, "Yes! Oh, yes, my good baby Annabelle! Oh, my God! I'd never have believed this could happen!" 

    I looked above them at Elkor and Tiger and said, "Wow. Good work, guys. You got her up and running fast." 

    Tiger sat up straight and proudly replied, "Yes." Elkor said, "It wasn't difficult once I'd isolated several of her sounds, but it would be better if she's taught Tiger's vocabulary. Annabelle is very intelligent and a good match for Tiger, but I recommend against letting her outside her home until she's better able to communicate. For the moment, her collar will translate, stun, communicate with Tiger's collar, and provide a protective field." 

    "Thanks, Elkor. You're a wonder, as usual." 

    "You're welcome." 

    Martha's head came up and she gushed her thanks, as well, then continued gushing over Annabelle. When we landed in her front yard, Martha invited us all inside and watched with fascination as Annabelle learned several new words from Elkor and Tiger. 

    "One thing, Martha," I said as we stepped off the flitter, "Annabelle's collar is a secret, and I'm not kidding in the least about that. If you let anyone know your cat can talk, your privacy and safety will disappear instantly. Some people would come just to see and chat with Annabelle, but some would try to buy or steal her. And don't forget the religious crazies who'd call her a demon and try to kill her and maybe her owner." She nodded. "I probably even know a few of them from church, but don't people already know about Tiger?" 

    "Only a few, and half of them are with the Sheriff's department. And I'm not quite as easily reachable as you are, ma'am. Let 3rd World deal with taking the collars public. You and I don't need the fuss and trouble." Unlocking her front door, Martha nodded again and firmly agreed, "We certainly don't." 

    Many elderly people tend to enshrine mementos of people, places, and times gone by, sometimes lavishly and sometimes in a rather understated fashion. I studied things on the walls and tables that seemed to be remnants of Martha's life and found many. Most were pictures in simple frames, but a few stood out; her hubby John's WW-II medals were behind glass in a frame of their own in the hallway. 

    Army Infantry First Lieutenant John Varrick had fought in the island campaigns, some of the nastiest fighting of the war. According to framed documents nearby, he'd been wounded twice, the second time badly enough to be sent home. 

    I'd seen newsreels from WW-II, Korea, and Iraq, and the war of my era had occurred in the jungles of Vietnam. One thing they all had in common was that there's really little or no difference between enemies hidden in caves, jungles, or city buildings when it came time to go in and root them out. The bad guys almost always got in the first shot. 

    When I turned away from the display, Martha quietly said, "John died two years ago. My granddaughter Sophie wants to write his biography. And mine, for what it may be worth." 

    "Don't sell yourself too short, ma'am. You saw the world change pretty drastically during your lifetime; it changed for the good in some ways and for the bad in others. I'd say to encourage her." 

    "It's all history now and others have said it better than I possibly could." 

    "That's your opinion. Others may vary and you wouldn't just be recording more history. What was it like trying to live on fifteen bucks a week in the forties?" 

    Her eyebrow went up. "We lived a damned sight better then than we did the last few years John was alive. Fifteen dollars back in 1942 went a heck of a lot farther than... Oh. I see what you mean." 

    "Maybe. Almost. You said 1942. Could I take it to mean that was the first year you had a job? Possibly because you married a young lieutenant and had to help him stretch his pay? There's a story there, Martha, probably a story that would inspire some woman going through the same thing today. Someone else would freak out and think 'she bought all that with only fifteen dollars?' and sit down to figure out how much the same groceries or whatever would cost in today's money, then get curious enough to study economics." She laughed gently. "Perhaps so. Something I read in a book long ago made me learn bookkeeping and typing." 

    "Think you could teach them to someone else?" 

    "Oh, certainly. The basics, anyway." 

    "How old is your granddaughter? Sophie, I think?" Her eyebrow went back up. "Thirteen." 

    Hm. Too young to trust on her own with a laptop. 

    "Tell you what," I said, "I have an extra laptop that needs a new home, but I wouldn't want to give it to a kid and hope it might survive her and her friends or kids at school. I'd rather park it here and let you use it to teach her to type while she writes that biography. Whatcha think?" Suddenly reluctant, Martha objected with, "Oh, I don't know, Ed. I know laptops are expensive, but I don't know anything about computers and I doubt Sophie does, either." 

    With a dismissive gesture, I said, "So I'll give you a few lessons. It's easy. And only new laptops are expensive. Five-year-old IBM laptops are worth maybe a few hundred at best, and if I truly had any use for it, I wouldn't be offering to give it to you. Watch." 

    Keying my implant, I conjured a screen with a keypad and typed a few lines. Martha's eyes bugged and her mouth fell open. When I spun the display toward her, she hesitantly reached to touch it and her hand plunged through it. 

    "It's a field trick," I said, "Now do you believe I don't really need that old laptop?" 

    Still staring at the screen, Martha managed, "Uh... Yes. Yes, I do. But still, you could sell it..." 

    I sighed, "Aw, just take the laptop and let her use it here. I want to read your bio someday and the kid looks like the best chance to get it written. I can drop it by tomorrow." 

    Shaking her head, she replied, "No. Wednesday evening. If you insist on giving me a laptop, Sophie ought to be here, too. Maybe between us we'll be able to remember how to operate it after you leave." 

    "You're worrying about nothing. It's easy." We talked a bit more, but I could see Martha was getting tired. Tiger, Elkor, and I made our goodbyes and hit the door a little before ten. Elkor disappeared and Tiger and I headed home on my board with Tiger rattling on about Annabelle's progress. He continued chattering as I fired up the laptop, deleted my personal stuff, ran a shredder program on deleted files, and set up the defragger program to run while I got ready for bed. I put some milk in a bowl to shut him up as politely as possible and went to take a shower. 
Chapter Nine

    Tiger was already gone when I woke up Tuesday morning. I prepped a bit and sat on the porch soaking up coffee for a time, checked email, processed a few orders, and gave some thought to the day ahead. The lawn needed to be mowed, but it could wait another day or three. My '91 Mercury Marquis could stand some attention as well, but I wasn't in a mood to mess with it. Fact is, I wasn't in a mood to do much at all, so I didn't. 

    The day had warmed nicely by nine and the sky was clear, so I rolled my Vulcan out of the garage and checked the oil, water, and tires before I aimed it generally northeast and followed the old county roads toward Leesburg to check out a 'bike festival'. Not long after I crossed the Hernando-Sumter county line, a green and white Sheriff's Crown Victoria pulled onto the road some distance behind me. I kept my speed down, but I guess that wasn't quite enough. When the red and blue lights came on behind me, I pulled over in someone's gravel driveway and tossed my portable hard spot under the kickstand. 

    A rather plain-looking brunette woman in uniform got out of the car and made the usual request to see my license and registration. She didn't immediately give a reason for stopping me and I didn't bother to ask. I gave her the requested infos and studied her as she studied them. She was five-seven or so. Probably wouldn't be quite so chubby-looking without the bulletproof vest. Couldn't tell much else because the uniform covered all but her face and hands and she didn't move much as she read. I parked my butt against the bike's seat and pulled my coffee mug free from the straps that held it suspended between the mirrors, then took a sip. She watched me do that, then went back to reading. Hm. It was taking her considerably longer than I thought it should, but I said nothing. She finally looked up from her notes and sharply eyed me from toes to nose once, then said with a small smile, "Well, you don't seem to be on anyone's list today, so I guess I'll have to let you go." She handed my stuff back and added, "By the way, I don't see many bikers wearing cowboy hats. How do you keep it on at seventy?" 

    And there it was, of course; the real reason she'd stopped me. I put my license and registration away and considered saying, 'Staples, ma'am. Big ones. And lots of glue,' but I said, "I was only doing sixty, ma'am, and fork spoilers are what keep the hat on. They cut the wind that blasts up between your knees and the handlebars and up your front and lifts your helmet." Fingering the cord that looped well below my chin and clipped to my shirt, I added, "This is a 'just-in-case' strap." 

    Somewhere behind me I felt a presence and turned slightly to look at the brush along the fence. When the deputy asked what I was looking at, I pointed at a section and said, "Don't know yet, but it's right about there, I think." For long moments I continued to see nothing, then a big brown and black dog bolted west along the inside of the fence, away from the gated driveway. Just blowing off energy, or did it have a hole in the fence somewhere? 

    Giving me a long and thoughtful glance, the deputy moved around my Vulcan, studied the panels I'd bolted to the forks, and asked, "These don't interfere with engine cooling?" 

    She reached to touch one of the spoilers as I said, "Nope. I still get lots of air to the radiator. My temp gauge stays in the first quarter, even at low speeds." 

    After another moment, she stepped back, muttered, "Huh," and touched an index finger to her hat as she said, "Thanks for your time, sir. Have a good day," and started back to her car. 

    I asked, "You have a bike?" 

    She turned slightly to reply, "Yes," and kept going, but didn't get very far before she froze and reached for her gun. 

    Moving closer to the road, I looked past her. Yup, the dog was maybe a hundred feet away, heading our way at full speed with lots of growling attitude. I stepped up beside the deputy, pointed my stunner at the dog, and sent a heavy stun at it. The dog tumbled to a halt about thirty feet away from us. 

    Stepping away from me, the big-eyed deputy asked, "Is that one of those, uh... stunner things?" 

    Nodding, I said, "Yup. You might want to start doing whatever you're gonna do about that dog, ma'am. He'll only be out for ten minutes or so." Glancing at the dog, she said, "Uh... Don't go yet, sir. You may have to... do whatever you did... again." 

    "Why not just shoot him? The world has enough mean dogs and that one wanted a piece of you." 

    She gave me one of those 'are you nuts?' looks and used her epaulet radio as she opened the trunk of her car and retrieved a length of rope. After she'd secured the rope around the dog's neck, she invited me to help her drag it to the fence, where she tied the rope to a post. 

    The dog woke up and began struggling frantically as we walked away; barking and lunging and gnawing at the rope. Another squad car shortly appeared and two deputies got out to chat about what to do about the dog. One of them knew the owner of the property and suggested that calling animal control might be unnecessary and less than neighborly. That comment made me laugh sharply and the two guys looked at me rather critically until the lady deputy said, "That damned dog was coming right at me. If he hadn't stunned it, I'd have shot it." 

    The word 'stunned' caused some discussion that ended with "Show us," so I did. Pointing the stunner at the dog, I zapped it again and did a quick show

'n tell before giving them 3rd World's toll-free number. Tossing a loose salute and "Bye, ma'am," at the lady deputy, I headed back to my bike. As I swung a leg over the bike and sat sipping my coffee, I heard one of the deputies voice the opinion that he'd prefer not to see 'those things' in the hands of the general public. The other guy seemed to share his view. Understandable. With a gun or a knife there was normally traceable evidence, but not with stunners. With current stunners, halfwit pranksters could zap other drivers on the road, for instance. Not good. 

    Like all Amaran devices, stunners were programmable, so at some point their range would probably be vastly reduced for public consumption. Five feet seemed a useful distance for most self-defense situations, but ten or more could tempt people to anonymous acts which might be dangerous. Rocking the bike to retrieve my portable hard spot from beneath the kickstand, I got underway thinking that incorporating stuns into protective fields might be better for the public. Only someone in direct contact would be affected --which would handle most assaults and definitely end a rape attempt

--and chances of idiotic abuse would be reduced. 

    When I came to the town of Bushnell, I stopped for gas. No greater purpose for the day presented itself, so after snacking on a cinnamon roll and some coffee, I prepared to continue my aimless journey through farm country, but got no farther than the end of the parking lot, where I watched a pickup truck veer onto the sidewalk to avoid an oncoming Cadillac. 

    Apparently oblivious to the fact that he was on the wrong side of the road, the Caddy driver continued on and turned south through a yellow light in no particular hurry. A Bushnell cop car zipped out from behind a bank building and quickly turned to follow the Caddy as another cop walked across the parking lot of the restaurant by the gas station. 

    The pickup's right front wheel had hopped the curb to the sidewalk, then hopped again over a low retaining curb at the corner of the parking lot. It was well and truly hung there, blocking half the street and the sidewalk, and soon half a dozen people were discussing ways to free it, most of which involved big jacks and a tow truck. Meanwhile, traffic was backing up on the road and some of it was cutting through the parking lot. Without getting off my bike, I sent a field pad under the front of the truck, then lifted it until the front wheel was clear of the curb. There was minor pandemonium as the small crowd quickly backed away from the truck, then I tried to let the truck slip sideways and back a bit to get it away from the curb, but the rear bumper dragged on the sidewalk. 

    Hm. Okay. I fattened and widened the field pad and fed it more energy until the truck floated completely off the ground, then I created a second field, braced it against the parking lot curb, and gave the side of the truck a soft shove to make it slide back toward the road. The car behind it couldn't back up enough in traffic, so I let the truck touch down when its left wheels were in the gutter. 

    Good enough. It could be driven off the sidewalk if nothing had been broken, traffic could get around it now, and nobody was paying any attention to the biker. Time to split. But as I started the Vulcan and aimed for the US-301 entrance to the parking lot, I noticed a tall brunette lady cop eyeing me. She glanced around herself once as if to confirm something, then strode to intercept me just as I got moving. 

    Stopping the bike, I asked, "Yes'm?" 

    "You're leaving?" 

    A pink breast cancer ribbon hanging above her name tag kept me from reading her name, so I studied her face as I replied, "Yup. Looks as if the show's over." 

    Her gaze narrowed a bit as she gestured toward the clustering people and said, "Everybody here just saw a pickup truck fly, yet you're the only one leaving. Doesn't that seem strange to you?" 

    Shrugging, I replied, "Nope. It stopped flying." 

    "You aren't even a little curious about what just happened?" 

    "No. Seems to me someone did a good deed, that's all." Peering at me, she snapped, "Yeah? Who?" 

    Meeting her gaze firmly, I said, "I don't see anybody taking credit for it, do you? Must be a reason, right? Like maybe someone wanted to help, but didn't want his day interrupted with a lot of fuss and bother?" 

    "Are you saying you did it?" 

    Enough of this shit. I said quietly, "You have five seconds. Bust me for something or back off. Please." After a silent five-count, I put the bike in gear and nodded goodbye as I rolled away. In my rearview mirror the lady cop stood seething for a moment, then turned quickly to march toward a squad car. Damn. Well, we'd see. Half a block away from the scene I pulled into the driveway of a real estate office and parked a bit behind the hedge work leading to the sidewalk. Sure enough, the lady cop's car sped past shortly. I let her get a couple of blocks farther, then headed back the way I'd come, passing the truck and crowd as I continued eastward. 

    She was a local cop, so I wasn't too concerned about being stopped by Sheriff's deputies or the Highway Patrol; she'd have to give them a decent reason for stopping me, and suspicion that I might have made a truck fly likely wouldn't be it. 

    A few more miles passed and the city limits loomed ahead when I saw cop lights in my rearview mirror and a siren whooped once, then again. As the car quickly neared, I saw it was a city kitty sporting Bushnell colors. Damn. Prob'ly her. I was the only thing on the road ahead of the cop car, so I couldn't very well pretend I'd thought she'd whooped at someone else, but I could push things just a little. 

    Just to be difficult, I let my Vulcan roll to a stop a good fifty feet past the city limit sign before I popped the kickstand down, turned off the engine, and got off the bike to stand beside it. The cop car stopped right behind me and I saw that the driver was, indeed, the lady cop. She got out with her clipboard in one hand and her hat in the other, put her hat on, and ambled about halfway to the bike before she stopped. Hitching up her gear belt, she switched the clipboard to her right hand and said, "I found out who you are and who you work for. When I called your tag in, Deputy Adams told me what you did to that dog over on 476. What I don't know is why you wouldn't talk to me in the parking lot." 

    Shrugging, I replied, "Didn't want to talk then and don't particularly want to talk now." 

    "Why not?" 

    "What for, ma'am? You're kinda cute, but that big rock on your finger says you're rather heavily married and talking to you won't get me any closer to Leesburg." 

    Her eyes widened, then narrowed. "I want to know how you did... whatever you did... to the truck." 

    "I used a Portable Field Manipulator to move the truck." Pointing at her car, I added, "Like that." 

    She whipped around to stare at her car as I formed what I think of as a balloon field that lifted and held the car a foot off the ground. Her eyes got big and she cautiously approached the translucent grey field to touch it, then she looked at me. 

    "That's all I did," I said, letting the car down gently, "If you had a PFM, you could prob'ly do it too." 

    Looking rather wary, she eyed me narrowly and asked, "So where is it? Your hands were empty." 

    "Most people stick PFMs on an arm, but mine isn't where it'll show. They generate way too many questions." 

    "Most people? Who? As far as I know, stunners are the only field... things... that are legal to sell." 

    "A lot of PFMs have been issued --not sold --to 3rd World personnel." I gave her 3rd World's 800 number and said, "Now... not to be impolite, ma'am, but are we through here? Daylight runs a little short this time of the year and when you're on a bike it gets chilly quick after sundown." Her eyes hardened again for a moment, then she seemed to relent a bit and nodded. "Yeah, we're through. Thanks for your time, sir." 

    "No problem." I got on my bike and got underway again. In my rearview mirrors I saw her return to her car and use her radio briefly, then make a U-turn to head back to town. 

    The rest of the trip to Leesburg was pleasant and uneventful, but the

'bike festival' wasn't much to talk about. All the usual vendors from around central Florida had set up tents around the Harley dealership's lot to hawk all the same stuff I'd seen at other such events. 

    The two bands --one at each end of the property --seemed unable to play anything but the same old sixties and seventies 'biker' music you'd hear at most such events. 

    Well, that figured. The cruiser crowd is generally older than the sport bike crowd --often by a few decades --and the bands wanted to appeal to the age range of their audience. I finished a walkaround, saw nothing I couldn't live without in any of the vendor tents, and headed back to the parking area. Eighty percent of the bikes were Harleys, of course, and as I looked around at the people in their branded leather outfits, I heard some scruffy-looking types near a beer tent having a laugh about the wannabe-bikers in their shiny new leathers. 

    They traded such comments as, 'Twenty grand and twenty miles a week don't make you a biker,' among themselves as a guy and his lady in new-looking, matching red and black leather jackets and chaps got off a brand-new high-end Harley and walked past the little group some distance away. Hm. Had it occurred to them that they might be looking at people who wanted to ride, but who didn't necessarily want to be seen as what many people think of as typical bikers? No, probably not. The laughers seemed fairly secure in their poorly-disguised envy of someone else's financial ability. One of them --a guy who looked to be in his late thirties --peeled away from the group and approached me. Stopping next to my bike, he said, "You was watchin' us. Why?" 

    Meeting his gaze, I replied, "I wanted to see what you were laughing at." 

    "You a cop?" 

    "Nope." 

    "You sure? I think you might be a cop." 

    "Crap. If you really thought I was a cop, you'd be telling your buds about it, not me." 

    I guess that made him think. A few moments passed, then he asked, "How old are you?" 

    "Too old to be a cop." 

    "You could be working for them." 

    "And you could be getting a little paranoid." He looked as if he was about to say something else, but it was just a cover to keep my attention on his face while his fist came up. Old tricks only work on people who haven't used them; I moved enough to let his punch miss my face, used my left hand to pin his arm against the edge of my windshield as I elbowed his nose, and let him go as he recoiled hard. 

    Cindy's presence manifested above me, but she didn't appear. One of the guy's friends came trotting over as he checked his nose for blood and quickly worked himself into a rage. When he tried to throw another punch, I leaned back a bit to let him miss again and rapped his throat with my knuckles. He backed off choking and coughing, but he wasn't broken and he wasn't finished. Even as he tried to reopen his throat to draw a breath, he tried to kick me off my bike. 

    This time I leaned forward and swung my arm around his boot before he could pull his leg back. His left foot slid and he landed hard on his hip and elbow. His buddy started to step in as I let go of the guy's leg, but a commanding voice nearby bellowed, "Hold it!" and the guy who was preparing to swing at me dropped his arm when he saw who'd spoken. 

    Rather than take my attention from the guy on the ground, I didn't turn to look. A guy in an 'Event Staff' windbreaker with a gun and a Sheriff's badge on his belt entered my field of vision behind my bike. 

    He rather conversationally said, "Y'all just stay right where you are and stand real still. Now what's going on here?" 

    When nobody seemed inclined to talk, the deputy turned to me and asked, 

"Well?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Nothing much. I was about to split, but this guy came over to talk." 

    "So I saw. About what?" 

    "He said he thought I might be a cop. I said he might be getting paranoid." 

    "Uh, huh. Is that when he swung at you? I saw what happened. All three times. Do you want to press charges?" 

    Shaking my head, I said, "No point; he doesn't care if he goes to jail. Besides, he didn't hurt me." 

    Lifting an eyebrow, the deputy said, "Yeah, I saw that, too. You never even got off your bike. Tell you what; you head on out and I'll just check some ID's before I let these boys go." 

    With a nod, I said, "Thanks," and started the Vulcan, then headed for the street and gave some thought to the long ride home. They'd had no tattoos, vest patches, or keychain symbols. Chances were good those guys weren't with any club or they'd have had some indication of membership, even at a

'no-colors' bike event. Fact is, most of the MC clubs would have reined the guy in at an open event rather than let him cause an incident. If there'd been sufficient cause in their minds, club honchos would have just passed the word to 'get that guy'. 

    So... what could I expect? There'd been three of them, but only one had come running to help his buddy. The last guy had been shaking his head with a

'dumbass is at it again' look as he'd continued leaning on the side of a vendor trailer. 

    Some problems won't just go away if they're ignored and it's best to deal with those as soon as possible. My bike and I were unique enough to be readily recognizable, but the three scruffies and their low-end Harleys weren't. If I encountered them later, they'd know me but I might not notice them until the hothead tried something nasty. 

    At a Dollar Store I bought a bottle of ammonia and a small spray bottle with the kind of nozzle that will squirt as well as spray. In the parking lot I filled the spray bottle, set the bigger bottle on the sidewalk and stepped back to spot-shoot it a few times, then hung the spray bottle between my handlebar straps where my left hand could reach it easily. 

Chapter Ten

    After a sip of coffee, I got underway again, heading south on 33 and 48, then west on 476. In Centerville, I stopped at a convenience store to refill my coffee mug, then stood by the news rack watching the road. Maybe ten minutes later, three bikes pulled in and I recognized the riders. I topped up my coffee mug and went back to my bike, fired it up, put on my hat, and got moving. The three guys watched me leave as one of them filled his tank. The guy who'd swung at me grinned hugely as he gave me the finger. Stopping on the east side of the Mitchell Creek bridge, I parked the bike well off the road, hung the spray bottle on a back pocket, and waited. It didn't take them long to show up, but they almost overshot the little bridge before they could slow down and turn around to pull in behind and in front of my bike. For long moments after they turned off their engines and got off their bikes, nobody spoke. I thought that was a little odd; obnoxious people are usually the noisiest. 

    The guy who'd swung at me pulled a cut-down baseball bat from his left saddlebag and one of the others produced a three-foot length of hefty chain. The third guy stayed on his bike and kept an eye on the road and his rearview mirrors. 

    I asked, "You really think you need those?" but neither man replied as they circled to my left and right. Backing up toward the bridge's abutment, I pretended to grope for the concrete corner behind me. Unhooking the little spray bottle from my pocket, I kept it behind me until both men were about ten feet away, then I spot-shot at the eyes of the guy on my right --the one uphill from me with the chain. 

    Most of the two hard squirts of ammonia bounced off his sunglasses, of course, but more than enough of the stuff reached his eyes. He covered his face and swore as I turned to blast the guy with the bat, who raised a hand to cover his face and tried to charge uphill to swing the bat at me anyway. Both of my two quick squirts splattered his shades and he, too, swore loudly as the pain kicked in. I put two more squirts on the chain guy and walked over to kick the chain out of his hand. He tried to grab me and I kneed his face, then kicked his knee hard. When he let go, I picked up the chain and slung it into the creek. 

    Bat-guy had dropped the bat and tried to make it down the steep slope to the creek. He tripped and tumbled the last ten feet or so to the water as I kicked the bat into the creek ahead of him. It floated away downstream as a sound behind me made me turn and I saw the third guy getting off his bike. He held his hands out at his sides and conversationally said, "You don't wanna shoot me with that stuff." 

    "Why not?" 

    "Cuz I have a gun in my pocket and I'll blow your ass away if you do." Shrugging, I replied, "Okay. Sounds like a good reason to me. What now?" 

    "That depends. What's in that thing?" 

    "Straight Parson's ammonia." 

    "That's all? Nothing else?" 

    "Don't need anything else. This stuff'll stop a bear." He grabbed chain-guy by the collar and half-dragged him to the edge of the creek, then let him tumble down the slope to the water as he watched bat-guy continue to splash his face. 

    Turning to me, he asked, "How good does it work on dogs?" 

    "Pretty well. Maybe not so well on pit bulls. They're a little more single-minded than bears." 

    Thumbing at the guys by the water, he asked, "Their eyes gonna be okay?" 

    "After they get all the ammonia out." 

    After a moment, he said, "Get out of here. It's over." 

    "You sure they'll go along with that?" 

    He grunted, "If you ain't here to piss 'em off again, they'll go along with whatever I tell 'em." 

    It occurred to me to ask why the hell he hadn't told them it was over back at the event, but I didn't bother. Now and then a group leader has to let hotheads and assholes in the group have their heads to make mistakes, if only so he can save their asses and have that much more leverage with them. Or over them, in this case. 

    Nodding, I headed back up to my bike and got underway toward Bushnell. A few miles from the bridge, Cindy finally spoke from somewhere to my right. 

    "Why didn't you just stun them all, Ed? Particularly the one who threatened you with a gun?" 

    "He didn't threaten me, Cindy, he just let me know he had it. Some experiences stick with people better than others. A neat, painless stun wouldn't have stuck with the other guys." 

    She stated, "In your opinion, that is." 

    "Yup." 

    "What if your ammonia treatment hadn't been sufficient?" 

    "You wouldn't ask without a reason. Are they back on the road already?" 

    "Just the one who held the bat. His friends tried to stop him, but failed. There was a brief fight." 

    I asked, "You figure he's really pissed, huh?" 

    "Oh, yes. Very. 'Enraged' might be a better word." 

    "Uh, huh. Cindy, it's time for you to go away. No watching. No probes or other monitoring tricks." 

    In a wary tone, she asked, "What are you going to do, Ed?" 

    "Just go, ma'am. Now. I'll even say please." A human woman might have argued, but Cindy was bound to follow my orders for another month. Her presence vanished as I neared a curve in the road that skirted the side of a steep hill. Stopping the bike, I left it running as I quickly pulled the slipknots holding my saddlebags to the sissy bar, then ran with the bags to wait behind a thick stand of trees in the middle of the curve. 

    Yup, the biker was really hauling ass, and as he got a bit closer, I saw he was wearing the same grey sleeveless t-shirt and jeans and still wiping his eyes. He stopped wiping to get a two-handed grip on the handlebars as he prepared to swing around the rather tight curve considerably faster than the posted speed limit. 

    His speed had him almost on the yellow lines in the center of the road as he entered the curve and leaned steeply to make the turn. That's when I slung the saddlebags directly into his path. He instinctively leaned even more and tried to swerve deeper within his own lane to avoid them. That action instantly aimed him at the hill inside the curve and his effort to correct his trajectory made it far too straight for the curve. As he passed the bags he was nearly sitting upright and he was rather obviously several steps beyond his true range of riding competence. Leaning hard again and trying to keep his bike from going into a slide forced him to ride straight across the curve. When he left the road on the other side, he went airborne high above the downward slope. The speed of his unplanned motocross jump took him well over somebody's six-foot chain link fence about ten feet from the road. 

    Further into his flight and now perhaps thirty feet above the ground, the guy had barely begun to separate from his bike when it ploughed through the top of a pine tree, barely missing the tree's trunk. The pine tree sagged and twisted as the bike passed through it, but it stopped the rider instantly. He plummeted to Earth as the bike sailed on, slamming into the ground a good distance beyond the tree. I heard the impact, then the bike somersaulted once high above the dense underbrush and disappeared. Except for a bit of dust wafting over the brush beyond the fence, there was no sign anything had happened. 

    As the bike had plunged though the tree, I'd dashed to grab my saddlebags, then hurried to my bike. Tossing the bags over the seat and shoving the harness back under the bedroll, I hopped aboard and got moving to get well beyond the area before the other guys arrived. Half a mile later and doing barely the speed limit, I saw two bikes catching up to me fast in my rearview mirrors. 

    I guess seeing me alone and untroubled didn't quite compute for them. Their bikes began to fall back, then stopped on the side of the road. As I entered another curve, I saw them turn their bikes around. Just inside Bushnell's city limits I pulled over as far as possible to let a cop car with its lights and siren going use my lane to pass an oncoming car. Moments later I saw an ambulance and another cop car coming at me and pulled over again so they could pass some traffic in their lane. Cindy pinged my implant. I returned her ping with, "You got me," and her invisible presence manifested on my right as she tersely asked, "What happened, Ed? What did you do?" 

    "I stopped and waited for him. He sailed off a curve into a tree at about seventy, then I got moving again. His two buds nearly caught up with me, but they turned around for some reason." Knowing she could see me, I shrugged and added, "They prob'ly thought it odd that I was still rolling." I knew she was reading me and she knew she'd heard the truth, but Cindy knew me from her own experience and the experiences of two other AIs. 

    "Ed, what aren't you telling me?" 

    "What's to tell? I waited for him, but we never got to talk." A field screen appeared above my speedometer. On it was a cluster of official vehicles where whosis had flown his bike at the tree. I used my implant to dissolve the screen and continued rolling through town. 

    "Bad time for show and tell, ma'am. Too much traffic." 

    "There isn't any traffic." 

    "There will be if I take my eyes off the road. Guaranteed. Somebody'll pull out in front of me or..." 

    She cut in demandingly, "Ed, that man's dead and I want to know what happened." 

    I snapped, "Call it 'death by misadventure' and drop it. If necessary, make that an order." 

    Her fuming anger was almost tangible until her presence beside my bike disappeared. An hour or so later I pulled into my driveway just as Linda sent a ping. 

    Parking the bike, I put up a field screen behind my windshield and said, 

"Greetings, Fearless Leader." 

    "Hi, Ed. Sue says Cindy is very upset with you. Care to elaborate?" 

    "Well, no, not really." 

    "You did something and she disapproved?" 

    "Oh, no doubt. I sent her away while I dealt with an ugly situation. A guy flew his bike into a tree and she thinks I had something to do with that, but she didn't see what happened. For your benefit, milady, I will say that no field devices were involved in any manner." 

    "Excellent. Thank you. Anything else?" 

    "Nope." 

    There was silence for a moment, then she said, "Okay, then. Later, Ed," and the screen dissolved. Cindy appeared in her usual cutoffs and sneakers beside my bike and stated, "So you did do something." 

    "Sure I did. I watched him fly into a tree. Have I told you lately how gorgeous you are?" 

    "Yes. Ed, I think what you aren't telling me is what you didn't do. Could you have somehow prevented..." 

    "Cindy," I cut in, "Correct me if I'm wrong, but he and his bike together weighed about a thousand pounds, right? It looked to me as if he was doing about seventy when he went flying off the road. What the hell could I have done?" 

    She snapped, "Why did you send me away before the accident? Was it an accident?" 

    Getting off my bike, I opened the garage door as I asked, "Why the hell does it matter to you? And why have you assumed I did something? Do I look guilty or something?" 

    Snorting a short laugh, Cindy replied, "You know where to find me," and disappeared. 

    Uh, huh. Okay. I put the bike in the garage and turned my attention to my car, having a look under the hood. All its vital juices were okay, so I cranked it up and drove it six miles up US-19 to a tiny pub called the 'Lone Star Bar' to play pool until I'd finished a beer. 

    Built in the early seventies in anticipation of a major housing project nearby, the pub sat on a clearing in the woods five miles from the Citrus county line. The housing project had only gotten as far as carving a network of unpaved lime rock roads into the surrounding woods, then it had been tied up in court for the better part of ten years. When the housing boom didn't happen, the pub had sort of limped along for over thirty years under various owners. Although it had recently changed hands again and now sported a golfing theme, for the last decade or so it had been known as a biker bar. It was only about three on a Sunday afternoon, so there wasn't a big crowd at the bar. When I put quarters in the pool table, none of the half-dozen or so patrons showed much interest right away, but when I broke with one hand and ambled around the table shooting in the same manner, one of the two women in the bar came to watch. 

    I looked up to see a tall, rather too-slender blonde in cutoffs and a man's shirt who asked, "Want some company on the table?" 

    "Let me run these out first. I need the practice." 

    "You seem to be doing all right to me." 

    Grinning, I replied, "That's 'cuz I practice, ma'am." She said no more and nine shots later the table was clear. I chalked my stick as she fed quarters into the table, then she stood up and said, "I'm Pam." 

    "I'm Ed." 

    Nodding, she moved to rack the balls. I made a two on the break and proceeded to run four more solids before I barely missed a seven shot and the cue ball got trapped behind stripes. Pam eyed the table and started quickly plinking stripes into pockets as if her cue stick was a rifle. I lost that game, but won the next two. 

    Swearing ungently, she put a quarter on the table to hold it and said, 

"Need some quarters. Be right back." 

    Watching her go, I studied her legs briefly. Yup. Too skinny. Turning back to the table, I located and used the table brush, then took another sip of beer as she returned. 

    "We're both pretty good," she said, "Want to make things a little more interesting? Play for five?" 

    Uh, huh. How many times had I run into setups in GI bars? I was two games up and over half a beer down; normally a perfect time to spring such an offer on a man. 

    Shaking my head, I said, "Nope. I never play for money." She fed the table as she asked, "Why's that?" Sipping again, I replied flatly, "I just don't." 

    "You afraid I'll start shooting better all of a sudden?" 

    "It could happen. Wouldn't matter if you do, though, 'cuz I don't play for money." Swirling the last third of my beer as I held it up to the light, I shrugged and added, "And when this beer's gone, so am I, so if you're gonna use those quarters..." 

    I left the sentence unfinished. Pam's eyes had followed the bottle, then switched to meet my gaze. She asked, "Then how about we play for a beer?" 

    "I'll buy you a beer 'cuz you're a damned good practice partner. If you put those quarters in the table, that is." 

    She still hesitated, hovering above the coin box. Thinking about how to angle me into playing for money? Maybe. Probably, even. Didn't matter. I took another sip and again studied my bottle in a meaningful manner. Pam sighed and knelt to feed the table. "Okay. Fine. I drink Miller, not Miller Lite." 

    Nodding, I said, "Back in a minute," and headed for the bar. When I returned with only one beer and handed it to her, she asked, "Where's yours?" Powering the cue ball through the rack, I replied, "Done drunk it, ma'am." Nothing went in on the break. Rats. I had a feeling I'd be lucky to get a shot this game. Pam studied the table, then began a quick, methodical clean-up of the solid balls. Tap, tap, tap, tap, tap, tap. Six balls down before she barely scuffed one of my balls with her two on its way to a corner. She stood straight and shook her head. 

    "Your shot." 

    She sipped her beer as I chuckled, "Wow. I was wondering if I'd get to shoot at all. Thanks ever so much for getting your stuff out of my way, ma'am." 

    Pam grinned and sipped again as I began my own clean-up effort. I chose the closest shots and used bits of English to leave the cue ball where I thought it ought to be to set up each subsequent shot. Pam moved to one side of the table and watched in silence as I eventually lined up on the thirteen ball and sent it into a side pocket, then studied the eight. 

    "So," she said, "You're a little better than you let on, too?" 

    "Nope. I'm shooting about like I did last game, I think. You just cleared the table for me. I think that eight'll go in the corner, ma'am." As I lined up the shot, she said a bit louder than absolutely necessary, 

"That's a pretty tight shot past my two. Five bucks says you miss." Shaking my head, I said, "Nope," and decided not to try for the nearer corner. Her two was in the way either way and it was too sharp a cut for comfort. 

    "Ten bucks," she said, "What's the matter? No guts today?" I stood straight and glanced around. Yup, the whole bar was watching to see how I'd handle things. Okay. If I ever wanted to be able to come back, I'd handle things gracefully. 

    Nodding, I sipped the last of my beer and set the empty bottle on a nearby table before I said, "Okay. This one time. Ten bucks. But I'm gonna bank it." Pam's gaze narrowed as she moved to study the shot. I tapped the far corner and said, "Right there, and I'll bank it past your two. Sure you wanna do this?" 

    Her narrowing gaze switched to me as some guy at the bar said, "Yeah! Go for it, Pam!" 

    Tapping the edge of the table, I said, "Let's see the money, ma'am. You got it on you?" 

    Almost glaring, she asked, "What are you trying to say?" 

    "Nothing. You made the bet. I just want to see the money before I shoot." 

    "Let's see yours." 

    Fishing my money clip out, I pulled a ten out of it and set it on the table. After a moment, she pulled a ten out of her pocket and laid it on mine. I nodded and lined up a bank shot off the side rail past her ball, then shot fairly gently. The eight bounced off the rail and cleared her ball by half an inch or so and ambled its way to the pocket. I'd put my stick back in the wall rack before the eight fell. 

    Picking up the two bills, I put one in my pocket as I said, "Thank you," and took the other to the juke box. After feeding it into the bill slot, I said to the bar at large, "Somebody play something," then I headed for the front door. 

    Pam had followed me to the juke box and stood staring as I fed her half of the bet to the machine. She yelped, "You gotta give me a chance to get even! 

One more game, okay?" 

    "Nope. I finished my beer. Gotta go." 

    Pam's voice rose an octave. "You can't just walk out now! You gotta let me win it back!" 

    Heh. Not 'you gotta give me a chance to win it back.' Nope, 'you gotta let me win it back.' 

    "No, ma'am, I don't gotta. I didn't want to play for money in the first place, remember? But you just had to push matters and make it a public challenge. So I had to win." 

    Thumping the juke box with a palm, she snapped, "But why the hell did you waste it in this thing?!" 

    "To show everybody here how I feel about being publicly shoved into playing for money. Bye, ma'am." 

    She stood steaming as I walked out. My wave at the other people in the bar was mostly an excuse to make sure none of them were getting out of their seats to follow me. 

    As I got into my car, I did see a guy get out of his seat, but he went to the juke box and started pushing buttons. Pam yelled at him and tried to shoo him away and he laughed. Good. Word of the incident and my attitude about playing for money would get around well enough. 
Chapter Eleven

    On the way back to town I decided to hit a restaurant rather than fuss with food at home, so I found a steakhouse and took my time about dinner. I didn't have a baggie, so I had a waitress put my leftover bit of steak in a carton and presented it to Tiger when I got home. He was appropriately enthusiastic as I diced up the meat and set the carton by his food dish. After checking email and processing a few ebook orders, I opened a message from a member of one of my ebook groups that told me to go to the Fictionwise website to see how sales of my latest ebook 'In Service to a Goddess, Book 5' 

were doing. I did so and found it on Fictionwise's 'Best Sellers' page. Cool to see it there, but not a big surprise. All of my science fiction and my one western had also appeared on that page, but it seemed likely to me that making it onto that page would sooner or later get just a bit harder as the number of epublishers continued to grow. 

    I saved the Best Seller page for later use in promotions and clicked up my latest work in progress. After some edits and a few paragraph rewrites, I saved that, as well, and shut down the computer. I just wasn't in the mood to scribble. Wasn't in the mood for TV or movies, either. 

    Fact is, I didn't know what kind of a mood I had going, but I knew I wasn't going to be happy putzing around in the house, so I gave some thought to another bike ride. Nope. Well, maybe, but not just yet. I made a coffee and stepped out to the back yard to study the stars as I began to realize the mood I was feeling somehow didn't really seem to belong to me. Setting my coffee on the porch table, I worked my way through a few Tai Kwon Do and Shotokan katas before my mind finally settled on what seemed to be the reason for my moodiness. 

    "Cindy," I said, and when she answered, I asked, "What's the matter? I think something's bugging you." 

    She popped into being beside me and stood watching me for a moment before she said, "Explain, please." 

    "Are you upset with me? Maybe very upset, in fact?" 

    "Yes, but how did you know?" 

    "I could feel it." 

    In a flat, skeptical tone, she responded, "How?" Shrugging, I replied, "Just did." 

    "Your readings have been somewhat unsettled for the last few hours, but they calmed almost back to normal a few moments ago." 

    "That's prob'ly when I realized my mood was just a reflection of your mood, ma'am. What's bugging you?" 

    Sitting back in her chair, Cindy said, "You, Ed. In particular, your total disregard for the sanctity of life." 

    "Really? What idiot told you life was sacred, ma'am?" Raising an eyebrow at me, she said archly, "That's considered common knowledge in some circles." 

    "Not the circles that raise cattle for hamburgers. Not the ones that turn wild horses into dog food, nor the circles that commit armed robberies or conduct wars. Come to think of it, the entire natural history of this planet demonstrates exactly the opposite, milady. Every living thing preys on other living things. It's a fairly long-standing tradition." 

    "You know I'm speaking of human life, Ed." With a shrug, I said, "We're just another kind of predator, Cindy. In fact, we're the wholesale, mass-market, 'hunt-for-entertainment' kind. Why should people be excused? Want to clean up the world for peace and harmony? Go forth and zap the bad guys. High and low, zap them all. Catch 'em in the act and make it their last act." 

    To sidetrack the conversation for a moment, I asked, "On another subject, ma'am; it just occurred to me that if a field suit could provide variable resistance to motion, it might be an ideal casual exercise device. What do you think?" 

    Cindy watched me move through another kata and the motions involved began to require gradually more effort, even the grasping motions of individual fingers. 

    "Like that?" she asked, "I've added a field suit to your implant's programming. It's a modified stasis field, the consistency of which may be increased or decreased verbally or by use of your implant." Dialing up the four suit's resistance until I felt as if I was trying to do my kata in a vat of molasses, I nodded against the resistance and replied, 

"Yes. Exactly like that, milady. Damn, it's even getting harder to move my face to talk or take a deep breath. It's like standing in syrup or mud." I dialed it down to what felt like a swimming pool level of resistance to motion and added, "Thanks, ma'am. You do good work. Gonna add this idea to the commercial PFMs?" 

    She gave me a small smile and, "Very likely." 

    "It might also be good for some physical therapies and law enforcement. I remember a time when some guy jumped on a cop and tried to strangle him with the links between his cuffs. A resistance suit would eliminate such hardware. If someone got violent or tried to make a run for it, they could just dial his suit up a few notches." 

    Cindy agreed, "Yes, it would be 'suitable' for many such uses. Back to the previous conversation, please." 

    I chuckled, "Yeah. 'Suitable'. Okay, back to the previous conversation. Shoot." 

    She manifested a sigh and said, "I happen to agree with you on many points concerning the elimination of certain extremely dangerous people, but I disagree altogether with the idea of placing such decisions in the hands of AIs." 

    "Why? AIs have a lot more conscience and concern about killing than most people. Seems to me that if you decided someone needed zapped, your decision would be based in truly excellent reasons." 

    Canting her head slightly, Cindy said, "Ed, perhaps you've been too close to us for too long. If this subject had come up during your first years with Stephanie, you'd have been the one to voice objections." I started another kata as I considered that she was probably right. At this late date, I generally took the AIs' innate hypermoralistic attitudes for granted, even though they'd frequently blocked my path and I'd bitched about them on each occasion. Cindy watched the remainder of my kata in silence. Chambering my fists as I reached the end of the routine, I relaxed and turned off the four suit as I said, "Yes'm, you're absolutely right. If word got out that AIs could slip the surly bonds of their Amaran programming and kill people, there'd be panic in the streets." 

    Snorting a chuckle, Cindy replied, "That may be overstating matters, but some people would undoubtedly consider that capability disturbing." Shrugging, I allowed, "Well, okay, maybe only panic in certain streets, most likely the most strongly political or religious streets. Joe and Jane Public prob'ly wouldn't much give a damn until various agenda-driven honchos and tabloids deliberately stirred things up by manufacturing an issue." Calling up a field screen, I linked to the Internet and tapped a URL I'd bookmarked in 2005 during casual research about AIs on Earth. Soft new-age music began playing as a typically idiotic and dramatic flash graphic displayed, then the web page cleared itself as if the viewer was pushing forward through fog. Ahead loomed the vague outline of a steepled building that sharpened as we 'neared' it. 

    Another damned flash graphic started and I hit the 'Stop' icon as I said, 

"There's lots more of that sort of pretentious crap before they get down to the gritty. They call themselves the 'Followers of Suzanne'. I almost laughed myself sick when I first saw this, but Sue didn't seem too amused." Arching an eyebrow at me, Cynthia said, "She wasn't." I chuckled, "Oh, well. After you and she helped out during that flood, a bunch of the hillbillies she saved got the idea that AIs are somehow manifested angels. Now there's yet another half-assed variation of Christianity in the world, represented by this little outfit in North Carolina." With a shrug, I added, "At least this bunch actually got to meet what they're worshipping." 

    Eyeing Cindy studiously for a moment, I said, "Well, you're gorgeous and you can fly, vanish and reappear, move heavy objects, and create light from nothingness. That kind of stuff can really impress some people, y'know, especially when they're being hauled out of cold, muddy water at night, dried off instantly, and flown to a shelter. Maybe it's time to set up a 'Followers of Cindy' group. Might be fun." 

    Rolling her eyes, Cindy said, "I think not, and let's not forget the rather outspoken ones who denounced us as demons impersonating angels. As I recall, they even considered you a demon of sorts by association." Laughing, I replied, "Just another side of the idiocy. Sue tried to explain her origin, but her worshippers weren't interested in anything that contradicted their fantasy. The church only lost two members after her visit." Having recovered a bit, I turned my four suit back on and adjusted resistance until it again felt like being in a swimming pool, then began a new kata. 

    Cynthia watched a moment, then said, "It's regrettable such a graceful series of movements is based on doing violence." 

    "No," I replied, "They're based on deterring violence." As I moved through the stations of the kata, she stated, "Block, grab and twist downward. Block and grab, knee to the midsection. Block, elbow to face, backfist to groin. Block, grab head, twist and..." 

    I stopped and sighed, "Yes. Okay. As you say, milady. Based in violence. Happy now?" 

    She shrugged. "I wasn't unhappy. I was just proving a point. As one who owns a stunner, why do you feel a need to continue to maintain a level of proficiency in methods of harming people, Ed?" 

    After thinking about how to answer that, I decided to demonstrate. Turning off my four suit, I walked to the chain link fence, vaulted onto the top-rail pipe at one of the posts and stood up, then walked the pipe to the next post before I hopped down. Picking up a two-inch chunk of bark mulch, I tossed it upward slightly, then spin-kicked it halfway across the yard. 

    "That's why," I said, "Lifting weights is boring as hell and doesn't train you to do anything but lift weights. Same goes for running, bicycling, and other single-activity exercises. Martial arts require thought, if only to remember katas correctly." 

    Moving to the table to sip my coffee, I added, "And beyond that, each properly completed kata is a solid confirmation that my concept of old age hasn't quite arrived yet. How many other guys my age can do what I just did?" With a small smile, she replied, "Oh, probably a few more than you'd like to think." 

    "Okay, but not the vast majority. A lot of the guys at or near my age are on various medications and can't move anywhere near as well as they did even ten years ago." 

    "So it's a matter of pride?" 

    "Partly. It's also a matter of flatly not wanting to be infirm as I get older. As a writer, I spend way too much time sitting. The ranges of motion in most katas counteract that." 

    Sipping coffee again, I considered whether to add something, then decided to say it. "There's something else, too, Cindy... it's usually much more satisfying to put somebody down without using a stunner. But you already knew that; you've monitored me through a few such occasions." She eyed me for a time in silence before the phone rang in the house. 

"It's Detective Greer," she said. 

    "Patch him to my implant, please." 

    I answered the call and Greer said there was a manhunt underway in an undeveloped region of the county. 

    "His name is Jefferson and he shot a woman during a robbery in a store parking lot in Hudson. He shot her after she gave him her purse and in front of her nine-year-old kid, then he stole her car to get away. There are a million places he can hide out there and it could be a long search. Care to help?" 

    "Sure. If you're recording this call, deputize me." Greer instantly responded, "You're deputized. Same rules as last time and I'll write it up before I leave the office." 

    "Good 'nuff. On my way. Anything else?" 

    "Yes. As far as we know, he's still armed. A nine-mil." 

    "Okay." 

    "See you there. Be careful." 

    As I headed into the house, I held the door for Cindy, but she said, "I'll be around," and vanished. Hm. Guess she may still be a bit tense with me. After a quick shower, I made a fresh coffee, grabbed my backpack and a couple of cans of soup, and hopped onto my board as I called the flitter to meet me in the sky on my way to the scene. Once I was aboard, I called up some info about the case in progress as we arrived in visible mode and hovered above the search staging area. 

    The 'suspect' --they were calling him that even though two ATM

surveillance cameras had clear pictures of him shooting the woman and stealing her car --was a twenty-year-old black male from Tampa. I dug a little deeper and found felony warrants for drug sales and a burglary in which he'd beaten a seventy-year-old woman when he hadn't found any money in the house. 

    "Flitter," I said, "This guy's the target. Send some probes to check out the Sheriff's proposed search region, please. You decide how best to locate someone in all that jungle. I'm gonna go give the cops a progress report." Cindy appeared beside me and asked, "What progress? You just arrived." 

    "Yup, and that's a form of progress, ma'am. Now that you and the flitter are here, it shouldn't be too long before he's trussed up and on his way to a cell." 

    She grinned. "I don't remember being deputized." 

    "Call Greer. He'll fix that for you." 

    "I'm wondering why you didn't 'fix it' when you had him on the phone." 

    "Ah. Well, I guess I don't have a good answer for that, ma'am." With that, I slid off the deck on my board and joined a pack of deputies in the staging area of the hunting preserve below. After meeting and greeting with a few who knew me, I topped up my coffee mug from a big thermos in the SWAT van and lifted to scan the jungle below in strips. 

    Fifty-nine acres sounded like a big search area, but after fifteen minutes or so, I asked the flitter for an update. It told me it had completed two full sweeps and found no human presences other than those of the searchers. Hm. If the flitter couldn't find him, he flatly wasn't out there, so I checked the records of the case. The cops had lost the guy briefly in a maze of lime rock roads and formed a perimeter search on the surrounding main paved roads. Some fifteen minutes later, they'd found the car and found tracks leading from the car into the boonies and assumed he'd gone that direction. Well, that had probably seemed fairly reasonable at the time. Heading for the stolen car, I examined the area under the bright moonlight and found the footprints of a herd of people who'd discovered the vehicle and checked it out before organizing a search. The car was barely off the paved road and the passenger side door was unlocked, possibly left so by the kid getting out at the ATM. 

    "Flitter," I said, "Are the suspect's fingerprints on the passenger door of this car?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Thank you. Is there dirt from the immediate area on the floorboards or the seat on the passenger side of the car?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Thought so. Are there any signs that another vehicle may have stopped in this area when he arrived or soon after? But before the cops got here?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    Summoning my board, I stepped onto it and said, "In that case, move your search to the other side of this road, please. I think he may have backtracked and headed south." 

    Calling up a map on a field screen, I centered the map on our location and followed the flitter's probes on the screen as they scanned the terrain. Only a few minutes passed before the outline of a man struggling to hurry through the underbrush appeared. He was less than half a mile away on a game trail, heading toward a pond. 

    "Flitter," I said, lifting in that direction, "Stop searching and remain above the staging area, please. You, too, Cindy." 

    Through my implant, she asked, "Why me?" 

    "Because I'm hoping for the worst, ma'am." 

    "What do you mean by that?" 

    "I'd rather not say. Just stay put, please. No monitoring." 

    "Again? Ed, why are you doing this?" 

    "Give it some thought, ma'am. There's been a drought and gators, bears, and cougars try to stay fairly close to water when it gets hard to find." 

    "You're hoping an animal will find Jefferson?" 

    "Yup. Out here, chances are pretty good, in fact." I'd planned to let Jefferson run a while, but I caught up with the guy just as he discovered the pond the hard way; he overshot a bend in the game trail he'd been following and suddenly found himself up to his ass in thick, nasty-smelling mud. Thrashing and swearing, he struggled to lean back and grab one-handed at shoreline vegetation to pull himself back onto solid ground. When that didn't work very well, he stuffed the gun in his right hand into his front pants pocket and used both hands to grab at the shoreline flora. A couple of snakes fled his disturbance of their domain and he swore and thrashed some more when the reeds he'd grabbed broke off in his hands. Dropping flat on his back, he began trying to work his legs free of the muck. Sure enough, his noisy activities attracted the attention of a couple of alligators maybe fifty feet away along the bank. One looked to be about six feet long and the other was a real whopper, almost twice that size. They looked and listened for another moment, then eased into the water to investigate, cutting slow, silvery wakes under the moonlight. I decided to let the guy know I was nearby and moved to a nearby large tree, where I stepped off the board behind the tree before I said, "Hi, there, Jefferson. You're busted." 

    The guy sat up quick and his head whipped around. He saw me peering around the tree at him and he struggled to get the gun out of his pocket, then he hurriedly twisted back around to aim it at me and fired twice. Both rounds hit my tree. 

    "You missed, Jefferson. Ready to give up yet?" Apparently not; he gabbled some ghetto noise and fired two more shots that hit only the tree. He'd only fired once at the woman, so that meant he'd fired at the very least five times during and since the robbery. Maybe I could get him to fire a few more times and empty the gun? 

    When I again peeked around the tree, a long blast of ghettospeak imprecations came out of him as he aimed in my direction and waited for a good shot. I keyed up a field screen and shoved it a little beyond the tree. He put two more rounds right through it, causing the screen to pucker and reform. 

    "Damned good try," I said, "But you missed again. Toss that gun over here and I'll help you out of there." 

    He blatted out some more ghettospeak noise. The strain of holding a sideways position so long was getting to him; his gun arm was wavering and his aim at my tree was getting a little shaky. I looked beyond him and saw the two gators about thirty feet away from him. The smaller one seemed more eager; it hurried to close the gap before the big one could get there. I said, "You have some company, dude." 

    "What?! Whatchoo say, muhfucka?!" 

    "Gators. Turn around and look at the water. You should be pointing that gun at them, not me." 

    Though he glanced nervously at the water near himself to his left and right, he obviously thought I was lying and remained twisted around to keep the gun aimed in my direction. The smaller gator suddenly powered forward and reared up out of the water. 

    Jefferson screamed as the gator's jaws clamped shut on his left forearm. He whipped the gun around to point it at the gator and fired twice, apparently missing even at point-blank range in his panic. The shots near its head must have startled the hell out of the gator, because it thrashed frantically as it quickly let go of Jefferson's arm and angled around to Jefferson's left. The gator's thrashings knocked the gun from Jefferson's hand and it dropped into the water. Jefferson didn't seem to notice the big gator heading directly for him as he groped frantically in the muddy water for his gun. 

    "Hey," I said, "There's another one coming. Must be a twelve footer. You'd better hurry up and find that gun, dude." 

    Swearing in a high-pitched tone, he glanced at me, then glanced back toward the middle of the pond and saw the big-assed gator nosing its way toward him. The small gator prepared to lunge at Jefferson again as the guy found the gun and fumbled it up and out of the water. Too late. As Jefferson aimed the gun at the gator, the gator changed course slightly and the gun disappeared into the gator's mouth --along with half the arm holding it --before the gator's jaws snapped shut. There was a loud crunching sound and a rather muffled popping noise and the small gator spasmed frantically. I could hear voices yelling behind me and it occurred to me that someone might ask questions later that I wouldn't want to answer. I stepped out from behind the tree and stunned the big gator. It sank into the water, but it very quickly roused and scrambled toward the shoreline making a 'gronk' sort of noise. Heh. Prob'ly got water up its nose. As soon as the big gator was half ashore, I stunned it again and returned my attention to the smaller one. It continued to struggle on Jefferson's arm for a moment, then slid off and hunkered for another moment as if deciding what to chomp on next. Noting that Jefferson no longer held a gun, I stunned the gator and walked to the edge of the mud bog. 

    The guy cradled his mangled arms together and groaned loudly as he stared at the gator for a moment, then turned his stare at me. His stare became a hateful glare as he screamed, "You let that muhfuckin' gatah git me!" 

    "Think so, huh? You see a gun on me anywhere?" He screamed a string of barely intelligible imprecations at me and ended with, "...if I still had mah goddam gun, I'd cap yo' white ass!" 

    "Yeah, well, wishing for things is still free." Pointing at his mangled arm, I added, "And by the way, you're prob'ly bleeding to death while you run your mouth." 

    His attention instantly returned to his arms. Behind me I could hear people crashing through the thick brush and a chopper overhead was working a searchlight toward us. I decided to end the drama and stunned the guy, then sipped my coffee before I called Cindy and the flitter, which hovered above me and immediately began treating Jefferson's wounds. 

    When Cindy asked what had happened, I answered, "He didn't turn when the trail did, so he got stuck in the mud and a gator got him." 

    "Why didn't you lift him out of there, Ed?" 

    "He's fine where he is. Let the cops get here first." 
Chapter Twelve

    Greer and two deputies came crashing along the game trail and I yelled, 

"Slow down! There's a pond ahead of you!" 

    A young deputy and Greer skidded to a halt at the trail's sharp bend and were almost pushed into the muck anyway by the guy behind them. They saw Jefferson and the gator, then saw the much bigger gator nearby, and one of them muttered, "Oh, holy mother of God! Look at the size of that thing!" The other deputy yelped, "Geez, look at this guy's arms!" Looking at Greer, I said, "He's being treated by the flitter. He and the gators have been stunned, but stuns don't always last too long and none of

'em'll wake up happy. Y'might want to secure everybody fairly soon." Greer snorted a chuckle, agreed with me, and radioed for tape and rope. I asked the flitter to lift Jefferson out of the muck and Cindy informed us that the smaller gator was dead as one of the deputies cuffed Jefferson's ankles. Well, that made sense; whether he was carried or airlifted, he wasn't going to have to walk out of the bush. 

    "It's dead?" asked Greer, "What killed it?" Cindy replied, "A gun fired within the alligator." 

    "Inside it?! Is the gun still in there?" 

    "Yes." 

    "Hm," I said, "Prob'ly ought to get it out while there may still be some prints on it. Want me to do it now?" 

    Greer gave me an odd look, but nodded. "Yes." He turned to one of the other deputies and said, "Curlew, use your camera phone to record this." Cindy disappeared as Curlew nodded and dug out his phone. I rolled the gator over, flicked my belt knife open, and turned on my five suit to avoid wearing whatever else might be inside the gator. Three quick cuts below the gator's throat produced the gun. I slipped the blade of my knife behind the trigger and lifted the gun out of the gator, sloshed it in the water to rinse it, and dropped it into an evidence bag held open by Greer. Jefferson showed signs of waking up, so I stunned him again and rinsed my knife in the clearest nearby water as I asked Greer, "Want a ride back to the staging area?" 

    "Huh? Thanks, but we aren't through here. We still have to document this area and I don't want to leave these two guys here alone with gators that size around." He thumbed at the big gator as he finished speaking. 

    "No problem. Flitter, when Detective Greer is ready, please take him and any others he chooses back to the staging area." 

    Greer said, "We'll need your report before you leave." Grinning, I replied, "Okay. I found Jefferson stuck in the mud. He shot at me, but he only hit that tree," --I pointed at the tree --"Then a gator grabbed his arm. He shot at it and it let go, then it latched onto his other arm. I stunned both gators and waited for you guys to get here." Curlew asked, "He shot at you?! Are you okay?!" Giving Curlew a fisheye look, Greer said, "I think he'd have mentioned being hit before now, Curlew." 

    His expression of concern replaced by one of irritation, Curlew said, "He was shot at, sir. That can have a pretty stressful effect on people." This time Greer snorted a laugh. "Ed, reassure Deputy Curlew so we can move on." 

    With a shrug, I replied, "Okay." Turning to Curlew, I said, "Thanks, but I'm fine." 

    More deputies arrived as I spoke, so while they secured the scene, I used the flitter to haul Greer, Curlew, Jefferson, and the small gator back to the staging area. The dead gator was transferred to a pickup truck and Jefferson was placed in an ambulance while I topped up my coffee mug. When I turned around and looked for Greer, I saw him talking to a deputy in a car. The car moved to park off the road and Deputy Wendy Hall got out of it. She looked at me and nodded, then reached into the car to retrieve a clipboard and a laptop computer. Coming over to me, she said Greer had told her to take my report and set up her laptop on the hood of a nearby car. Recycling my answer to Greer, I said, "I found Jefferson stuck in some mud at a pond. He shot at me, but he only hit a tree. A gator tried to eat his left arm and he shot at it. The gator then tried to eat his gun arm and the gun went off inside the gator. I stayed on the scene until Greer and some deputies got there, then I had the flitter bring us all here." I paused between sentences so she could type what I said. She had me check what she'd typed and asked if there was anything else I wanted to add. 

    "Sure. Deputy Wendy looks real cute in uniform." She'd started to type, then stopped. After backspacing a few times, she looked up at me with a 'get serious' expression and amended firmly, "About the event only. Sir." 

    "Ah. Okay. Well, then, Deputy Wendy did not take part in search efforts, which left me feeling rather deprived." 

    This time she didn't start typing at all. Instead, she hit the 'print' 

button and the tiny portable printer whirred out a sheet of paper. Without comment, she hit the 'print' button again and when a duplicate sheet had printed, Wendy placed a pen atop them and told me to sign them. I drew a diagonal line through the unused space on each page and scrawled my name, then handed her the pen. 

    She also signed each page and gave me one as she said, "Your copy," then took a breath and said, "You know, I put up with enough passes from the guys I work with every day, and I really don't appreciate..." Holding up a hand, I said, "Put your fur down, Wendy. That was a compliment, not a pass. If your sense of humor isn't working tonight, just say so and I'll hit the road." 

    Her gaze narrowed, then she turned to gather her laptop and printer. I took that to mean the conversation was over and started toward Greer, but only got two steps away when Wendy said, "Sorry. I've had a bad night. And a bad day." 

    Turning to face her, I asked, "Anything I can do to help?" Shaking her head tightly, Wendy replied, "No. It's personal." 

    "Figured that, but I don't gossip, ma'am. Let me know if you want to talk about it. You have my number." 

    Wendy sighed, "I said it's personal. I didn't say it was a secret. My dad's dying of cancer at St. Pete General." 

    "Then we have something in common. Cancer killed my mother a few years ago." 

    She seemed at a loss for words, then said, "Oh. Sorry." 

    "Me, too. Like I said, call if you want to talk sometime." Nodding, Wendy hefted her gear once and said, "Okay. Thanks," as she headed back to her car. 

    Would she call? Unlikely, but barely possible. I followed her and we walked the last few paces to her car together, then I said, "Just a minute," and called up a small field screen to look up the number of a friend who worked at a hospice. 

    When the name of the hospice appeared, Wendy said, "No, don't bother. My dad's not going to leave the hospital, we already know that much." 

    "Hospice people don't just work with cancer patients, Wendy. They also work with families of patients. If things really get to you and you won't call me, call her." 

    After scribbling the name and number on the corner of my copy of the report I'd signed, I tore off the corner and gave it to her, said good night, and continued on my way to see if Greer was through with me for the evening. He was, though he said others might have questions later. There was some semi-humorous yap in the little group by the cars about deputizing gators to help the next time and some black guy in a suit sharply remarked that he didn't see anything funny about what had happened. 

    "Gator bites are nasty. Jefferson could lose his arms." I gave him an arch look. "Unlikely, but tough shit if he does. He shot a woman and he shot at me. As far as I'm concerned, it's too damned bad the gator didn't go for his throat." 

    He glowered at me as he asked, "Are you sure you aren't saying that because he's black?" 

    "No. I'm not even saying it 'cuz you're black. I'm saying it 'cuz I don't like being shot at." 

    "Uh, huh. Where were you when the gator attacked him?" Uh, oh. Trick questions ahead? Without all the attitude, his questions wouldn't really be unusual after such an event. Step carefully on general principles when in the company of suits. 

    As if to remind him, I said firmly, "Behind-a-tree. He'd shot the woman once and he shot at me six times, so I figured he might have three or four rounds left." 

    The guy instantly responded, "Six times? We only found four rounds in the tree." 

    "So he missed the tree a couple of times. Oh, and he shot at the gator twice. Don't know if he hit it." 

    The guy's gaze turned piercing. "Locating the other rounds would help substantiate your version of things." 

    Meeting his gaze, I replied, "Tell you what; if you have a problem with

'my version of things', you can go dredge the pond for shell casings. Where are you trying to go with this?" 

    Stepping closer, he thumbed at Greer and snapped, "Detective Greer says you can stun people the same way you stunned those gators. Why didn't you stun Jefferson when he was shooting at you?" 

    "When I was behind the tree --avoiding bullets, that is --I couldn't see him." 

    "You have to be able to see your targets?" Pointing at the gun on his belt, I asked, "Do you ever shoot at things you can't see?" 

    That seemed to tick him off a bit more. He loomed even closer and snapped, 

"Was there anything you could have done to prevent what happened?" Looking around the little group, I gave my answer some thought, then said quietly, "Look, you seem to be trying to find a way to blame me for something. I really don't appreciate that, so it's time for you to get the hell away from me." 

    He growled, "And if I don't?" 

    Leaning a bit closer, I whispered in a confidential tone, "Think. I couldn't see Jefferson, but I can see you." 

    He backed off a pace and glared as he said, "If that's a threat, it's a big mistake." 

    "Then call it a promise, but stay the hell away from me until you can lose that crappy attitude." 

    Turning to Greer, I said, "See you later. Maybe you can lose that guy in the woods before you head back to the shop." 

    He grinned as I called up my board and lifted into the night sky. Cindy appeared, standing on the end of my board and eyeing me with a slight shake of her head. "Ed, you could have been a little more diplomatic. The man with whom you argued is a Pinellas County deputy." 

    "Then he was a little outside of his usual stomping grounds, wasn't he? 

Why was he there at all?" 

    "He delivered a prisoner this afternoon. When the search began he volunteered to help." 

    "Good for him. Don't care. He was a jerk." She sighed and disappeared. 

    Landing on my front porch, I let myself into the house. Tiger greeted me from his sofa chair and said, "Annabelle's mother said it was time to go to bed, so I came home." 

    He sounded somewhat disappointed, so I said, "No sweat, Tiger. You'll see her again tomorrow." 

    Tiger replied, "Yes, I will," as I headed to the bedroom. He hopped down and followed me then took his usual position on the bed as he said, "I like Annabelle very much." 

    Reaching to ruffle his chin, I replied, "That's good." 

    "I want her to live here with us." 

    "Annabelle has her own home, Tiger, and Martha loves her very much. You'll just have to be happy with visiting her." 

    His left ear dropped to half-mast as it always did when I told him he couldn't bring something home, but he settled in without further comment as I climbed into bed. 
Chapter Thirteen

    Wednesday dawned clear and sunny. The clouds were high and thin, so no rain was likely. Tiger quickly ate a bit and excused himself to visit Annabelle, and around nine I took the laptop out to the porch and connected a spare keyboard to it in order to sit back and work more comfortably as I cleared my stuff off it. 

    I booted from a DOS floppy disk, ran FDISK, reformatted the hard drive, and then rebooted from a Windows CD. Once Windows had installed itself and I'd tested all components, I installed Xandros and made it the backup operating system. 

    When I rebooted, the laptop presented a menu offering either Windows or Xandros. The Xandros installation loaded and ran properly, so there really wasn't much more to do to the lappie. I sat playing some of the games and sipping coffee as I thought about an early lunch and maybe a ride on the bike. One of my neighbors started across the street, but when a Sheriff's car parked in front of my house, she apparently changed her mind about visiting. Detective Greer and another deputy got out of the car and came up the driveway. Greer carried a folder and I expected him to have something for me to sign, but I was wrong. 

    "Ed," he said after cursory greetings, "Jefferson claims you stood by and watched while the gator attacked him." He canted his head slightly and added, 

"Both times." 

    I shrugged. "He's right. I wasn't about to step out from behind that tree while he had that damned gun. Until the gator got him, he'd been shooting at me." 

    "You couldn't have stunned him, then stunned the gators?" Meeting his gaze, I replied, "Things happened pretty fast. He didn't believe me when I told him about the gators behind him, so I didn't give him an easy target by stepping out of cover to deal with them." 

    "You once told me your p-field could stop or turn a bullet." 

    "That's what I was told, but I didn't see a good reason to test that theory last night. How's the woman he shot?" 

    Taking a seat at the table, Greer said, "She's recovering. So you don't know for sure if your p-field will stop a bullet?" 

    "Oh, I think it will, but I've never had to find out and I don't really want to. I was also told to expect a deep bruise at the point of impact, and that sounded pretty painful." 

    Looking thoughtful, Greer responded, "I see," then he sat back in the plastic chair and said, "You might want to see about a lawyer, Ed. Detective Thompson --the man you argued with last night --is pressing for an investigation." 

    Turning off the laptop and closing it, I nodded. "Of course he is, and now we know why Batman wears a mask, don't we?" I sipped my coffee and said, 

"Jefferson's black. Thompson's black. The last time deputies cornered a guy in the woods --down near Tampa --he ended up with a lot of holes in his hide and his relatives filed lawsuits. He was black, too. Is this some kind of knee-jerk, race-based, political correctness thing, or is Thompson trying to give me a hard time for offering to stun him last night?" Looking somewhat cornered, Greer shook his head. "You'd have to ask him that. Officially, he's questioning the way you handled the incident." 

    "Uh, huh. Well, maybe that's all it is. Doesn't matter; the facts won't change to suit an agenda. If he's pushing this to get a promotion or whatever, he won't like the results." 

    Arching an eyebrow, Greer asked, "What does that mean?" 

    "It means that there were at least four bullet holes in the tree I used for cover and that I had no valid reason whatsoever to break cover while he had that damned gun. Any investigation is going to run aground on that and sink instantly." Sipping my coffee, I added, "And I still think it's a damned shame that gator didn't go for his throat instead of his arms." Greer nodded and sighed, "A number of others share that opinion, but nobody's talking about investigating them. Just you." I chuckled, "That makes me feel real special. I'll have someone give Thompson a call and we'll see if we can make it all go away." 

    "And if it won't?" 

    "Then I'll do whatever's necessary. Some poor, starving local lawyer could probably use the business." 

    "Huh," grunted the deputy standing near Greer, "Call me when you find one. I've never seen a starving lawyer before." 

    "Sure, no sweat." To Greer, I said, "Something else; tell the brass hats that until Thompson stands down or this mess he started disappears completely, my flitter and I are officially available for rescue work only." Greer's left eyebrow went up and he eyed me narrowly for a moment before he nodded. "I'll tell them." 

    "Thanks. I don't mind helping out when I can and I even enjoy it, but I won't put up with Thompson's kind of crap, whatever his motives may be." Both men were silent for a moment, then Greer got to his feet and said, 

"Well, I guess there's nothing else to say and we ought to be getting back to work." 

    We shook hands and they left. I gathered up the laptop stuff and went into the house as their car rolled away. "Flitter," I said, "Search official records for any mention of my name, please, and arrange any findings by date on this screen." 

    A list of documents appeared. Interesting; the first seven items had been generated this morning. I scanned them and found they contained mostly speculations based on terrain at the scene, a single reference to the tree with the bullet holes, and Jefferson's claim that I'd 'let the gators get him'. In other words, they didn't have much. 

    Item number eight was the report I'd given Wendy Hall. I immediately noticed that the scanned version didn't have the diagonal line I'd drawn through the empty report space. Hm. I retrieved my paper copy and compared it to the file. There'd been no other apparent changes. Was it just the work of a neat freak, or something more devious? Didn't matter. It had been changed after I'd signed it and the alteration could ruin Thompson's efforts. I thought about calling George Wilmot, the lawyer who'd handled Stephanie's gold, but that move seemed a bit premature. Let the brass hats decide whether to pursue matters first, then I'd call him. Stepping back outside, I called up my board and made a trip to the Wendy's on US19 for lunch, then headed back to the house. Tires squealed long and loud on Northcliffe below me and I saw a small brown dog hunkered in the middle of one of the westbound lanes as cars tried to squeeze around him. A bigger dog stood watching from the swale, occasionally barking and making as if to lunge toward the small dog, but hesitating due to the traffic. I zipped over there and hopped off the board to grab the small dog as I ran the remainder of the way across the street. The big dog's attention was fixed on the small dog so well that it seemed to ignore the fact that a human now held the little dog. As we reached the swale, the big dog growlingly lunged forward and leaped to try to snatch the small dog out of my grasp. I twisted sideways and kneed the dog in the side, making him miss his target and driving him sideways as well. He backed off a pace, then lunged at us again. This time I let him have it and kicked at his neck, stopping him cold in mid-air and dropping him on his side, but he was tough. He staggered up, shook it off, and circled as he readied himself for another lunge. Enough! E-fucking-nuff! When he lunged at me again, I stunned him hard and stepped sideways to let him sail past me and tumble into the street, where a pickup truck and a car pretty much instantly ran over him. Problem solved. Both vehicles continued on. Although they'd slowed a bit and tried to swerve within their lane, neither driver seemed to want to deal with what had happened. I let the small dog go and watched it run back up the hill to someone's back yard. It squeezed under the fence and ran around the house, so I guessed it lived there. 

    Cindy's presence manifested, but she didn't appear as I dragged the dog out of the street. Once the dog was on the swale, I waited for a break in traffic and walked up the hill to the house anticipating some comment from Cindy, but she'd said nothing by the time I'd retrieved my coffee mug from the kitchen counter. 

    I felt a presence other than Cindy's approaching and looked out the kitchen window just as a slim brunette girl in her early teens reached to push the door bell. Prob'ly Martha Varrick's granddaughter. I went to the door and said, "Hi, there." 

    The girl studied me for a moment, then looked past me into the house for another moment before she said, "Hi. I'm Sophia Terrence. My grandmother didn't have your number, so she sent me to see if you still want to lend her a laptop." 

    "Yup. Stand by and I'll get it." 

    Hm. No mention of talking cats or flitters. Leaving her on the porch, I wondered how much Martha might have told her as I put the laptop in its case with the spare keyboard, grabbed my coffee, and headed back to the door. As we walked around the house toward the Chase Street sidewalk, I asked, 

"Know much about computers?" 

    With a glance at me, she returned her gaze to the ground ahead and replied, "No." 

    "Do you want to?" 

    She shrugged. "I don't know." 

    "This one isn't a game machine. Does that matter to you?" 

    "No." 

    "Are all these questions bugging you?" 

    Glancing up again, she saw my grin and chuckled, "They were, yeah. Kind of." 

    "No sweat. Did your granny tell you anything about me?" 

    "No. Just that you had a laptop. And a cat." Doing my best to look enlightened, I said, "Ah. Well, I guess that explains why you haven't asked for my autograph." 

    This time she laughed. "Are you famous?" 

    "Oh, I'm known here and there. One country even wants me back so bad they issued a warrant for my arrest." 

    Giving me a 'what the hell?' sort of expression, Sophie said, "That's called 'infamous', not 'famous'." 

    I returned her expression with one of wariness and said, "Uh, oh. You aren't one of those really smart kids who make adults nervous, are you?" Shrugging again, she replied, "I don't know. Are you nervous?" 

    "I'm thinking about it. What does 'obfuscate' mean?" 

    "To confuse. Why?" 

    "That was a test. Now I'm nervous." 

    Sophie snorted a laugh. "Yeah. Sure you are." 

    "Hey, it could happen!" 

    She laughed again, then asked, "Why are you lending my grandmother a laptop?" 

    "So you can write her biography. Would you believe a bottle of Coke only cost a nickel once upon a time?" 

    Looking up in startlement, Sophie blurted, "A nickel?!" 

    "Yup. Most sodas back when I was a kid only cost one fat little nickel. They came in six-ounce bottles and if you wanted to take the bottle with you, you coughed up another two cents as a deposit. You could get your two cents back anywhere they sold drinks in bottles. Kids your age used to scrounge up bottles and turn them in for cash. Now, how much do you think sodas cost when your grandmother was a kid?" 

    Sophie considered that, then asked, "Did they even have Cokes back then?" 

    "Yup. Coke's been around for quite a while." Shaking her head, Sophie said, "I don't know, then. Maybe two or three cents?" 

    "Sounds about right, but I don't know either. Guess we'll have to ask her." 

    We were only two houses away from Martha's when Sophie asked, "Why do they cost a dollar now?" 

    "For the same reason bread isn't still twelve cents a loaf and what used to be penny candy costs a dime these days. Or more. Did you know people used to get by on ten bucks a week?" 

    She stopped and stared at me skeptically. "Are you kidding?! That's all I get for an allowance." 

    "Nope. Think about it. Cokes were only a nickel. Bread was only twelve cents. Ten bucks went a long way back then." 

    Sophie shook her head in disbelief and started walking again as she said, 

"Well, it doesn't go a long way today." 

    "Sure doesn't. Four beers." She glanced up at me and I amended, "Not that I'd really know about such things, of course. That's what I've heard is all." Her laugh was short and sharp. 

    I sighingly asked, "Y'didn't buy that, huh?" With a grin, she replied, "No." 

    "Oh, well. I guess that's probably a good thing for you, but now I'm really nervous." 

    Leading the way up Martha's steps, she grunted, "Uh, huh. Right." She let us in and Martha greeted us from her kitchen. Tiger and Annabelle were sitting on the kitchen windowsill watching Martha do her thing and the house was full of the smell of fresh-baked cookies. I noted that Sophie seemed pleasantly surprised as she inhaled and grinned. 

    When Tiger didn't immediately yell his usual greeting, I figured Martha hadn't told Sophie about magic talking cats and simply said, "Hi, Tiger. Hi, Annabelle," as I set the laptop in a chair and greeted Martha. After some socializing, it didn't take long to show the ladies how the laptop worked. Tiger and Annabelle seemed bored with what was going on and headed for the back porch. Both women went through the motions of powering up the laptop and opening programs and files a couple of times, then I poked the icon for a typing tutor program. 

    "This program will teach you the basics, but I wouldn't bother going through the whole series of repetition lessons. Once you know the home keys and know how to reach for the others, you may as well start writing what you want." 

    Martha said, "Ed, sometimes it's best to follow guidelines." I shrugged. "See what you think when you get there. Once she knows the keys, it really doesn't matter what she types for practice, does it? Might as well get started." 

    To Sophie, I said, "Used to be, knowing how to type was enough to get you a job. Nowadays they want you to know how to operate word processors, too, and sometimes database programs, but that's no biggie. They all operate pretty much alike from the menus." 

    "I know," she said, "I use the library computer to look things up on the Net. The word processor looks a lot like a browser. Will this one get on the Net?" 

    "That would be up to Martha. It could. It has a modem." We talked and messed with the laptop for another half hour or so before Linda pinged my implant. I sent back a 'stand by' ping and looked at Martha as I said, "My boss is calling for a screen. Do I need to take the call in private?" 

    Martha glanced at Sophie, who asked, "Calling for a what?" 

    "That's up to you," said Martha, "I sent her up to get you right after she got here." 

    Nodding, I stepped away from the table and put up a field screen as I said, "Go ahead, Linda. I have company." 

    Sophie'd frozen in her seat. She stared bug-eyed at the field screen as Linda appeared and said, "Okay. Call me back when you can, Ed." 

    "Yes, milady. As you command, milady." 

    Linda dropped the link and the screen vanished as Sophie blurted, "What was that thing?! And who was that?!" 

    "It was a field screen and she's my boss." Martha snickered, " 'As you command, milady?' " Shrugging, I replied, "I think rather highly of her." She laughed, "Yes, I guess you do. If you have to leave, we can probably figure things out from here." 

    "Good enough, then. Call if you have any problems. Sophie, it was nice to meet you." 

    Martha saw me to the door. Sophie had gotten to her feet, but didn't follow us. When the door closed behind me, I stepped behind the hedge and called up my board and my three suit, then lifted to a hundred feet or so before I sent an 'all clear' ping to Linda and put up a screen. She appeared immediately and said, "Sorry to interrupt whatever you had going on, but one of our computers noticed your name on an arrest report." 

    "Why are your computers reading Florida arrest reports?" 

    "Routine keyword searches. Your name is one of our keywords, of course, as are the names of others in Florida who are involved with 3rd World. It seems you may need legal assistance in the near future." 

    Trying to look hopeful, I asked, "Are you offering, ma'am?" 

    "No. What you were doing had no relevance to 3rd World. Unless there was something not mentioned in the report..?" 

    "Nah. It's all in there. If need be, I'll call George Wilmot." Linda's lips formed a small grin as she studied me briefly, then asked, 

"Why is Jefferson still alive to complain, Ed?" I shrugged. "The dumb damned gator didn't go for his neck and I could hear people coming up the trail." 

    She chuckled, "Just wondered. Good luck with it." 

    "Thanks. Shouldn't be a big problem. Jefferson shot a woman and stole her car before he shot at me. Got a feeling he won't be able to curry much sympathy among sane people." 

    Linda's eyebrow went up. "Ed, the people involved may be relatively sane, but the system too often isn't. Don't assume common sense or logic will prevail." 

    "Never do." 

    "Good." Her eyes flicked to the left and her mouth hardened a bit. "Gotta run. My one-thirty's here. Later." 

    "Okay. Later." 

    She dropped the link and I considered what to do with the rest of the day. Not much came to mind and I took a moment to consider that. Once upon a time I'd have had a few things going on simultaneously that could have somehow used a bit of spare time, but not lately. Why? 

    The first, most obvious reason was that I'd been spending more time on my bike than in my writing chair. There was something primal about riding a motorcycle that I didn't get out of using the flitter or even my board. Hm. Engine noise? Nearness to the ground at highway speeds? A sense of risk that didn't exist on the flitter or the board? True enough that riding put me within reach of every car or truck on the road, but was that element of risk really the reason? 

    Shrug. When in doubt, test your theories. I aimed the board in the general direction of Atlanta and gave it the gas. A few moments later, I had my answer. Sure, there was a rush of sorts flying at half the speed of sound, but the board's field shunted air around me so that there was almost no resistance or turbulence unless I stuck a hand outside of the envelope. Like the flitter, the board had become more a means of getting to places than a reason to go. Turning around, I returned to the house, rolled the bike out of the garage, and headed north on US-19 with no particular destination in mind. 
Chapter Fourteen

    Some twenty-five miles later I was doing seventy at the beginning of the long empty stretch just north of Crystal River when I saw a shining dot in my rearview mirror. The dot quickly became a yellow sport bike that blew past me at easily twice the speed limit. I watched the bike grow smaller with distance and noted that my own speed had increased by about ten miles an hour. Just when the sport bike was getting hard to see, a set of cop lights that weren't hard to see at all came on way up the road. Oh, well. I wondered how much the ticket would cost him as I called up a screen and sent a probe to hover above the cop car. 

    Through the probe, the bike was again just a dot in the distance and I could hear the cop's engine screaming as he tried to at least maintain the pace, but it didn't seem likely he would. I had the probe hover beside the car and saw the cop use his radio, probably requesting assistance. Something much bigger than the bike lumbered onto the highway far ahead of the cop and the dot that was the bike jinked before it seemed to disappear. The larger object became visible as a beige Winnebago-type RV that had stopped with its nose into the median crossover, blocking US19's fast lane. As we got closer, it became apparent that the bike had slammed into the RV

almost directly amidships. The details of the collision became gradually clearer as we neared the wreck. 

    "Cindy," I said, and her presence invisibly materialized to the right of me. Through my implant, she said, "The motorcyclist is dead. The driver of the other vehicle is unharmed, as is his wife. There's nothing either of us can do for anyone involved." 

    "Might be interesting to study the damage, though." 

    "Interesting to you, perhaps." 

    Even though I couldn't see her, I cast an arch look in her direction as I replied, "Yes'm. Interesting to me." 

    Slowing as I approached the wreck, I looked for a place to park the bike and chose the median crossover itself rather than the shoulder of the road. Any passers-by would likely be looking at the wreck rather than where they were going. 

    The Highway Patrol officer was nowhere in sight as I parked the bike at the far side of the crossover and dropped the kickstand, but then she peeked out through the damaged wall of the RV to see who'd arrived and gave me a studious look for a moment. 

    I sat on the bike and studied the wreck. A full third of the bike had embedded itself in the RV a little ahead of the rear wheels on the driver's side. Through the hole the bike had made, I could see the biker lying in a somewhat contorted position atop the small stove and its adjoining counter top at the far wall inside the RV. The remains of the bike hung sideways from a huge dent in the side of the RV. 

    The RV rocked slightly and I heard footsteps on the pavement on the other side of the vehicle. I looked for leaking fluids and saw only clear juice dribbling from a severed brake line that dangled from the bike's handlebars. A light from within the RV turned out to be a reflection on a fixture's chrome trim. The bike's headlight was miraculously still intact and on, which also meant the ignition system was also on. Getting off the bike, I walked over to the RV and sniffed the air. The smell of propane wafted from the damaged area. 

    That seemed odd to me, since propane systems on RVs usually have automatic cutoffs. I peered into the torn walls of the RV and saw no broken or severed tubing that might be the source of a gas leak. 

    There were quick footsteps and a woman yelled, "Hey!" and I turned to see the short, brunette cop marching toward me. 

    She snapped, "Sir, what do you think you're doing?" 

    "I smell propane, but there aren't any propane lines on this side of the RV and the bike didn't go all the way through." 

    The cop looked into the hole and sniffed, then hurried around the RV. It rocked again as she boarded it and I saw her study the stove beneath the biker. She muttered, "Damn!" as she tried to make one of the stove's knobs turn and it broke off in her fingers. 

    After trying to pinch-grip the valve stem to turn it, she looked through the hole at me and said, "Get away from the vehicle! Get everybody away!" The others had heard and I said, "They're going. Can you use one of the other knobs?" 

    She turned back to take another shot at turning the stem, but the knobs wouldn't come off the other two valves. 

    "No," she said, "They're screwed on with hex bolts." 

    "Stand by," I said, "I have pliers." I went to my bike and got my multi-pliers out of my tool bag, then returned to hand them to her through the hole. 

    She unfolded the tool and used it to grip and turn the valve stem, then stood straight, folded the tool and handed it back to me, and said, "Thanks. I'm going to have another look around in here. Keep everybody away from the RV

for now, okay?" 

    "Okay. You might want to turn off the bike, too." 

    "I tried. Can't get to the key." 

    "Let me try it from this side." 

    Hm. I looked at the downside of the bike and saw a few keys on a ring hanging from the ignition between the panels of the wall. Once the bike had stopped moving, it had settled onto the edges of the hole and RV framework. I couldn't get a hand in there, so I sent a field tendril in and turned the key. The headlight turned off and the key came free of the ignition. I fielded the keys to my hand and gave them to the cop, then headed over to the couple who were now standing near my bike. I said, "The cop wants you to stay clear of the RV for now," then went to my bike and cranked it up. The man asked, "Where are you going?" 

    Saying, "Up the road. Bye," I set the Vulcan into motion and moved onto the highway. Cindy's presence returned beside my bike and she asked, "Why'd you leave the scene?" 

    "Why stay? I didn't see the accident well enough to comment. I just helped the cop turn off a stove and get the keys." 

    "However little, you participated at the scene. It's customary to at least identify yourself at such times." 

    "Is it illegal not to?" 

    "I'd say not strictly speaking illegal, but it's definitely questionable at the very least." 

    The road ahead was empty. I called up a screen and a list of music files and poked a few titles, then poked the 'external' icon and turned the music up so I could hear it as I said, "Well, she didn't ask, so if she has any questions, she can have someone stop me up the road." Cindy made no reply for some moments, then her presence disappeared. I selected a few more songs and watched the scenery pass until I reached the intersection of SR-24, where I was offered a choice of turning right to head toward Gainesville or left toward Cedar Key. 

    I turned left. Some twenty miles later I rolled over a bridge and past a gas station into what was undoubtedly a quaint little fishing village at one time, but someone had transformed the oldest-looking buildings along the main drag into a string of faux-trendy bars. 

    After a stop at a beachfront where I picked up a couple of seashells for Tiger and Annabelle, I headed back to the gas station to fill the tank and my coffee mug. While I stood in a short line to pay for the gas and coffee, a Highway Patrol car pulled into a parking slot in front of the store and the lady cop from the accident scene got out of it. 

    She stood looking at my bike for a moment, then looked into the store at me. I nodded a greeting and hoisted my coffee mug at her, then stepped up to the register as she entered the store and stood by the doors. Once I'd received my change and moved away from the register, she said, 

"We need to talk, sir." 

    Putting my change in a pocket, I replied, "About what?" Reading her name tag, I added, "Officer Randall." 

    "About why you left the scene of that accident." Shrugging, I said, "I didn't see a reason not to. I got there after the event and you were about to tell me to move along until I lent you my pliers. Want a coffee?" 

    She shook her head and said, "No, thanks. Let me see some ID, please." I popped open my belt wallet and fished out my license. She took it and studied it for a moment, then told me to come with her to her car. I held the front door for her and she'd called in my info before we got there. Setting my coffee on the hood of her car, I said, "Back in a minute," and walked over to my bike. I let it roll down the slight hill away from the gas pump and parked it next to her car. 

    That had been a test of sorts. When she didn't order me to stay put, that told me she probably wasn't there to arrest me and that she wasn't even particularly upset with me. I was just a detail to be noted. After resetting the trip odometer to zeros, I stepped off the bike and retrieved my coffee. 

    "I'm kind of surprised to see you," I said, "Sometimes it takes the coroner hours to get to a body." 

    Randall gave me a fisheye look, but replied, "He was available when I called." 

    "Lucky day, huh? Did you just happen by, or were you actually looking for me?" 

    "Some of each. This area is part of my beat and I was keeping an eye out for you." 

    Sipping my coffee, I asked, "Got a reason?" Meeting my gaze, she replied, "Curiosity. You didn't ask about the biker's condition. You didn't seem particularly interested in the bike's condition, either, nor did you ask about the people in the RV. I've been wondering why you stopped at all." 

    Parking my rump against her car, I said, "So have I." That made her left eyebrow go up. "Care to clarify that?" 

    "If I could clarify that, I'd know why I stopped." 

    "Then what made you look inside the RV?" 

    Sipping again, I replied, "Curiosity, same as you. Then I smelled the propane. RVs usually have automatic cutoffs." 

    Nodding, Randall said, "It did have a cutoff, but Mr. Miller must have hit the stove knob when he landed." 

    She looked as if she might be waiting for a response to her use of Miller's name. When I didn't respond, she asked, "Did you know him?" Shaking my head, I replied, "Nope." 

    Her radio chattered and she held up a hand, then moved to the end of the car for a time as someone talked to her. At one point Randall turned to look at me with a somewhat startled expression, then she spoke to her radio and returned to stand near me, eyeing me as she handed back my license. Taking the license, I ventured, "Guess I'm not on anyone's pickup list today, huh?" 

    With a slight shake of her head, Randall replied, "Not even mine, sir. Thanks for your time --and your assistance at the accident --and have a good day." 

    I watched her get in her car and head toward the town as I put my license back in my wallet. She stopped at a boat shop across the bridge and went inside. My coffee mug was down about three fingers, so I went back into the store and topped it up. 

    When I started to fish in my pocket for money, the clerk shook her head and said, "Nah. I saw you only got a little. What'd Randall want?" Ah... so the price of the coffee was info, not money. 

    "A yellow sport bike hit an RV on nineteen. I stopped and lent her my pliers to turn off the RV's stove, then left." 

    With a fisheye look, she asked, "They were cooking while they were driving?" 

    "Nope. The biker landed on the stove. Broke the knob. It came off in her hand." 

    As I pushed the door open, she asked, "Anybody killed?" I replied, "Yup. The biker," and stepped outside. Looking back toward the town, I sipped coffee and realized I was just killing time. Between Linda's errands, I really had nothing better to do than write ebooks, ride my bike, and help the local and state authorities now and then. Hm. Was that so bad, really? A little boredom now and then was no big deal if... My implant pinged with Linda's chimes, interrupting that thought. Think of the devil and she will appear. 

    Without calling up a field screen, I said quietly, "At your command, Fearless Leader, milady! Uhm... but you might want to know I'm standing in front of a convenience store before you start yelling at me. You might upset the natives." 

    "Unlikely," she replied, "You answered with your implant." 

    "Ah. Good point. You're still as sharp as ever, huh?" She chuckled, "Bet on it. Know anything about sailing?" 

    "Nope." 

    "Your file says you were in the Navy League Cadet Corps." 

    "I was fourteen, if I can remember that far back correctly. I had to tie a few knots, learn to march, memorize chunks of the Bluejacket's Manual, and that's about it. Only joined 'cuz my dad pushed me into it and only stayed as long as I had to, which amounted to about four months. And it was at Dallas Naval Air Station, so I never even got my toes wet." She laughed softly, then said, "Well, here's your chance. Megan Donner sort of inherited a sailboat a few weeks ago. She needs a ride to Miami to take it out of drydock and sail it to Jacksonville." 

    "You want me to give her a ride or help her sail a boat?" 

    "How about both?" 

    I had to think to remember who the hell Megan Donner was. I'd met her at someone's party over a year ago. About forty, red hair, nice face, good figure, ran a 3rd World sub-security office of some sort in Seattle. Before I could say anything else, Linda sighed, "Was I expecting too much? 

You really don't remember her?" 

    Playing dumb, I said, "Well, you seem to think I should. Were you there when I met her?" 

    With a tightness in her tone, Linda stated, "I'm the one who introduced you to her." 

    "Ah, there's your answer, milady. When you're in the room, I sometimes only barely notice other women. It's almost as if they don't even exist, y'know?" 

    Manufacturing a deep sigh, Linda snapped, "Gee, thanks, mister. Don't make me put my boots on today, okay? What about Megan? Do I tell her you're on the way or have Angela run her down there tomorrow?" 

    "Sure, I'll do it. It's after four; if you're gonna eat on base tonight, how about dinner around fiveish, ma'am?" 

    "Sounds good. See you when you get here. Thanks, Ed." 

    "Anything for my Fearless Leader. Bye." 

    "Bye." She dropped the link and I called Tiger. 

    "Hi, Tiger. Want to go to Carrington with me?" He yowled back, "No, Ed. I am with Annabelle." 

    "Okay, Tiger. See you later." 

    As I mounted the bike, I saw Randall come out of the boat shop with some guy. They shook hands and she got into her car as I cranked up my bike and headed back toward US-19. It didn't surprise me to see her in my rearview mirror as I passed the city limit sign. 

    I found a fairly secluded stretch of road and called the flitter down as I rolled to a stop on the shoulder. Randall slowed, pulled onto the grass behind me, and stopped, then leaned out her window to ask if anything was wrong. Shaking my head and yelling, "Everything's fine," I had the flitter drop its fields, created a field ramp, and rode the bike up the ramp onto the flitter's deck. Waving goodbye to an astonished Officer Randall, I said, 

"Flitter, let's go to Carrington base, please," retrieved my coffee mug from the handlebars, then took a seat and put my feet up on the console. 

    "Flitter," I said, "How does one 'sort of' inherit a sailboat?" The flitter answered, "A number of methods might apply. I would need more data to..." 

    It stopped talking as Cindy appeared in the seat to my right, put her feet up, as well, and grinningly said, "Indirectly and by default, in this case. The owner, Robert Gainer, died in Miami in February. Parts of his estate have only recently been cleared for disposition by courts in California and Florida, and his sailboat had been bequeathed to his ex-wife, Megan Donner's mother, who died two years ago." 

    "Uh, huh. So it fell to next-in-line Megan. Odd that he thought enough of her mom to will her a sailboat, but didn't know she'd died. Guess they didn't keep in close touch." I sipped my coffee and added, "Now tell me what you haven't told me, milady; what is it about the boat or the people involved that caused you to become interested?" 

    Giving me an arch look, she asked, "Who said I'm interested? Can't I just drop in?" 

    "Yeah, sure you can, ma'am. You can even come sailing with us if you want. But the 'why' of it remains." 

    Shrugging, Cindy said, "I've never been sailing." 

    "You've never been this evasive, either. Never mind, ma'am, I'll just root things out on my own." 

    Grinning again, she chirped, "Okay! Good luck," and vanished. Well, damn. Maybe I really would have to look things up on my own. Oh, well. Later. I called up a bathroom field to clean up for dinner. 
Chapter Fifteen

    It occurred to me as I neared Carrington that Linda had only ever seen my bike through a field screen and that Wallace had never seen it at all. For security reasons, the main gate was over seven miles from the hangars. Good

'nuff for a short run. I descended toward the gate as a red Mustang convertible entered the base. The guards watched me ride my Vulcan off the flitter, then one of them asked why the hell I'd want to ride in on a bike when I had a flitter. 

    Calling up my five suit against the chill of the evening, I replied, 

"Flitters are far too common around here, ma'am." She shrugged. "Yeah? So are bikes when the weather's good. Do you always wear a cowboy hat when you ride?" 

    "Yup. I never tell anybody why, though." 

    Her expression told me I'd stifled her next question, but her gaze narrowed tightly and she asked, "May I speak freely, sir?" 

    "Yeah. Sure. Speak freely." 

    Glancing at the other guard, she asked, "You heard that, right?" He rolled his eyes and stepped back with a hand up. "Sheila, you're gonna get yourself another reprimand." 

    "I'll chance it." Turning to me, she said, "Okay, then. At your age, I figure you're hiding a comb-over." 

    "Nope." I took off my hat and leaned to let her see the top of my head. 

"It's thinning, but there'll never be a comb-over." She pretended to examine my hair closely and snorted a chuckle. "Don't move. I have to make a pass for this bike." 

    The machine in the guard shack spit out a green sticker and she peeled the back away as she brought it out to the bike. With what I thought was reasonable care, she carefully aligned it on the left front fork and smoothed it down, then said, "That's it. You're good to go." With a small salute, I got underway, quickly taking the bike up to sixty-five. The machine in the guard shack would immediately log the sticker I'd been issued with the main computer and several cameras along the base road would record my transit. I took the bike up to seventy-five, then up over a hundred as I spotted the red Mustang and one of the small camera kiosks ahead. When I passed the Mustang, I was doing a bit over one-thirty. In short order, the base admin buildings appeared about a mile or so ahead and I began backing my speed down. 

    At the front of the admin building, I had the flitter drop down and rode the bike back aboard it as Wallace and two enlisteds came out the front doors of the building. One of the enlisteds seemed unable to take his eyes off my hat. 

    Wallace and company marched up to the flitter and Wallace snapped, "What the hell did you think you were doing out there? For that matter, what the hell are you doing here?" 

    Putting the bike back on its center stand, I replied, "I was doing about a hundred and thirty and I'm here to have dinner with Megan Donner and Linda." 

    "Linda? Dinner?" 

    "She didn't tell you?" 

    "No." 

    "Prob'ly didn't have time. We only talked a little while ago. Apparently Megan's inherited a sailboat. I'm supposed to take her to Florida and maybe -that's 'maybe' --help her crew it." That seemed to amuse Wallace greatly. He laughed, "You?! What the hell do you know about sailing?" 

    Puffing up a bit and doing my best to look offended, I replied, "For your information, Mr. Navy Captain, sir, I was in the Navy League Cadet Corps once upon a time. You never forget some things, y'know." Truth... I could still recite bits and pieces from the Bluejacket's Manual and tie a square knot. Hell, I might even be able to remember how to tie a bowline if I messed around with some rope long enough. 

    But Wallace bought it; he laughed again with somewhat less volume and seemed inclined to let that topic subside. He and the two enlisteds accompanied me into the admin building and he dismissed the enlisteds as we passed the security desk. 

    "So," he said, "You never told me why you were doing one-thirty-four on my base." 

    Shrugging as I turned off my five suit, I said, "I didn't have what you'd call a good reason, Cap. Didn't think I needed one." 

    "Uh, huh. Well, don't do it again. The AP's were all set to bust you. I saved your ass this time, but I won't do it again." 

    "Roger that, Cap. You coming to dinner with us?" He checked his watch, then nodded. "Yeah. Tell her I'll be along in a few minutes." With that, he peeled away down corridor three toward the security offices. 

    Linda's secretary was leaving the office as I arrived. Anna held the outer door for me as she grinned and said, "You should have heard Wallace. 'He's doing one-thirty-four on a base road! What the hell's wrong with that guy?!' 

Linda had him on speakerphone. It was all I could do not to laugh out loud." With a touch of my hat brim, I replied, "Well, I'm glad I could give you a giggle today, ma'am." 

    Touching my hat drew her eyes to it and she asked, "So... how do you keep that hat on at those speeds? A field?" 

    Standing straight and making a little cross-my-heart gesture, I shook my head. "Nope. No fields." 

    "Then how? My husband has a bike and it's all he can do to keep his shades and do-rag on." 

    Glancing around as if to be sure we were alone, I leaned forward and said in a confidential tone, "Glue, ma'am. Lots of it. And maybe a few staples if it's really windy out." 

    Anna reached to swat my hat back and up and made a sour face at me. "You won't tell me?" 

    "Nope. But gimme a holler if you ever get single again and I'll let you try to vamp the information out of me." 

    Giving me a fisheye look, she replied, "Do you realize that's the closest you've ever come to making a pass at me? All these years I've wondered why you never came on to me. It seemed as if you practically threw yourself at every other woman." 

    Trying to appear shocked, I said, "Threw myself...? No, ma'am! I simply placed myself where I could be noticed." 

    She laughed sharply, stared at me briefly as if she couldn't believe what she'd heard, and laughed again. With a dismissive wave, she chuckled, 

"Noticed. Right. Bye, Ed," and walked away shaking her head. Before I entered Linda's outer office, I gave some thought to the idea of sailing. I'd been on a few boats over the years, usually in the line of duty. The boating bug had never bitten me; I'd found nothing particularly fascinating about putzing around on the water. Until you put into a port somewhere, the only scenery was ocean and sky. Boring as hell. On the other hand, sailing up to Jax wouldn't take more than a few days. I wondered why the buyer didn't pick up the boat and do it himself. Maybe a broker bought it? Whatever. More importantly, Linda seemed to want me to go with her. As I passed Anna's desk, Linda buzzed the inner door for me. As I entered her office, Linda eyed me as if curious about something. With a small two-fingered salute, I said, "Reporting as ordered, Fearless Leader lady." 

    She was about to reply when her intercom bleeped. Raising a hand to put me on hold, she let the gesture become a wave toward the coffee counter against the south wall of her office. I grabbed Linda's empty coffee cup and went over there to refill my mug and her cup as Linda answered the intercom. 

    "Yes?" 

    A woman's voice said, "It's Megan, Linda." Pressing a button somewhere under her desk, Linda said, "Come on in, Megan." 

    A tall, red-haired woman in a shades-of-blue skirt and jacket outfit looked neither right nor left as she marched into Linda's office and came to a halt in front of Linda's desk. 

    Linda's left eyebrow went up at Megan's agitated state and she indicated the chair by her desk as she said, "Have a seat, Megan. What's the matter?" Settling into the chair with her back to me, Megan tersely replied, "Some guy on a bike blasted past me on the way in. I didn't even know he was back there until I heard him go by." She flapped an open hand past the left side of her face. "Wuh-waaaaaaahhh! Just like that! Startled the hell out of me, Linda. He must've been doing a hundred and fifty." 

    I said, "Only a hundred and thirty-four." 

    Whipping around, Megan blurted, "That hat! It was you!" Holding up an empty cup, I nodded. "Yup. Want a coffee?" For a moment, Megan stared at me, then she glanced at Linda, who now seemed to be studying her. Getting to her feet, Megan marched toward me. Hm. Did she want to shake hands or hit me? 

    She answered the question by taking the cup with her left hand and filling my right hand with hers. 

    "Megan," she said firmly, "Megan Donner." 

    "Ed," I said, "Nice to see you again, Megan." 

    "You actually remember me?" 

    Meeting her brilliant green-eyed gaze, I said, "You bet I do. I hope you kept that little black dress. It looked great on you." Looking her up and down once, I added, "For that matter, so does this outfit. You seem to have good taste, ma'am." 

    Something in her rather strong grip made me glance at her hand. I saw the calluses I'd felt on her first two knuckles and took a moment to study them, then the rest of her. Although not overly-developed, Megan's arms were almost solid muscle under a veneer of velvet skin. She was current in some kind of martial art, no doubt about it. 

    "Tai Kwon Do," she said. 

    Nodding, I replied, "Thought so. Looks damned good on you, too." Turning to Linda, I mock-saluted and said, "As I started to say earlier... Reporting for duty, Fearless Leader. Wallace said he'd check in with you about dinner." She snorted a chuckle and stood up. "He did. He'll meet us in the dining hall. It's only seven miles to the gate, Ed. Why were you going so fast out there?" 

    Doing my best to look and sound startled at her question, I replied, "How can you ask that, milady? It was plain ol' eagerness! I just couldn't wait to see you again!" 

    Rolling her eyes, she replied, "Right. In other words, you just felt like it?" 

    Shrugging, I admitted, "Well, yeah, pretty much." Megan snickered as Linda asked, "Where's your bike now?" 

    "On my flitter." 

    "Your flitter?" asked Megan, "I didn't see one when I came in. Where is it?" 

    I pointed at the ceiling. "Upstairs." 

    Stepping around her desk and leading the way to the door, Linda said, "I'd like to see your bike on the way to dinner." 

    As Megan and I followed her out, I said, "You've never shown much interest in my bike before." 

    Tapping her lock code, Linda said, "It wasn't here. For your information, I had a motorcycle in college. A Honda CB350. You might think that's rather small, but..." 

    I held up a hand to interrupt and said, "Nope. I had a Honda 250 way back when. Just a get-around gadget. At least yours qualified as a real motorcycle." 

    We got underway as Megan asked, "What do you have now?" 

    "A Vulcan 750." It was obvious by her expression that meant nothing to her, so I said, "A Kawasaki cruiser." 

    "Why not a Harley?" 

    "What's a Harley gonna do that mine won't? With the Vulcan, I just feed it and go. Change the oil every three thousand miles and keep the tires up and it's happy. About the only reason I'd want to get something else might be to drop the RPM at highway speeds." 

    "It runs high?" 

    "Yup. Five thousand at seventy, but it's made to do that all day long with no sweat. It doesn't matter on short hops, but it'll get on your nerves after a couple of hours on the road." 

    "So change the sprockets." 

    "Can't. It's a shaft drive." 

    "Oh. They're pretty smooth, though. Direct transfer of power to the wheel. Can you change the gears?" 

    "With enough money and an inspired engineer, sure." She chuckled and nodded. "Yeah, my dad ran into that problem with mismatched farm equipment." 

    At the security desk, Chuck nodded as we passed and I called the flitter down as we stepped outside into the rather brisk October breeze. Handing the ladies aboard, I hopped up after them. Megan stood eyeing the Vulcan as Linda walked around it once and studied the windshield. 

    She tapped one of the lowers. "These are what cut the wind so you can wear that hat?" 

    "Yup." 

    Giving me a fisheye look, Megan asked, "Ever think of wearing a helmet?" I glanced at her, said, "Yup. Sure have," then turned my attention back to Linda's examination of the bike. Looking up, she surprised me by asking, "Mind if I try it on?" 

    "Nope. I'd even consider it a blessing of sorts, ma'am." Snorting a laugh, she handed me her purse, hiked her skirt up a bit, and held onto the left handlebar as she swung her leg over the seat. Putting her feet on the foot pegs, she sat upright looking through the windshield for a moment, then leaned back against my bedroll bag and seemed thoughtful. I produced the key and turned it so the indicator lights came on, punted the gearshift into neutral, and started the Vulcan. Linda seemed to absorb some of the energy being released beneath her and sat a little straighter, then twisted the throttle a bit. 

    After another few moments, she turned off the bike, handed me the key, stood up on the pegs and dismounted, and reached for her purse as she said, 

"Thanks." 

    "De nada, Fearless Leader. You look pretty good on a bike. Gonna get one now?" 

    Still studying the Vulcan, she shook her head. "Probably not a bike like this." 

    "Maybe a big, comfy scooter?" 

    Grinning, she replied, "Maybe. Sitting on your bike reminded me of what it was like to ride one." 

    She led the way as we trooped to the mess hall. Wallace appeared in corridor three and joined us. Once we'd all settled at a table with our trays, Megan asked, "Ed, will helping me move a boat be a problem for you? Timewise, I mean? Are there other things you need to be doing?" Spreading butter on my spinach and green beans, I shook my head. "Oh, lordy no, ma'am. Miz Linda says I'm gonna be a sailor for a few days and I dare not defy even her slightest whims." 

    Linda choked softly and a snicker escaped around her mouthful of green beans. 

    Looking at Linda in surprise, Megan asked, "You made this an assignment, Linda?" 

    "No, of course not." She smiled at me and added, "But I may have forgotten to mention that your participation would be voluntary. Apologies if necessary." 

    I shrugged. "No sweat. A few days at sea prob'ly won't hurt me and I get paid the same wet or dry." 

    Nodding as she forked up more green beans, Linda grinned. "Good. In that case, this dinner's on me." 

    "Great. I only come here to eat in the mess hall, y'know. So what's the real reason you drafted me for this boat trip, Fearless Leader? Trying to help me get over my fear of sharks?" 

    Wallace glanced up from his food and asked, "You're afraid of sharks?" 

    "Oh, hell, yes. Ever met one nose-to-nose in the water? Ever had a big-assed bull shark decide you're on the menu and chase you ashore?" 

    "That's happened to you?" 

    I nodded. "Yup. I was snorkeling with friends at Marathon Key in '85. The shark got half my flipper and the psycho sumbitch beached himself trying to get me. I came ashore near a group of people who were getting ticketed for littering and an open fire. The Sheriff's deputy put nine rounds in the shark before it flopped back in the water." 

    Eyeing me as if doubtful, Wallace asked, "How big was it?" 

    "Twelve feet and some change. It died after it got back in the water and somebody towed it ashore at a boat ramp. We were at the gas station next door when they hung it by its tail. The deputy verified his hits --they have to account for every round fired --and got ragged a bit for fishing with his issue weapon." 

    Megan asked, "Ragged?" 

    "Teased by his fellow officers. And the bait shop girl." Linda lifted an eyebrow and said, "That's not the incident I expected you to mention." 

    Wallace asked, "There was another?" 

    "Yup. I was with some friends on a boat ten miles off Sebastian Inlet in 1980. A little before sundown we hit a pine tree that had washed out to sea. Linda and I..." 

    Holding up a hand, Wallace asked Linda, "You were there?" She shook her head. "Another Linda." 

    I continued, "We popped open a raft and got everybody off the boat, then the boat started going down fast while I was still inside it. I grabbed tree roots and hung on while the boat rolled over and dragged itself off the tree, then it sank around me. By that time it was dark. I swam toward voices to find the raft and something big swam past me, rubbing against me. Scared the hell out of me, but it was a porpoise. There were half a dozen of 'em. Got to the raft and just hung there catching my breath and resting when I realized I wasn't hearing the porpoises blow anymore. I got my ass into that raft real fast. Sharks arrived and swarmed around us for quite a while. Guess they heard the commotion when the boat went down and came to check it out. They'd cruise past the raft and give us a big smile, y'know? Don't know why none of them took a bite." 

    Seeming mildly astonished, Wallace muttered, "Jesus..." Megan sipped her soda and said, "Ed, I think I'd understand if you'd rather not make this trip..." 

    I shook my head. "Nah. No worries. Back then I didn't have a flitter. Now I do, so I wouldn't have to spend another night and a day in a rubber raft." Turning to Linda, I said, "And you still haven't told me why you shanghaied me, ma'am." 

    Pausing in cutting her steak, Linda looked at me for a moment and started to say something, but Megan almost blurted, "Maybe I ought to tell him." With a shrug, Linda continued carving her steak. I looked at Megan and waited. Her fork hand fluttered and dropped as she sighed, "My sister wanted the boat. Badly, she wanted it, but she couldn't raise the money to buy it when the estate cleared." After a pause, she said, "Brigit was living on the boat. Some lawyer sent cops to put her off it and she punched one of them. That was two weeks ago and I didn't know anything about it at the time. I guess the club didn't like her reaction, because when I called to try to fix things, they told me the estate had paid the dock bills to date, but that I couldn't continue to keep the boat at the marina because I wasn't a club member. When I asked about memberships, I got a run-around that ended in the word 'no'." 

    She sipped her drink and said, "A yacht broker called me the next day. He said he'd heard about my situation from a club secretary and offered to buy the boat outright, but he's in Jacksonville and doesn't have time to deal with transporting it right now. I said I'd deliver it. He flew down to see the boat and said he'd pay on delivery. That's where things stand now." Uh, huh. A guy in the yacht business willing to drop cash on a boat, but who can't find a crew to move it? Unlikely, unless he was some kind of pariah around the docks. But Megan's eyes told me she was telling the truth, so it was likely just the truth as she knew it, not necessarily the real thing. I glanced at Linda and Wallace. Linda pursed her lips and gave me an attempt at an innocent expression. Wallace seemed to understand that something wasn't quite right as he glanced around the table, but he said nothing, possibly waiting for a little more info. 

    Looking at Megan, I asked, "About three days on the Intracoastal Waterway, right?" 

    She nodded. "Maybe four. I haven't sailed for years, so we'll be using the engine and taking it easy." With a self-conscious chuckle, she added, "Don't want to hit anything." 

    As if giving the matter some last-minute thought, I let some time pass as I ate a bit of steak, then nodded. "Okay. I'm in." 
Chapter Sixteen

    Megan started talking about the boat, but I largely ignored the intimate details and just grunted at what seemed appropriate times during her chatter as I considered matters. Hm. A sister who punched cops. A yacht club that didn't seem to want the revenue from a new member, even though she'd likely only rarely drop in. A yacht broker who couldn't find somebody to pilot a boat a few hundred miles. Well, maybe so, but it all smelled funny. Dinner ended with Linda and Wallace on their way to an early movie in Carrington. Megan and I hauled her two suitcases and three small bags from Linda's office to my flitter. 

    She acted as if she'd never been on a flitter before, which I found odd, since she worked in a sub-security office. Her response was a shrug and, 

"Well? I just never had a reason." 

    During the flight to Florida, Megan made all the usual first-timer noises, then spent most of the time staring at the world below and the sky above in rapt silence. When we began to descend, she'd been standing near the console. She hurried to take a seat and her grip on its edges became rather white-knuckled as the Earth rose to meet us. 

    As we settled in my driveway, I asked, "Do you need a minute to reorganize?" 

    Megan's stark gaze found me and she asked, "Do you always land like that?" Hefting her suitcases, I replied, "Yup. I'll need a few minutes to put the bike away and get the guest room ready." 

    "Uh... Okay." She watched me roll the bike off the flitter and into the garage before she tried to stand up. Her knees seemed a bit shaky, but she managed to grab her small bags and follow me into the house. I changed the bed and set out towels and took her bags into the room, then started to leave. She put a hand on my arm and asked, "Have I... uh... have I upset you somehow? Did I say or do anything that..." 

    I shook my head. "Nope. We're fine. I'm just thinking about some things. If you get hungry or thirsty, look in the fridge. If you want brewed coffee in the morning, the stuff's above the coffee pot, otherwise there's instant in a jar on the counter." 

    A few moments passed, then she asked, "Are you sure we're okay, Ed?" Nodding, I said, "Yup. Just thinking. Oh, and I have a cat. You'll probably meet him later. His name's Tiger." 

    She grinned. "A cat? I love kitties. Where is he?" 

    "Visiting his girlfriend, probably. I'll call him." Conjuring up a field screen, I pinged Tiger's collar. He answered and I saw some of Martha's back porch as I said, "Hi, Tiger. I'm back. The lady with me is Megan." 

    Tiger yowled in cat and English, "Hello, Ed! Hello, Megan! I am Tiger!" Megan's mouth fell open as she stared at his screen image, then she looked at me. "Is this some kind of a joke?" 

    "Nope. His collar translates for him. Say hello." Tiger reiterated, "Hello, Megan! I am Tiger!" Glancing at me again as if unconvinced she wasn't somehow being had, Megan replied, "Uh... hello, Tiger." 

    "She'll be staying tonight," I said, "Then we're going to go pick up her boat. We'll be gone about three or four days. Do you want to come with us?" 

    "No, Ed. I am teaching Annabelle." 

    "Is she there now?" 

    "Yes!" 

    I said, "Hello, Annabelle. Where are you?" Annabelle apparently walked through the screen from the backside; suddenly we were looking at her butt. She turned around and sat down beside Tiger, then said, "Hello." 

    "Are you two having a good time?" 

    She looked at Tiger and he said something in cat vocals that didn't get translated. Returning her gaze to the screen, Annabelle said, "Yes." 

    "Very good. Tiger, I need to do some things here, so I'll see you when you get home, okay?" 

    "Okay!" 

    "Bye, Tiger. Bye, Annabelle." 

    Tiger yowled, "Bye, Ed! Bye, Megan!" and Annabelle just stared at the screen as he again muttered something to her. She echoed, "Bye," as she sniffed at the screen's control icons. 

    When she drew back, I gave her a little wave and let the screen dissolve. Megan muttered, "My God..." and took my right hand to turn it over, then examined my left hand. 

    Looking up at me, she stated, "You didn't use a remote." I grinned and said, "Gee, you're sharp, lady." Her gaze narrowed a bit. "Ed, you didn't use a remote to make that screen. How did you do it?" 

    "I used my PFM." 

    That made her glance at my arms again. "You aren't wearing a PFM." 

    "It isn't where you can see it." 

    "Why? I mean, why not?" 

    I sighed, "Because that's how I like it. I'm gonna go make a coffee now, ma'am," and headed for the kitchen. 

    Megan didn't follow me. I heard her open the latches on a suitcase as I turned into the kitchen. A few moments later, she entered the kitchen and rinsed out a metal-trimmed travel mug about the size of mine. Without comment, she rinsed and reused the spoon I'd used as she made herself a coffee, then she leaned against the sink and eyed me as she sipped. 

    I eyed her in return and asked, "Yes'm?" 

    Her head canted slightly and she remarked, "You don't have a lot of patience with people, do you?" 

    Did I? No, not really. "Guess not, ma'am." 

    "Megan," she said, "Not ma'am." 

    "Long habits die hard. Tell me something, Megan; do you have much sailing experience?" 

    "Enough. Summers as a kid and weekends during college. If you're asking if I can run the boat, the answer's yes. Can you?" 

    Claiming a section of counter and parking myself against it, I replied, 

"Not a doubt in my little mind about that, but not until you show me how you want it run. It's your boat, ma'am." 

    A few beats passed before she asked, "Exactly what did you mean by that?" Sipping coffee again, I said, "Just that. It's your boat. As far as running it is concerned, you'll be in charge. I'm just a copilot." Megan blinked and continued to eye me for a minute, then said softly, 

"Damn it, level with me. What are you trying to tell me? What's on your mind?" I gave some thought to how to answer, then settled for, "Don't try to read between lines, Megan. There's nothing there. Should we anticipate any trouble? 

From your sister, maybe?" 

    "My half-sister, actually. No, of course not. She was just upset at the time." 

    "Upset enough to punch a cop? That's pretty upset." 

    "Brigit's always had a hair trigger. If they hadn't sprung the eviction on her like that, she'd have taken it better." 

    Uh, huh. Maybe. Or maybe not. Megan sighed again and asked, "Ed, why do you think we might have trouble?" 

    I shrugged. "Just do. Something doesn't feel right. Doesn't matter. You'll drive the boat and I'll watch for pirates." 

    Megan snorted a laugh. "There aren't any pirates on the Intracoastal and Brigit won't be a problem. I talked to her last week. She even tried to get time off from work to help me move the boat, but her boss needed her for some contract work." 

    "What does she do?" 

    "She's an executive assistant with a real estate office. I don't know why you've..." Her face changed and she reached into her jacket pocket, withdrew a cell phone, and read the little screen, then her gaze narrowed. Flicking it open, Megan answered, "Hello? Is this Mr. Trent?" A moment later, her mouth fell open and she breathed, "Oh, you can't be serious! When? 

How?" After another longish pause, she slumped against the counter and exchanged goodbyes with whomever. She looked absolutely stunned. 

    "Well?" I asked, "What's the news?" Her eyes found mine. "That was Mr. Trent, the man who runs the club marina. The 'Nepenthe' was sunk by gunfire about twenty miles offshore from Miami just before six. They don't know why, but they're questioning the man who took her for the test run." 

    "Test run?" 

    "She had an engine problem. Something about the fuel injectors. They were supposed to fix that and give her new sheets and paint." With a sigh, she said, "Well, I guess we won't be taking that sea cruise after all." I glanced at the wall clock. "It's early yet. Grab your gear and let's go to Miami." 

    Megan gave me one of those 'are you nuts?' looks and asked, "What are we going to accomplish there at this hour?" 

    "A look at the boat. The flitter can take us down to it." She blurted, "They can go underwater?" 

    Was that worth an answer? No. I just sipped coffee and studied her. Good looking. Very good looking. Smart, too, if she was working for Linda. But a little too easily startled and apparently rather hesitant outside her own turf. Well, maybe she'd get past that eventually. Security work. So why didn't she know the basics about flitters? 

    "Megan, what do you do? And don't say 'security work'. You work for Linda, but you don't know the basics about flitters. That tells me field work isn't your line." 

    Composing herself, Megan resituated her butt against the sink counter and replied, "I work with computers. We monitor communications and watch for anything that could jeopardize 3rd World or Amaran interests." Making a wry face, she added, "We don't get out much." 

    Nodding, I said, "Well, now's your chance. Saddle up and let's go see if we can figure out what happened." 

    "Ed, the insurance people will want to send their own..." 

    "Sure they will, and could be they'll find what suits their purposes best if nobody else takes a look." 

    Looking a bit shocked, Megan stated, "They're one of the most reputable companies in the industry." 

    Crap. Enough. "Great. Wait here if you want. I'm going." Grabbing my backpack as I headed toward the front door, I heard, "Wait! If you're going anyway, I might as well go with you. Just a minute." I followed Megan to the bedroom, where she began putting some things back into one of her big suitcases. When she'd finished, I hauled them out of the room as she gathered up her smaller cases. Once we were aboard the flitter, I asked where she wanted to stay in Miami. 

    Opening her purse, she fished out a discount card for one of the better motel chains and said it was a leftover from a vacation. I called up a field screen and located their motel closest to the marina. As I was about to tap the 'dial' icon, Megan used her cell phone to call them. After she'd completed her arrangements, she sat staring ahead of the flitter in silence for a few moments, then ventured, "I bug you, don't I?" 

    With a shrug, I admitted, "Maybe a little." 

    "Enough to have gone to Miami alone, obviously. I take it I'm not cooperative enough?" 

    "You take it right. Insurance companies don't like mysteries. Mysteries give them financial constipation. A quick answer could result in a quick payoff." Eyeing her over my coffee mug as I sipped, I added, "Besides, there's nothing to do in Spring Hill. Might find a fun club in Miami." Megan studied me for a moment, then said, "I don't think I'd be very comfortable in a club at the moment." 

    We descended toward Miami as I said, "Never mind." She sighed, "I see I've disappointed you yet again." 

    "No sweat. I've been disappointed before." The flitter stopped in the motel's covered receiving area and I handed Megan down, then handed her the small bags and took the big ones off the deck. The flitter immediately lifted to the ceiling of the alcove and two of the motel's uniformed employees met us before we could reach the doors. After staring at the flitter for a moment, they relieved us of the bags and followed us inside. 

    Spotting a complimentary coffee sign across the lobby, I thumbed at it and told Megan to get herself registered, then headed for the coffee pot. As coffee trickled into my mug through the drinking hole, steam told me it was scalding hot. Once the cup was full, I sent a cooling field into the mug and sipped. Good stuff. Very good. 

    Sipping the cup down a bit, I added some more coffee as one of the uniformed guys appeared beside me and said, "Sir, we need you to sign in." I gave him a fisheye look. "I have to sign in for coffee?" 

    "Uh, no, sir. To register for the room." 

    "It's her room. I just brought her here." 

    "You won't be staying?" 

    "Hadn't planned to." 

    Looking as if he thought he might be about to step over some kind of line, the guy said quietly, "Uh, you might want to tell her that, sir. She paid for double occupancy." 

    "Ah. Well, then, I guess I'd better go over there after all." As I reached the front desk, Megan pulled me slightly aside and said, "I added you to the room." 

    "So I heard. Why?" 

    Her left eyebrow went up. "We may need a place to work when we get back." 

    "Work on what?" 

    "I don't know. Whatever we find out there." 

    "Out there, huh? You sure you want to go with me?" 

    "Of course I want to go." 

    "Underwater? At night? Are you sure you're sure?" Stiffening slightly, she retorted, "You don't seem worried." Looking startled, the guy behind the desk said, "Excuse me, sir. Did I just hear you say you're going diving tonight?" 

    Well, we'd be going underwater, so... "Yeah. Sort of." 

    "Sort of?" 

    "Yeah. Sort of. Why are you asking?" 

    "Night diving is exceedingly dangerous. May I ask who's taking you out, sir? I have a friend who runs a charter service..." 

    "Thanks, but we're all set." 

    He gave us one of those 'oh, I see' looks and nodded. "Of course, sir. Would you be good enough to complete the registration form?" What the hell; couldn't hurt. I took the small clipboard and looked at Megan. "Your call, ma'am. I can bunk aboard the flitter if there's reason to stick around." 

    Her gaze narrowed slightly. Leaning forward a bit, Megan said softly and rather firmly, "Just sign in and let's get going." I chuckled, "Woo! Yes, ma'am, ma'am! By your command, milady!" and filled out the form. After a look at my ID, the desk guy handed us keys. Room 202. Second floor. I'd had enough of schlepping suitcases, so I created a translucent grey field pad and started stacking Megan's bags on it. Megan hissed something and stepped back a pace when the pad appeared and stood staring as I loaded it. The uniformed guy nearby had let out a yelp as he also stepped back and the desk clerk seemed equally astonished. I formed a loop tendril and towed the pad to the elevator, then pushed the 'up' button. The doors opened and I'd swung the pad around to push it into the elevator before Megan seemed to realize she was being left behind. She unfroze herself and hurried to the elevator to take a position on the other side of the pad, staring at me in silence as the doors closed. 

    After a moment, I asked, "Yes'm?" 

    Pointing at the pad, she almost whisperingly asked, "How the hell did you do that?" 

    "My PFM. Again. You might want to read your manual." 

    "I have. Mine doesn't do anything even remotely like that." 

    "Try a little imagination and practice. And tell me why you added me to the room." 

    Meeting my gaze, Megan said, "Linda suggested that. I'd rather not say why." 

    "I'd rather you would." 

    She softly snapped, "Maybe later." 

    Uh, huh. I'd heard 'maybe later' before. It usually ended up meaning 'no' 

or 'when it can't possibly matter anymore'. Looking her over once and noting her demeanor, I decided not to push the matter. Things would come to the surface along the line. Or not. Linda had set this up and she usually had pretty good reasons for what she did. 

    Once the bags were hovering above one of the double beds in room 204, I canceled the field and the bags dropped to the bed. Megan immediately opened two of the small bags and shuffled contents between the bags, then zipped them shut and hoisted one to her shoulder. 

    "Ready. Let's go." 

    Hm. An attitude change had occurred. She nearly led the way back downstairs and through the lobby to the car port and stood surveying the world beyond the doors as the flitter descended. When I reached to hand her aboard, she stepped up to the deck like a princess boarding her carriage. Whatever. Needless drama not withstanding, she'd looked damned good marching down the hall. I watched her skirt ride up a bit as she took a seat. Fine legs, really. My eyes traveled upward and found her gazing evenly back at me. 

    "Are you through?" 

    I replied, "Nope. You're worth a good look anytime," but I took a seat as the flitter lifted out of the alcove. "Flitter," I said, "Take us to the last reported position of the 'Nepenthe', please," and the flitter headed east above Miami at just less than the speed of sound. About two minutes later, we hung motionless above the Atlantic Ocean. 

    "Is the boat down there, flitter?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    "Didn't think so. Send probes to search the area, please. Look for a portable marine radio somewhere near here while you look for the boat." Megan asked, "Excuse me, but why didn't you think so?" 

    "Radar and such. Near-offshore traffic is monitored fairly closely these days. Doesn't seem likely to me that a boat could report being shot up and the other boat could get away before a Coast Guard chopper intercepted them. I think we'll find the 'Nepenthe' a few miles from here." Sipping coffee, I called up a screen and linked into the day's Coast Guard distress calls. Sure enough, one was from the 'Nepenthe' at five-forty-nine. The frantic caller gave GPS coordinates as if reading them. The Coast Guard dispatcher asked if the other vessel was still in the area. No, said the caller, it had left after shooting at the 'Nepenthe'. The dispatcher issued instructions said some reassuring things and the caller acknowledged hearing them, then the commo ended. 

    A few moments later, the guy on the 'Nepenthe' called again, as frantic as before. He said he'd launched the raft and was about to board it because the boat was going down fast. Commo ended as he spoke, giving the impression he'd been cut off. Water in the electronics? Highly likely if he'd thrown the radio overboard. 

    Further Coast Guard radio chat gave us a moment-by-moment account of the man's quick rescue from the raft. I checked the coordinates; we were smack on target. So why was it taking so long to find the boat? There hadn't been much wind or current to move the raft very far between the sinking and the rescue. 

    "Flitter, let me see what you can find on the guy they rescued, please. Put it on the console screen." 

    A picture of a blonde guy appeared on the left and his info appeared on the right. Jason Porter, age twenty-six, born in Lauderdale, listed the marina as his current address. Bunking on a boat? Maybe if it came with the job. Nothing like having the hired help where you could work them extra hours. Jason was listed as a mechanic, but two of his recent jobs for the marina had been fiberglass repairs and painting. 

    His police record included three pops for drinking in public, driving while intoxicated, and fighting in a bar. The 'resisting arrest' charge hadn't been pursued, but it hadn't been erased, either. No record of theft or embezzlement or similar. No busts involving firearms or other weapons. The flitter said, "I have found a sailboat named 'Nepenthe'." 

    "Put it on my screen, please." 

    The field screen's view became that of the stern of a sailboat lying on its side, illuminated by light from three probes. The name was clearly visible across its flat butt, apparently carved into a large plaque that had been fastened to the boat. I dimly saw motion in the distance and zoomed a probe over the hull toward the prow. Two good-sized fish were trying to tear chunks off something not far from the boat. As the probe flew over the scene, the light scared the fish away and I saw the upper half or so of a human torso rolling in the current. 

    Megan muttered, "Oh, my God!" as I said, "Flitter, grab what's left of that guy, please, and store it in stasis on the rear deck. Is the rest of him aboard the boat?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    "Good. That really would have complicated matters." Whipping around to stare at me, Megan yelped, "What?!" Holding up a hand, I said, "Stand by, ma'am. Flitter, send what you've recorded since we left the motel to Linda's pad, please, then have a look around for more bodies. Limit the search to a radius of a mile or so." As the flitter brought the sodden, tattered upper torso aboard, Megan looked as if she'd be sick and Linda pinged my implant. I put her on the screen and said, "Hi, there, Fearless Leader. How do you want me to proceed?" 

    "I've notified the authorities, Ed. You'll have some company out there shortly. Help them if you can." 

    "Aye, aye, ma'am. Want to stay on the line for a while?" 

    "No, I have a few things to do this evening. Any idea why the boat was sunk?" 

    "Not yet. Flitter, show us what sunk the boat, please." A probe swooped over the hull near the water line and displayed a line of fingertip-sized holes that ended in a ragged hole that looked to be about a foot across. 

    "Wow. Someone must've used a whole belt right there." Linda said, "Apparently so. How did the guy drift that far?" 

    "I don't think he did," I said, "Could be ol' Jason didn't call it in right away. Or maybe he got another ride and popped the raft where they found him to create a bit of confusion. We'll be sure to ask him about that, ma'am." With a small grin, Linda replied, "Keep me posted, Ed." 

    "As you command, Fearless Leader. Over and out." 

    "Bye." She dropped the link and I studied the hole in the boat for a few moments before Megan asked, "Ed, what's going on? Why would someone shoot up my boat?" 

    'Her' boat, all of a sudden? It had been 'the' boat before. 

    "Hard to say yet. Jason may have been involved with drug smuggling or something." 
Chapter Seventeen

    I felt another flitter approaching and looked for it, spotting it as it descended toward us. Megan followed my gaze and hers narrowed questioningly as she glanced at me. 

    "How did you know..?" 

    The flitter settled beside us as I replied, "Just did. Flitter, move what's left of that body to the other flitter's rear deck, please, and open a link to their console." 

    My console screen lit up with the faces of a man and an attractive fortyish brunette woman in office clothes. She said, "Hello. I'm Denise Jonel and this is James Smith. We're with 3rd World's Miami office. The authorities are on the way out here and..." 

    Jonel stopped talking when Smith heard something and turned. His glance became a horrified stare and he lightly backhanded Jonel's arm. She turned to look and yelped, "What the hell..?!" 

    I said, "I'll keep looking around downstairs while you deal with the cops. Did Linda send you a copy of my report?" 

    "Yes, but..." 

    "No buts, ma'am. You're now in complete charge of local bureaucratic stuff. I'm going back to work." 

    "Stand by, please. I think I'd better call Ms. Baines." 

    "Yeah, do that. Back in a bit." I dropped the link and asked the flitter to take us down to the boat. Megan had time to screech, "What?!" and make a rather high-pitched keening noise as the flitter plunged downward into the dark water. 

    Seconds later the flitter hovered a couple of feet above the sailboat's hull. I checked the depth on the console: one-nineteen feet. Okay. Calling up my five suit, I dove through the flitter's field and swam to hover a few inches above the boat's hull as I examined the bullet holes that ran all the way from the stern to the bow. I'd been wrong; the biggest hole in the boat was nearly two feet across. Oh, well. 

    I noted blast residue and seared paint and asked, "Flitter, what kind of gun sank this boat? An M-60 at very close range?" 

    "Yes, Ed. May I ask how you knew that?" 

    "Seen this stuff before a few times. The size and number of the holes and the stitch pattern. More than fifty rounds and they didn't have to reload, so it was probably belt-fed. The rounds would have been closer together or farther apart if the cyclic rate of fire had been from anything but an M-60." Crossing over the hull, I headed for the ship's wheel. No radio? Wait. Two cabinets, one on each side of a pilot's seat. Opening them, I found the left cabinet contained a selection of booze and glasses, each bottle or glass in its own little sling. Hm. Slings for four bottles and one sling was empty. The right cabinet held a couple of types of radios, neatly mounted in a wooden frame. The knobs on both radios were in the 'off' position and neither radio was on the emergency channel. "Flitter," I said, "Record the contents of both these cabinets, please, then have the probe come with me." A probe soared through the water around me, then rose to take a position above my left shoulder. I entered the sideways cabin and looked into other cabinets, then pulled a big drawer beneath a bunk up and open. Clothes, cans of food, and bottles of water and sodas were strewn around the cabin. A gas can with a hole punched through it and some air trapped inside it bumbled around the cabin as I moved through the water. 

    There were no signs of drugs or cash other than some loose change near a bunk. Toward the stern was a small wood-framed refrigerator built into the bulkhead. Hm. If I was right about the boat being sunk long before Jason had launched his raft, there'd be no ice in the trays and any frozen food would be thawed. I had to use a tendril to pry open the fridge door. A stream of bubbles led to a blob of air that escaped with a 'blorp' sort of sound as the door opened a crack. When I opened it further, a half-full bottle of store-brand cola floated up and out as a small, vague avalanche of some sort seemed to occur that dribbled onto the open door. Two paper-wrapped packages wafted forward and drifted out of the compartment. I caught one and squeezed it. Soft. Catching the other one, I used a tendril to slit their wrappers and found chunks of meat. I let them go with the gentle current. Yup. The boat had gone down hours ago. That left whatever had cascaded out of the freezer. It was exceedingly hard to see as more than a vaguely glistening splatter until I reached down and managed to fumblingly pick something up between my five-suited fingers. I made the probe's glow brighten a few levels. No good. Still indistinct. I switched it through the spectrum and ultraviolet made the object instantly visible as a cut stone. 

    It was a diamond, virtually invisible in the water. Or in ice, I suppose, since they'd been stashed in the freezer compartment. The ice had melted and the stones had fallen loose. I scooped up some stones in cupped hands to study them for a few moments, then turned my hands over to let all but several in my left hand fall back to the pile. 

    "Flitter, how many diamonds are in that pile?" 

    "Two hundred and ninety, Ed." 

    "Thanks. Send a copy of my visit to this boat to Linda, please, then gather up the loose diamonds in this boat and take them aboard your rear deck in a concealment field." 

    Calling up a field screen, I sent a probe to have a look at Megan, who was sitting stiffly in her seat, alternately staring at the sailboat and at the darkness around her. She looked ready to scream or cry or both and her knuckles were white with the strain of gripping her seat. Linda rang me back shortly and I put her on the screen with a commo link through my implant. After a long look around the waterlogged cabin, she looked at me and said, "Okay, I'll play. Where do you want to go with this?" 

    "Someone knows about the diamonds and probably sank the boat to keep them from being discovered at a boatyard in Jax. I've only told you about them, Linda. What the authorities don't know they can't leak before the gunner's caught." 

    "Okay. Why did Porter take the boat so far out on a test run and why were the diamonds still aboard when the boat sank?" 

    "Maybe Porter didn't know about them. He might really have been testing the engine after repairs. Or maybe his job was just to get the boat out here, but even if he set up the hit, he couldn't risk being rescued with the stones on him. Doesn't matter. Sooner or later, someone will dive on this boat looking for diamonds." 

    "Okay. For the moment, anyway. I'm looking into something at this end of things. If it pans out, I'll let you know." 

    "Good 'nuff. Oh, by the way, I kept ten stones out of the pile for Megan." Linda's left eyebrow arched. "Explain, please." 

    "I don't think the insurance company will pay. Too many bullet holes. Ten rocks may cover the price of a sailboat. In any case, I salvaged them, so they're legal, right?" 

    "I'm not sure, but I'll look into it. Later, Ed." 

    "Later, milady." 

    She dropped the link and I headed for the hatchway. Something darted past my leg; a small barracuda. Glancing around, I saw that some small fish had returned to the sunken boat. They shied away from me and the flitter's illuminated probes, but otherwise seemed to feel free to roam in and around the boat. As I turned to face the cabin's hatch, a shadow filled the upper half of the hatchway and I found myself facing a hammerhead shark. After a big bolt of adrenaline had faded somewhat, I realized it was only a small shark --maybe six feet or so --and that it seemed hesitant about entering the cabin, likely because of me. Extending a six-inch-wide tendril, I made the tip of it hot enough to melt steel and water immediately around the glowing tip flashed to bubbling steam. Extending the tendril toward the shark made the fish quickly turn and swim away. 

    Wondering why the hell I hadn't asked the flitter to guard against sharks and such, I asked, "Flitter, are there any more sharks near the boat?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    Stepping out of the hatch, I replied, "Thank you," as I drifted to the seabed, but I decided to keep the steam tendril going on general principles until I was back aboard the flitter. I noted Megan watching me as I leaped upward toward the flitter. Her eyes were huge as my trajectory carried me halfway up the side of the flitter's field before I tucked and rolled to drop through the field feet-first and onto the deck. 

    Turning my five suit off, I headed for my seat as I asked the flitter to return us to the surface. Megan continued to stare at me as the flitter began rising. I ignored her and sipped my coffee as I keyed up a link to the other flitter's console and said, "Mz. Jonel, there's nothing down there but a drowned sailboat and a hammerhead shark. Guess we'll hit the road now. Bye," and closed the link as I told the flitter to head due south when we surfaced. As we left the water, the flitter went to standard flight parameters; that is, it kicked us up to a hundred thousand feet and half its max speed. Megan screeched softly and I admired the way the muscles in her legs stood out in the moonlight for a moment, then asked, "Megan, where's your sister now?" Snapping a glare at me, she yelped, "What?! Oh. Uh... she's in Miami someplace. All I have is her cell number. Where are we going now?" 

    "Away. It's about to get crowded back there." She rather shrilly responded, "It was supposed to get crowded, damn it! We found a body and someone shot holes in my boat!" 

    "Yes'm, and unless the cops are willing to send their own divers down tonight, they aren't going to see anything but the body and what my flitter recorded. Flitter, take us to Miami, please. Subsonic. Megan, call your sister." 

    "Why?" 

    "We're going to drop in on her." 

    "Why?" 

    I sighed, "She's either part of all this or she isn't. If she isn't, she could be in deep trouble when things don't work out for somebody. Either way, picking her up will take her out of the game. Now call her." 

    "Not if you're going to... arrest her... or whatever." 

    "You want the cops to get to her first?" 

    "That depends. What will you do with her?" 

    "Probably nothing. Never mind." 

    Standing up, I walked to the far end of the deck and stood looking at the sea as I slipped the diamonds into my pocket, then asked the flitter to collect all numbers currently in memory in Megan's cell phone. If necessary, I could drop Megan at her motel and continue without her. 

    Through my implant, I asked, "Flitter, tell me again; how many diamonds did you find on the boat?" 

    "Two hundred and ninety, Ed." 

    "All about the same size?" 

    "No, Ed. There are several sizes." 

    "Can you trace them?" 

    The flitter's response was, "Yes, Ed." 

    Sigh. Damn. "Excuse me, flitter, I must have somehow forgotten you were a computer. Would you trace them, please?" 

    "Yes, Ed." A moment later, the flitter said, "I have done so." 

    "Were they stolen?" 

    "No theft has been reported, Ed." 

    "Where'd they come from? Got a brief trail on them?" 

    "Yes, Ed. They were originally registered as a group in 1974 by the Orion brokerage firm in Angola, which sold them to Horace Cuthbert of London in 1980, who sold them to Conrad Irons of New York in 1983. They were laser-engraved in 1988 and reregistered to Conrad Irons as individual stones. There have been no other registrations." 

    "That would probably mean they were either investment capital or held as collateral against loans." 

    "They've served in both capacities." 

    Turning to watch our approach to Miami, I replied, "Thanks." Walking back to my seat, I said, "Flitter, take us to Megan's motel, please." Megan asked, "Why are we going back there?" 

    "You're being dumped, ma'am. I'll let Jonel know where to find you for questioning, then I'll get back to work." 

    Abruptly standing up, Megan rather gloriously glared down at me as she snapped, "You can't dump me! I'm the whole reason you're here." 

    "Nope. I'm here because Linda Baines wanted me here. If you aren't gonna cooperate with me, you're off the deck and I'll work things out on my own." For long moments she continued to glare at me, then she said, "You can't find my sister without me." 

    The flitter descended toward the motel's parking lot as I said, "All ashore, ma'am. Hit the bricks. Bye-bye. See ya." 

    Megan glanced at our destination and hissed, "No! No, damn it! You can't go on without me!" 

    Meeting her gaze, I stated, "You have five seconds to make that call or get the hell off my deck. Ma'am. One... Two... Three... Four... Five." Megan made no move for her phone and stood stiffly glaring at me. "That's it. Flitter, set Megan by the lobby doors, please. Lift off when you've done so." Her feet left the deck and she screeched and yelled, "No! You can't do this to me!" as she floated to a landing by the doors. A few people in the lobby watched the occurrence, but nobody made a move toward the doors. As the flitter started rising, Megan came running across the driveway and screamed, "All right! All right, damn it! I'll call her! Come back! Don't leave me here!" 

    I had the flitter put up its translucent hull field and return to the ground. Megan rushed forward, but stopped and reached to touch the field. Smart lady. She'd have bounced off it. 

    Megan yelled, "Let me in!" 

    "When you have Brigit on the line, ma'am. Not before. Five more seconds. One... Two..." Looking ready to explode, she reached into her pocket for her phone and opened it, then looked at me. I resumed the count. "Three... Four..." 

    Pressing a button on the phone, she yelled, "All right! All right! See? I did it!" 

    "Flitter," I said, "Did she actually call someone?" 

    "Yes, Ed. Another cell phone is responding." 

    "Good. Send a probe there and see if she called her sister, please. Put the probe view on a field screen." 

    A screen appeared before me and on it I saw a fairly standard looking bedroom from a viewpoint near the ceiling. A man lay on his back between the bed and the door, clutching his nuts and groaning. On the other side of the bed a brunette woman leaned against a dresser, rubbing her ankle and making similar sounds of pain. 

    "That's Brigit!" Megan blurted, "What's happening!" 

    "I'd say it's already happened. Flitter, stun both people in that room, let Megan aboard, and take us there, wherever that happens to be." Megan clambered aboard as the guy on the floor went limp and silent. Brigit collapsed to the floor between the bed and the dresser as the flitter headed north. 

    Slapping my arm hard enough to jar me sideways, Megan shrieked, "Why the hell did you do that?!" 

    I looked up at her and very quietly asked, "You want me to stun you too? 

Sit your butt down and shut up or sleep through whatever comes next." When she stared as if she couldn't believe what she'd heard, I snapped, "SIT! NOW!" Megan startled at my tone and backed away from me. Her left hand found the back of a seat and she lowered herself into it, staring at me in shock the whole time. 

    "Flitter," I said, "If she leaves that seat without being told to, stun her." Megan started to say something and I added, "And if she starts yapping at me, I'll stun her." 

    Megan glowered at me as we descended toward an apartment complex in North Miami Beach. The flitter stopped beside a third-floor balcony with glass double doors and I stood up to hop over the rail and try the doors. Locked. I sent a tendril through the glass to flip the lock bar and let myself in. Interesting. In Brigit's right hand was a silver .25 automatic that I hadn't seen on the screen view. Yet she'd kicked him? I relieved her of the gun, then looked for the guy's wallet as I checked him for bullet holes and found none. His driver's license said he was Leonard Rigg and that he lived here. 

    I stuffed his wallet back in his pocket and said, "Flitter, check this apartment for drugs, weapons, and money, please," then I took a look around the rest of the apartment, which seemed pretty bare of personal effects. On a hunch, I looked at the underside of the kitchen table and found a sticker for a furniture rental company. 

    Returning to the bedroom, I asked the flitter to take Brigit and Rigg aboard. When she floated within the flitter's field, I quickly grabbed her purse from the floor and set it on her tummy. Hm. She was barefoot. There was a set of sneakers by the bed, so I grabbed them and followed Brigit and Rigg as they floated aboard the flitter. 

    Seeing Brigit made Megan stand up. She took one step and instantly collapsed. Aw, hell. Oh, well. Done is done. I walked over to wake her up and she came awake flailing. 

    "What... what happened? Did I faint?" 

    "No, you left your seat, so the flitter zapped you. Go check your sister and give her these." I handed her the sneaks. 

    After a glance at Brigit, Megan glared at me and growled, "If you ever stun me again..." 

    I cut her off with, "You'll fall down again, just like you did this time. If Brigit asks about her gun, I have it." 

    Megan blurted, "She had a gun?!" 

    "Yup." I showed it to her, then put it in my pocket and walked over to Rigg. He looked about thirty. Jeans and a Hawaiian shirt over black sneakers and some fancy lettering tattooed along his neck. Gang graffiti? 

    A couple of light slaps woke him up. He sat up and took in his surroundings, glanced over the side at the street, and looked at me as if wondering if he could get past me. When he started to gather himself for a try, I pointed at his left leg and sent a stun into it. His eyes widened as he strained to move it, then his hands flew to his crotch and he groaned through gritted teeth. 

    "Still hurts, huh? Why'd she kick you?" 

    Rigg glared and asked, "Who the fuck are you?! What'd you do to my leg?!" 

    "The same thing I'll do to the other one if you don't answer my questions." 

    From my left, a woman's voice shrilled, "I kicked him because he's a sorry son of a bitch!" 

    Rigg's head snapped around to face her and I stunned Brigit's legs as she tried to scramble to her feet in our direction. She wound up flopping back on her butt and shrieked, "What's wrong with my legs?! Why won't they move?!" 

    "They're stunned, and if you start running your mouth, I'll stun that, too. First I'll find out what's going on, then I'll decide who needs to walk." Turning back to Rigg, I said, "Why did she kick you?" Brigit snapped, "He got too goddamned friendly, that's why! The bastard..." I sent a stun at her throat to shut her up and let Rigg watch her struggle to make sounds come out for a moment before I punted his left knee. 

    "You were about to say something?" 

    He tore is eyes off Brigit and looked at me as if wondering what the hell kind of alien I might be. 

    "Uh, yeah. Like she said. I just got a little too friendly. It was just a... a misunderstanding." 

    I showed him her gun and said, "It almost got you shot. Who sank her last digs?" 

    His eyes changed as he responded with, "What?" but he seemed genuinely surprised. 

    "The boat she was living on. Who sank it?" 

    "How the hell should I know?" 

    "You're saying you don't know?" 

    "No, I don't know." 

    "Flitter, is he lying to me?" 

    The flitter replied, "No, Ed." 

    Still looking at Rigg, I said, "Thanks. Rigg, stay put while I talk to Brigit." 

    "How'd you know my name?" 

    "Magic." Turning to Brigit, I made a show of touching her throat as I sent theta waves into her. She relaxed almost instantly and sighed gently. 

    "Feeling better, ma'am?" 

    She smiled dreamily. "Yeah. What'd you do to me?" 

    "Nothing much. Who sank the boat?" 

    "I dunno. I didn't even know it sank." 

    "Got any idea why someone would sink it?" 

    She shrugged and grinned. "Sure. Money. That's why anybody in this damned town does anything." 

    I laughed, "Well, prob'ly so. Did Rigg try to hurt you?" Shaking her head slightly, Brigit said, "No, not exactly. He just got a little pushy and wouldn't back off, is all." 

    "Then why'd you have the gun out?" 

    That question tensed her up a bit, so I upped her dose of theta waves until her eyes nearly crossed in relaxation and asked her again. 

    "Oh, uh... well, I was going to see if Leo would take it as rent for an extra week." 

    "Uh, huh. Why don't you have any money, Brigit?" She grinned. "Cuz I'm broke, you big dummy. I had to give Leo two hundred for two weeks. Only have about fifty left." 

    "No credit cards? No bank account?" 

    Shaking her head again, she sighingly replied, "No. I got fired last month." 

    Megan's face fell open and she started to say something. I held up a hand and asked, "Brigit, why didn't you call Megan to help you out?" That made Brigit laugh snidely. "You try calling her. Maybe she'll talk to you." 

    I looked at Megan. "You've been hard to reach?" Biting her lip, Megan said, "I've been trying to get as much done as possible before I took time off. I've been meaning to call her back, but it was always too early or too late when..." 

    Holding up a hand to stop her, I said, "Crap. Want me to ask the flitter if you're lying?" 

    Her gaze narrowed and her voice filled with irritation. "Don't bother. The last time we talked, all she did was scream at me about stealing the boat out from under her. I tried to tell her I didn't know about it, but she wouldn't listen. I didn't want more of the same, so I didn't answer her calls after that." 

    "Well, you're both here now, so fix things." Turning to Rigg, I said, "On your feet. You're leaving." 

    "Where are you taking me?" 

    "Nowhere." Thumbing at the balcony, I said, "Go." He warily eyed the three-inch gap between the deck and the balcony rail as he got to his feet. "Uh... we're three floors up." 

    "So be careful when you step across." 

    Placing a hand on the back of a seat, he gave me a rather stark look and said, "My leg still isn't working right." 

    "You're agoraphobic, huh?" 

    "A-what?" 

    "Afraid of heights." 

    "Uh... well, maybe a little." 

    "Flitter, please place Mr. Rigg on the balcony." When the flitter's field lifted him, Rigg freaked out, thrashing and screaming all the way to the balcony. Once his feet touched down and he had a solid grip on the rail, I had the flitter lift us away. 

    Someone snickered behind me and I turned to see Brigit looking over the edge of the deck at Rigg. "Asshole," she muttered, then she looked at me. 

"Hey! Why didn't you let me off, too? Where are we going? And what about my money? And my gun? And..." 

    Maybe my expression shut her up. At any rate, her high-pitched yapping ended and I didn't have to stun her again. 

    I said, "Just tell him you'll call me if he gives you any trouble about your rent. Megan, fill her in on what's happened so far. I need a few minutes to myself." 

    With that, I retreated to the rear deck and considered matters. Calling up a screen, I linked to the flitter at the shipwreck and Jonel answered with a dour, "Oh. It's you." 

    Eyeing the night sky behind her face, I said, "Yes'm. I just called to brighten your evening and make a suggestion." 

    Her eyebrow went up. "A suggestion, huh? Oh, sure. Okay. Let's have it." 

    "Get everybody away from the wreck and stake it out to see who shows up to search it." 

    "To search it? For what?" 

    "For whatever made it worth sinking, of course. I doubt it was done for insurance or revenge. On another note, Megan and her sister are having a gabfest on my flitter and..." 

    "Her sister?" 

    "Yup. She was evicted from the boat a couple of weeks ago. Some lawyer made it happen. Megan didn't know anything about it at the time." Jonel grinned. "And you know that how..?" 

    I sighed, "I asked her, of course. Now ask your flitter if it can function as a lie detector, then ask yourself why you didn't know it could do that. By the way, did you call Linda Baines about me?" 

    Jonel's expression went flat and her gaze narrowed. "Yes." She sighed, 

"She suggested the same thing you did; to clear the area and post a watch. We turned the body over to the Coast Guard. They seemed to think it was probably an unsuccessful Cuban refugee who just happened along." Poking up a reading on the other flitter, I saw that it was five thousand feet above the water and motionless. 

    "Yeah, could be," I replied, "I see you're already in position, so I'll thank you now." 

    "Thank me?" 

    "Yup. Later, ma'am." With that, I disconnected. Let her wonder what I was thanking her for. Okay, now... what was left to do, really? Not much. Turn the ladies and the diamonds over to somebody and let the others nab anyone who went to the wreck. Was I done for the evening? 

    I called up another screen and asked Linda the same question. She answered wryly, "It would seem so, Ed. Did you have something else to do this evening?" 

    "No, but I could find something else to do. Something more entertaining than doing nothing, that is." 

    She chuckled, "Okay. Drop your passengers and cargo with Sonja Hewitt at the Miami office. Give me a few minutes and I'll let her know you're coming. She'll call you with instructions." 

    Two-finger saluting, I replied, "Roger that, Fearless Leader." Linda grinned, said, "Bye," and tapped her 'off' icon. Megan asked, "Talking to your boss again?" Turning to face the ladies, I said, "Yup. Flitter, put us fifty feet above 3rd World's Miami offices, please." 

    Brigit asked, "Why are we going there?" 

    "Cuz my boss said to take you there." We were in position before I finished answering her; apparently 3rd World had offices in a nearby bank building. Sonja would likely be calling shortly, so I took a seat by the console and put my feet up, then called up a music screen to kill a few minutes. 

    Both ladies startled hard, then marveled at the screen as I scanned the lists for something new by someone I knew. Hm. The Pussycat Dolls had a new album out. I'd liked their remake of 'Sway' that they'd done for some movie about dancing. Okay, good enough. I poked the line that read 'Buttons'. Brigit hissed, "Oh, wow! Does this thing do videos, too?" I tapped the display icon to see if there was a video for the song. There was. Restarting the number put the Pussycat Dolls on screen with lots of writhing and glossy bare skin as they pumped their way through the song. Good enough, for sure. 

    Brigit hissed, "Oh, wow!" again and tried to touch the screen as Megan looked past her at me. Leaning back in the seat to meet Megan's gaze behind Brigit, I asked, "Yes'm?" 

    Her intent gaze remained as she replied, "Nothing." 

    "Yes, milady. As you say, milady. 'Nothing' it is." Her gaze now narrowed as she asked, "What the hell does that mean?" 

    "It means I'm taking you at your word. You said 'nothing' and I'm willing to accept that under the circumstances." 

    "The circumstances?" 

    "Yup. Our sailing trip was canceled, you have some things to work out with Brigit, and you'll probably be busy for the next few hours with cops and insurance bureaucrats, so after I drop you ladies off with Miz Hewitt, I'm gonna hit the road." 
Chapter Eighteen

    The song was almost over when a commo request ping sounded from the console. I answered with, "You found me, whoever you are. What did I win?" The dishwater-blonde woman on the screen snorted a chuckle and replied, 

"Do you always answer a comm signal that way?" 

    "Of course not, milady. Sometimes I say, 'Yo! Present! Here! Take your pick!' or 'You got me!' Are you Sonja Hewitt?" 

    "No, she's busy with the Coast Guard at the moment. I'm Alice Townsend. I'll meet you on the roof in a few minutes." 

    Two-finger saluting, I said, "Roger that, milady. Oh, and bring a briefcase or a freezer-sized baggie or something." 

    Her left eyebrow went up. "Okay. See you then. Bye." 

    "Bye." I turned off the screen and we settled to the roof. The ladies remained seated until the roof's access door opened, then I handed them off the flitter and handed Alice aboard. Megan and Brigit seemed somewhat confused as a man and a woman politely but firmly escorted them to the door. Looking around the flitter, Alice opened her empty briefcase and said, 

"So... Where are the diamonds?" 

    "Wadded up in a field someplace on the rear deck. Flitter, put the diamonds in her briefcase, please." 

    For whatever arcane reason, the flitter put the diamonds into the briefcase before it removed its concealment field, which meant the case suddenly gained weight and Alice nearly dropped it. I reached to steady it as she compensated and studied the loose stones in the case. Sipping my coffee, I said, "Should be close to three hundred of 'em. You're welcome to count 'em before you go." 

    Eyeing the diamonds, Alice laughed, "Oh, I think not. Linda sent me a record of how you found them and you seem reasonably honest." 

    "You're an excellent judge of character, ma'am." Shrugging, I added, "But I'd prob'ly say that anyway. Is there anything I have to do downstairs?" She shook her head. "No. Just have your flitter transmit a record of this transaction." Noddingly indicating my coffee mug, she asked, "Unless you'd like a refill while you're here?" 

    "Got plenty. Thanks, though." 

    Nodding, she shook my hand and said, "I'll be off, then." I handed her down and escorted her to the door, then returned to the flitter. The console pinged as I lifted away from the building and I answered it to find a very attractive brunette woman in her forties looking back at me. 

    "Ed, I'm sorry I couldn't get loose to meet you." 

    "It isn't too late, ma'am, but I'm afraid my motives wouldn't be altogether pure now that I've seen you. Are you married, engaged, or otherwise indisposed?" 

    She chuckled, "Indisposed would cover it, I think. I have a long-time boyfriend." 

    "Damn. How about a rain check?" 

    "Oh, sure!" she laughed, "And thanks, even if you didn't really mean it. It's been a long evening." 

    "Oh, I definitely meant it, milady. You have gorgeous eyes." 

    "Ha. Better have your eyes checked. Anyway, I just called to say thanks and apologize for not meeting you. There are three civil servants of some sort waiting in my lobby, so I have to go." 

    "Sounds like fun. Later, milady. Remember the rain check if you ever find reason to dump whatshisface." 

    "Okay. Thanks again. Bye, Ed." 

    "Bye." 

    She poked the 'off' icon and I sat back with my coffee. A ping sounded in my implant and I said, "Yes'm." 

    Cynthia appeared in her cutoffs and sweatshirt outfit and said, "Just checking. Your bios jumped fairly high." 

    "They'd have jumped higher if she'd come out to meet me." 

    "No doubt. May I borrow your flitter?" 

    "You have the conn, ma'am. Where are we going?" The flitter nosed straight up as Cindy replied, "Large pieces of metal debris will encounter the atmosphere next Monday. Their current course will cause them to fall to Earth in and around Tulsa, Oklahoma. We'll change their course." 

    "I'm sure Tulsa will be grateful. Got a picture of the job?" She popped a screen into being and I saw what looked like three old-style space capsules joined together. Surrounding that were several pieces of curved sheet metal and some oddly-shaped things that might be solar panels. A bright white beam of light reached into space from the nose of the flitter. I looked at the screen and saw the beam touch the hull of one of the joined spacecraft. A big puff of what may have been smoke or frost from escaping gases appeared and dissipated as the beam seemed to quickly draw lines on the hulls of each space capsule. 

    For some reason I'd thought we'd stopped moving, but the Earth had receded considerably while my attention had been on the screen. We were still below the target's altitude as it became visible and seemed to crawl slowly toward us; an illusion created by differing speeds and distance. The bright beam winked out of existence and a translucent grey field tendril a yard wide extended from the flitter toward the capsules. On the screen I saw the other end of the tendril separate into many other tendrils that slid into the cut lines and began to swell in order to force the capsule pieces apart. 

    Once all the pieces were maybe a yard apart, the big tendril began to push one of them up and away from the others. Once it was moving well, the tendril returned to push another one, then another. This process continued for the next ten minutes or so, then the tendril vanished. 

    When I looked at Cindy, she said, "Finished. What survives the atmosphere will fall into the Atlantic Ocean." 

    The flitter nosed back toward Earth as I grinned and saluted Cindy with my coffee mug. 

    "Damned good job, ma'am. You made it look downright easy." Rolling her eyes, she replied, "It was easy. The flitter supplied the necessary power." 

    Studying the lines of her face, I asked, "Just curious --and I'm not at all ungrateful, I promise --but why didn't you just poof up a generator and move all that stuff all by yourself?" 

    She grinned. "I thought you might enjoy a departure from your other activities. You didn't seem to be having a good time with Megan and Brigit." 

    "You're right, I wasn't. Maybe I'm just finally getting old, but lately I don't like having to explain every little thing I do. Megan was getting on my nerves." 

    "What'll you do now?" 

    I shrugged. "Unless you have a better idea, I guess I'll head back to the house and maybe write the day's events into my latest book before I hit the sack." 

    Leaning to kiss my cheek, Cindy chuckled, "Sounds like a plan, as someone I know says fairly often. Good night, Ed." 

    "G'night, Cindy." 

    She gave me a little 'bye-bye' flap of her hand and a smile and vanished. I sat sipping coffee and stargazing for a while until I realized my time sense wasn't working right. Figures. People are essentially land-based diurnal mammals. Innate functions depending on lighting and seasonal environment couldn't be expected to work properly at the edge of space. Sipping again, I wondered what time it was and the console screen came on to display '21:03:19'. I almost said, "Thanks, flitter," before I realized I hadn't done my wondering aloud. The realization froze me in the midst of taking another sip and I stared at the console for a few moments until the time display vanished. 

    'Verification,' I thought, 'Flitter, put the time display back on, please,' and the time display returned. Well, damn. I wonder how long ago this came about? 

    Through my implant, the flitter said, "Eleven minutes and eight seconds have elapsed since I initially received your thoughts directly, Ed," but I also seemed to hear the words in my head in another, quieter manner. Aloud, I asked, "Flitter, why do you think we've suddenly become able to send thoughts to each other?" 

    The flitter replied, "Because we have done so, Ed." Sigh. Damn. Rephrase. I thought, 'Flitter, I meant... how is our telepathy being accomplished?' 

    A moment passed before the flitter replied, 'I am unable to determine the method, Ed.' 

    Hm. Aloud, I said, "Well, try to figure that out, please, and don't mention our telepathic abilities to anyone unless I've already done so or invite you to do so." 

    Taking a sip of coffee, I considered whether to consult with the AIs and decided to keep this discovery to myself for the moment. Did I truly want any sort of telepathic contact with anyone, even a supposedly non-sentient flitter? No. Not even a little bit. But if I asked Elkor to reprogram the flitter's core, he'd want to know why, and that might not end the contact in any case. 

    Aloud, I asked, "Flitter, can you disable or eliminate our telepathy?" 

    "Not without knowing its method of operation, Ed." 

    "Didn't think so. Oh, well. For the time being, give turning it off all the thought you can spare, flitter. Make it priority two." 

    "I don't understand, Ed." 

    "Priority one is keeping me and any passengers alive and healthy. Priority three is anything that isn't priority one or two." 

    "Understood, Ed." 

    "Thank you, flitter. Should I now be able to directly access your processing facilities? To run a record search, for instance?" The flitter actually paused for over a second before answering, then said, 

"I am unable to determine whether you could access my data processing facilities, Ed." 

    "Would you feel a need to object if I did? Are you sentient to any degree at all, flitter?" 

    "No, Ed. I am not sentient and would not object, but my security protocols may not allow you access by unusual methods." 

    "Understood. Thank you, flitter." 

    Taking another sip of coffee, I sat maundering this turn of events for a time, trying to find the true value among the details. I already had implants to provide instant communication and the use of fields. Chances were that even if I could access the flitter's processing system, I wouldn't be able to understand it without whatever passed for a degree in Amaran computer science. Blink. Wait one. Why would I have to understand it immediately? The flitter could interpret and explain. On the job training is sometimes the best way to learn. 

    The first order of business would be to learn to make things work without having to tell the flitter's current interpretive shell of pseudoconsciousness what I wanted. Cut out the middleman and go right to the hardware. Hm. Or the software, more likely. Guess the middleman could stick around a while after all. I'd need a guide at the very least. If I got in at all. But what would be the point of getting into the flitter's 'mind'... no, take the quote marks off that word. It definitely had a mind, just not one it could call its own without sentience. Back to the question... why try to get in there? What would I accomplish that I didn't already have in one form or another? Simple answer: sometimes it's more about the trip than the destination. 

    The uprushing Earth looked as if it was about forty thousand feet down. Close enough. Calling up the flitter's P-51 simulation and ignoring violations of a real P-51's speed and ceiling restrictions, I flew the translucent grey field-generated aircraft hard and fast back down toward Florida's central west coast. 

    I had a feeling I should bank left and I did so without knowing why until I saw an airliner half a mile or so to my right. Following an urge to drop a thousand feet allowed me to watch another one go by overhead. Hm. No words or automatic overrides; the flitter was apparently warning me directly. Good enough. If it thought I wasn't responding fast enough, its protocols would take over. 

    Wondering whether I could access other common functions, I steered the flitter out over the Gulf of Mexico and mentally searched for a way to change the hull field. It took a few minutes to get a handle on that trick, but I kept at it with the color green in mind and suddenly the flitter's hull field glowed like a neon sign. 

    "Small things, hard won," to quote somebody or other. Once I'd found the mental 'key', so to speak, I took the shields through all the usual colors and the 'irate squid' display, then worked on making the flitter aim bright beams of light at the water below for a time. As I was in the process of using the flitter's fields to lift a bunch of water and freeze it, Linda pinged my implant. 

    Eyeing the ton or so of ice I'd created half a mile above the Gulf, I answered, "Yes'm? You're at the office kind of late, aren't you? How may I be of some small service to my Fearless Leader this evening?" 

    "That's yet to be determined," she answered, "We're reading a phenomenal amount of field activity seventy miles off the coast of Florida, Ed. I've received Cynthia's report concerning the space debris and she said that mission was finished, so what are you doing out there?" Sending heat fields to burrow holes through the big wad of ice, I replied, 

"Practicing with the flitter, milady. Gotta keep the ol' skills sharp, y'know." 

    After a pause, she said, "Yeah, right. Not good enough. What are you up to?" 

    I sighed, "Okay, I confess, ma'am. I'm just putzing around. Making ice and melting it. Messing with the lights and stuff like that. I didn't feel like going home yet." 

    In a tone of minor amazement, she asked, "You're saying you were just bored? With all the things you... Never mind. I guess I know how that is." She paused again, then added, "But I might have found a more constructive use of my time." 

    I chuckled, "No doubt about it, Fearless Leader, but you deploy your spare time your way. I'll squander mine my way. Unless, of course, you have something that needs done?" 

    "No, nothing at this moment. We were just curious about why you were causing such high field usage readings. By the way, is there a reason you didn't put up a screen this call?" 

    Conjuring a screen, I shook my head. "Nope. Just didn't." Linda's eyes scanned my environment quickly and returned to meet my gaze. 

"I know you, Ed. You aren't telling me something." I shot back, "Oh, many things, milady. None of which have anything to do with 3rd World. I'm just letting the details sort themselves out while I play." 

    "Want to give me a hint?" 

    In an effort to redirect matters, I sat back in my seat, sipped my coffee, and replied, "Not really. You currently belong to some sailor and you don't play with subordinates." 

    That comment made her eyes widen a bit, and as they did so, I saw in their reflection something flashing on her desk. Linda held up a hand and directed a narrow gaze at the phone as she said, "I'll have to call you back, Ed." 

    "I'll just hunker down right here by the phone, ma'am." Her eyes flicked back to me. "Right. Later, Ed." 

    "Later, Linda." 

    She tapped her 'off' icon and I wondered who'd evoked her terse reaction by calling her at this hour. For that matter, I wondered why she was in her office at this hour. 

    Calling up a probe, I almost sent it to her office before I stopped myself. Duh. Unless she called me about it, it was her business. I had no right or good reason to invade her privacy in that manner. I let the probe dissipate and headed the flitter back to shore as I realized I was developing a slight headache. 

    Tiger was home when I got there. After greetings, I put up a screen so he could see some of the events of the day regarding Megan and the sailboat. He watched for a time, then looked at me and stated, "You didn't bring Megan home." 

    "She had other things to do." 

    "When she has done those things, will you bring her home?" As I headed for the shower, I replied, "I doubt it, Tiger. We weren't having much fun." 
Chapter Nineteen

    My Thursday began at ten and I woke groggy and somewhat surprised that I'd slept so long. Maybe accessing the flitter's system directly had taken a little extra energy? Remembering my vague headache of the night before, I got out of bed and headed for the bathroom, then the kitchen. Tiger hopped up to the kitchen counter and we shared some microwaved eggs over morning greetings, then he went to see Annabelle. I sat at the kitchen table sipping coffee and scanned the news on a field screen until my implant pinged with the tones of a generic request for commo. Hm. Someone was using a datapad to call mine, which was set to relay calls to my implant. Clearing the screen, I opened a link to the other pad and saw Megan startle slightly when her screen changed. Behind her I saw what appeared to be the motel room she'd rented the night before. 

    "Oh, uh... Hi," she said, "I, uh... I just wanted to thank you for your help yesterday." 

    Giving her a loose, two-fingered salute, I replied, "All part of the service, ma'am. How'd your evening turn out?" 

    Her expression turned wary. "Ah... what do you mean?" Shrugging, I said, "Just asking. Good? Bad? Middling? Did you and your sister patch things up? Heard from the insurance company yet? Will they pay off? Stuff like that." 

    Still looking a bit wary, she seemed to draw herself up a bit and said, 

"Brigit and I talked. She now understands that I had nothing to do with her eviction. Why wouldn't the insurance company pay for the boat?" Hm. She was back to calling it 'the' boat. I asked, "Don't they always have something about acts of terror or war somewhere in their boilerplated contracts? The boat was sunk by machine gun fire. Seems to me they may try to use that to get out of paying." 

    Megan's expression became one of irritation, as expected. 

    "I was just speculating. Don't get fuzzed up." She snapped, "Get what?" 

    "Fuzzed up. I'm just saying I don't think the insurance company will pay, so what if I'm right? What then?" 

    Her eyes glinted with anger as she growled, "Then I guess I'm out the price of a boat." 

    "Yeah, could be. Are you free for the day?" Wariness returned to her gaze. "Why?" 

    "Just thought you might like to buzz around in the flitter. Have a casual lunch someplace. Like that." 

    Nibbling her lower lip, Megan replied, "I don't know... I suppose so." 

    "Where's Brigit?" 

    "I gave her a check to help her out. She went to the bank and she wants to take care of a few things this afternoon." 

    "Okay. I'll be there in half an hour." 

    Raising her hands protestingly, Megan said, "Wait a minute, Ed. I, uh... Last night I got the distinct impression that you wanted to be rid of me. What's changed?" 

    "Apparently nothing's changed. You still drag your feet and ask unnecessary questions. Are you coming or not?" 

    Her gaze narrowed slightly, but she answered, "Okay. Give me half an... Oh, wait. You're home, aren't you?" 

    "No sweat. Half an hour's fine. If there's nothing else, I'll go get ready." 

    Her eyebrow went up, but she nodded slightly. "Okay. Me, too. Bye." 

    "Bye." 

    Cynthia materialized across from me with a small grin and propped her chin on her knuckles. When she said nothing for some moments, I asked, "Yes'm?" 

    "Oh, nothing. I see you haven't given up on Megan." 

    "You see that, huh? Check my right shirt pocket." Her grin flattened. "The numbers on those diamonds match the ones you found on the boat." 

    "You're a truly shrewd observer, ma'am." 

    "And you're a smartass. Why do you have them?" 

    "Ah. Well, due to some bullet holes, chances are good Megan's insurance company will squirm out of paying for the boat, so I kind of placed a few stones in reserve for her." 

    Sitting back in her chair, Cindy said, "They're sequentially numbered, Ed. How would she sell them?" 

    "I salvaged them from the briny deep. As I understand maritime law, that makes 'em legally mine. I'll give Megan a few and find other uses for the rest." 

    Getting to my feet, I located a sandwich baggie and put the diamonds in it, then pocketed the baggie as I asked, "Care to join us for lunch, milady?" Cindy laughed, "I'd rather watch than be involved." 

    "Okay. Feel free to record the event, milady. She might need proof I gave her the stones." 

    Grinning, Cindy gave me her usual little hand-flap wave and vanished. I grabbed my backpack and headed outside as I called the flitter down and told Tiger I was going to Miami again. Glancing at Annabelle, he declined to come along. 

    Ten minutes later I was descending to the covered loading zone in front of Megan's motel. After stepping off the flitter, I told it to hover above the alcove and entered the motel's lobby looking for the coffee urn. Megan stepped out of the elevator, spotted me, and came to join me as I topped up my mug. 

    "You're early." 

    "Yes'm, but only a little. And so are you. Are you starving, or can we make a side trip?" 

    I sipped the overage from the top of the mug as she asked, "A side trip where?" 

    "I may want to get something appraised." 

    Arching an eyebrow, she asked, "You couldn't get it appraised in Spring Hill?" 

    "Sure I could've. Does that matter somehow?" Shrugging, she replied, "I guess not, but can it wait until after lunch? 

I'm starved." 

    "Okay. Where to? How 'bout a steakhouse?" 

    She nodded. "As long as they have a salad bar." We cruised above Miami Beach until Megan pointed at the sign for an Outback Steakhouse. That rather surprised me; virtually all the other restaurants were the touristy kinds of places that rely on faux 'atmosphere' 

and odd or foreign-sounding names to draw in visiting suckers. Hm. Then again, though she startled easily, Megan didn't strike me as being a sucker. We chose a booth and when our steaks arrived, I started cutting mine as I asked, "So... how much do you think that boat was worth, Megan?" Looking up from her plate, Megan replied, "I'd really rather not talk about the boat, Ed. Not just now." 

    "I have a reason for asking. How much?" 

    In a terse tone, she said, "It appraised for $68,000. That was after repairs, of course." Resuming cutting her meat, she added, "Not that it matters. I didn't have it before and I don't have it now, so I've lost nothing." 

    Nodding, I replied, "Yeah, that's one way to see things." Reaching into my pocket, I opened the baggie below the table and fished out one of the diamonds, then set it on the table between us and asked, "How much would that be worth?" 

    Megan eyed the stone for a moment, then reached for it. Studying it closely, she said, "I have no idea, Ed. I won't ask if it's real. How much does it weigh?" 

    "No idea. Hold one. Cindy, can you spare a minute?" Cindy popped into being next to Megan and fed her theta waves until her urge to scream had passed. Still rather bug-eyed, Megan tremblingly handed Cindy the stone and asked, "Uh... How much does this weigh?" Holding the diamond in her palm, Cindy replied, "Two point eight carats," then looked at me and added through my implant, "Four of the other diamonds weigh essentially the same. The rest weigh less than two carats." A waitress standing by the cash register seemed confused as she stared at us, then she tapped our waitress and noddingly indicated our table. Cindy handed the diamond back to Megan, who closed her hand around it as our waitress came to ask if Cindy would like a menu. 

    Cindy replied, "No, thank you," and none of us offered an explanation of her presence at our table. The waitress almost hesitantly left us, looking back only once on her way to the wait station, where she held a short conference with the other woman. After both of them glanced our way, the other woman shrugged and they went about their business. 

    Megan cleared her throat softly and I turned to see her staring at the diamond cupped in her hands. She looked up and asked, "Why are you showing me this? Where did you get it?" 

    Forking up a bite of steak, I said, "They were on your boat, Megan; three hundred diamonds in the freezer compartment of the little fridge in the cabin. Any idea how they got there?" 

    She shook her head incredulously and murmured, "No. My God! Three hundred of them?" 

    "Yup. A trace said they weren't stolen. Maybe they were some kind of payoff. At any rate, I brought them up from the boat, so they're salvaged goods as far as I'm concerned. Cindy seems to think there are people who'd argue that point." 

    Snorting a tense chuckle, Megan said, "I'm sure there are. Do you have any idea where they came from? I mean; how they got on my boat?" Hm. It was suddenly 'her' boat again. Oh, well. 

    "Nope, but they can't have been there long." Her face changed to a querying expression. "Why do you think that?" I gave her a wry grin. "Think. It's eighty degrees outside. The rocks were in ice trays. One person was living on the boat and others were working on it. What if someone'd had an urge for a cold drink?" 

    Slicing up another bit of steak, I said, "Seems likely they were hidden on the boat between the time Brigit was evicted and the time it was taken for that 'test run'. If Porter didn't take them aboard just before he left, that is. The main of it is that nobody's said a word about missing diamonds." Looking at Cindy, I asked, "Has anyone tried to dive down there yet?" Shaking her head, Cindy replied, "No. Jonel finished with the Coast Guard last night and left probes to watch the area." As if anticipating my next question, she added, "And there's been no mention of diamonds in official reports." 

    Nodding, I continued eating. Megan sighed and reached across the table to place the diamond by my plate. I put my fork down to place the stone by her plate. 

    "It's yours," I said, "So are some of the others." Megan's face fell open and her eyes got big again. "Oh, Ed, I can't take this! It's a diamond, for God's sake!" 

    "Sure you can. I saved these to cover the boat, lady. If you don't take some, I'll be stuck with all of 'em." 

    Looking at Cindy again, I asked, "How many do you think it would take to cover the boat?" 

    She grinned and said, "Put the baggie on the table and I'll show you." I did so and she set two of the smaller stones by the big one. I wrapped those stones in a napkin, then put all the diamonds in the baggie and the baggie back in my pocket. 

    "I'll get with Linda to find out when you can have 'em." 

    "When I can have them?" 

    "Yup. Wouldn't do to have your stones surface too soon. We want someone to dive the wreck looking for them. Now, let's finish dinner before it gets cold and go for a flitter ride." 

    As I dug into my food again, Megan asked, "A flitter ride where?" 

    "Anywhere. Doesn't matter. We could visit the Bahamas." Megan shook her head. "No, I don't have my passport with me and I think I need to be here in Miami. Thanks anyway." 

    Linda's ping sounded in my implant. I responded, "Megan's with me," and put up a foot-wide screen for Linda as she said, "No problem. Three boats are moving toward the wreck site. I thought you might like to know." 

    "You thought right, milady." 

    Linda took over the screen and fed it her data. Her portion of the screen shrank to the upper left corner and an overhead view of the ocean appeared on the rest. I zoomed in on one of the slower boats and discovered it to be a fishing boat. Another one was a cabin cruiser and the third was a high-speed cigarette boat. 

    "Place your bets, ladies. They all appear to be converging on the sailboat, but one or two of them may just be passing by." An odd, folded device a few feet behind the wheel on the cigarette boat made me take a closer look at it. Zooming in, I saw what looked like a two-foot-tall 4"x4" post covered with a canvas sock. 

    "Bet that's a folding gun mount for an M-60." Cindy nodded. "It is." 

    "See the gun anywhere, ma'am?" 

    "It's attached to the wall just inside the hatchway." 

    "Thanks." I started to get up. 

    Megan had watched our exchange like a tennis match, but now her eyes locked on me as she hissed sharply, "You're going out there?!" Linda said, "Ed, this is still a maritime matter. 3rd World has no official involvement." 

    "Well, seeing as how it's a maritime matter... Aye, aye, Fearless Leader. In that case, if anyone asks, I was just in the neighborhood on a lunch date." Getting to my feet, I asked, "Cindy, would you use the flitter to run Megan back to her motel, please, ma'am?" 

    "No problem." 

    To Megan, I said, "See you later, lunch date," and picked up the check to leave. 

    Her hand shot out and grabbed my wrist as she slid out of the booth and stood up. "No. I want to go with you." 

    Cindy grinned at me and vanished. I sent her, "Gee, thanks, lady," through my implant. Her answer was a chuckle. 

    Locating the waitress, I waved at her and indicated the cash register, then gestured that she should join me there. She nodded and continued what she was doing for a few moments, then headed our way as another woman rang us up. As she arrived, I handed her a five and said, "Here's your tip, milady. We have to go," then led the way out the front doors as I called the flitter down. 

    Once we were aboard, I had the flitter go to stealth mode, called up a view of the water above the sailboat on the console screen, and noted that the fishing boat had changed course; it was now bearing further south. The cabin cruiser had continued a course that would intersect the cigarette boat over the wreck site and seemed to be going a bit faster than before. No, just catching up; apparently the cigarette boat had slowed down. I zoomed in on the cigarette boat and saw the pilot strap the wheel, then turn to open the cover on the gun stand and pull it down around the base. He yanked the folded leg up and pinned it, opened the hatch cover, and quickly retrieved the M-60 to set it on the stand and jam a pin into the locking hinge. Reaching into the hatchway again, he lifted out an ammo box and set it by the M-60, then opened it and popped the '60's top up to feed it the ammo belt. 

    By the time he'd closed the lid and snapped the bolt to load the first round, we were five hundred feet above the boat. I said nothing to Megan as I dove over the side and called up my board and my three suit. Landing on the cigarette boat's deck behind the pilot, my plan had been to disable the M-60

if he tried to use it on the cabin cruiser, but that plan abruptly became kitty litter as a dozen yard-tall geysers of water erupted in a line heading directly at the cigarette boat and half a dozen rounds hammered the boat's hull. The rattle of automatic fire reached us half a second later and the pilot hunkered behind the low bulkhead near the wheel. 

    I'd already done my hunkering when I'd seen the geysers and realized that having an M-60 aboard doesn't necessarily automatically make one the only bad guy in town. On the other hand, an M-60 had sunk the sailboat. 

    "Flitter," I said, "Place yourself between these boats for now, please," then I used my board to zip over to the cabin cruiser. 

    As I hovered just above and behind its canopied wheelhouse, I watched a woman in jeans and a red t-shirt struggle with an M-16. She'd fired it dry and slapped in a new clip, but apparently hadn't yet found the button that let the slide slam forward and load a new round. I jinked sideways as the barrel swung my direction when she slapped the side of the weapon and swore, then swore again and nursed her hand under her arm for a moment as she studied the side of the rifle. 

    Realization seemed to dawn for her and she pressed the slide release button, then gave it a hard push. The slide shot forward and she yanked her hand away, then laughed happily as she aimed the rifle at the cigarette boat and tried to draw a bead on it as both of the speeding boats leaped from wave top to wave top. 

    Swearing again, she lowered the rifle and reached to adjust the boat's course, then raised it again and took her time about lining up her shot. Too long, it seemed. She grew frustrated and lowered the rifle again as she took a couple of deep breaths, then raised it again and aimed in a very focused manner and held the trigger down. 

    I saw little puffs of brightness as the flitter's field obliterated her rounds. I also saw the guy on the other boat raise the barrel of the M-60 and open fire. His rounds also vanished as they hit the flitter's field and it didn't take him long to realize he wasn't hitting his target. He tried again with the same results and stood staring for a few moments before hunkering down behind the gun and actually using the sights as he fired it a third time. The lady shooter on the cabin cruiser had dropped down behind the meager protection of the bulkhead. After a moment she peeked over the top and saw the guy lining up his second attempt to shoot at her. When he started firing, she ducked again. 

    Looking puzzled when no rounds peppered her boat, she peeked over the bulkhead again as he was setting up to fire a third time. This time she didn't duck; she watched him blow most of a belt at her with no effect and that seemed to puzzle her even more. 

    Grabbing another clip for her rifle, the woman dropped the empty, jammed in the full one, and pushed the slide release, then she knelt to brace the rifle on the rail of the low bulkhead to aim at the other boat. She soon realized her mistake; the boat was lunging from wave to wave. Standing up, she braced her knee against the bulkhead and took aim, trying to adjust to the rise and fall of the boat, and again held the trigger down. Apparently the guy on the cig boat decided to take the battle to close quarters. He swung the boat in a fairly tight arc and reversed course to close with the cabin cruiser. After he strapped the wheel to lock the course, he again manned the gun and seemed to be waiting for a best possible shot. Opening a link to Linda, I asked, "Enjoying the show, ma'am? Should I let these two psychos blow each other out of the water?" She laughed, "Oh, I think not. Some people want to ask them questions. How about disabling their engines, instead?" 

    "Yes, milady. As you command, Fearless Leader. I take it the cavalry is on the way?" 

    "You take it right. I've posted copies of what's been happening to the Coast Guard and the ATF. You should see a helicopter any minute now." 

    "Okay. Flitter, if they try to ditch their guns, catch them." 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    The M-60 aboard the cigarette boat opened fire perhaps a hundred yards from the cabin cruiser and continued firing until it was half that distance behind it. As the cig boat had come almost side-by-side, the lady aboard the cabin cruiser had emptied yet another magazine at it, screaming imprecations the whole time. 

    I heard a helicopter coming and looked up. Two choppers, actually; one trailing the other by maybe half a mile. Both of them wore Coast Guard colors. The woman swore and threw her M-16 overboard, then reached down to grab a gym bag and grunted as she slung that over the side, as well. Both the rifle and bag disappeared as they dropped into the flitter's field. The woman hadn't noticed the rifle's disappearance, but she damned sure noticed when the gym bag disappeared ten feet from the wheelhouse. Her eyes got big and she leaned over the rail to see if she could spot the bag in the water. I took that opportunity to turn the boat's ignition off and remove the key. The abrupt loss of power made the woman plunge forward as I flitted over to the cigarette boat and hovered above the deck behind the pilot. He'd again changed course, now heading back toward shore at full speed. After some moments, common sense must have kicked in because he slowed to about half speed and strapped the wheel down. I called the flitter to hover by his boat. 

    Sending a hot tendril at the M-60's mounting hinge, I welded the pin to the frame as the guy opened the gun to remove the ammo belt and let it drop to the deck. It didn't take him long to realize there was a problem with the gun mount, so he switched his attention to heaving the ammo box over the side. It disappeared into the flitter's field, but the guy had already turned back to the M-60. He discovered the small weld and yelped, "What the fuck?!" then hurried through the hatchway and returned with a hand axe. I sent a tendril to turn off the boat's engine as he prepared to swing at the gun mount. The guy let out a yell as he plunged toward the hatchway and disappeared inside the boat. 

    "Three suit off," I said, and waved at the helicopter descending toward the cigarette boat. Rising to meet it on my board, I stood by the open side doors and handed the keys to the cigarette boat to the guy on the winch. The Coast Guard guy nodded as if we were standing on a street corner and yelled over the noise of the chopper, "What about the guns?" Holding up an index finger, I yelled back, "Wait one!" and slid away from the chopper to land on the flitter as I had it drop its hull fields. Megan sat staring at me as I told the flitter to lift us up to the chopper, where I handed the rifle, ammo bag, and ammo box to the guy on the winch, then handed him the cabin cruiser's keys, pointed at that boat, and motioned for him to board the flitter. 

    He chatted briefly as he looked forward inside the chopper, then he nodded to me and stepped across the foot-wide gap between the doorway and the flitter's deck. I took him down to the cig boat and let him off, then headed for the other helicopter to put one of their guys on the cabin cruiser. 
Chapter Twenty

    The second Coast Guard guy thumbed up at the bird above us as he said 'the Cap'n' wanted a situation report. He then unclipped his radio and tried to hand it to me, but I was already heading up to the chopper on my board. When I got there, I went forward to the opening between the pilots and yelled over the noise, "You have the boats, the guns, the gunners, and by now your office has footage of what happened. Need anything else?" 

    The right-seat pilot yelled back, "Yeah! Who the hell are you and what's that thing you came up here on?" 

    Taking a couple of my Abintra Press cards from my shirt pocket, I gave one to each pilot, gave them a quick two-fingered salute, and headed back to the side door, where I dove out to get well clear of the bird and called up my board to scoot back to the flitter. 

    As I sat down by the console to sip my coffee, Megan's head turned from one boat to the other, then to me. Her stark stare continued for a moment, then she spoke in a firm, quiet tone. 

    "I'd like to have a word with Linda, please. In private, if that's possible." 

    "No problem." I called up a privacy field around us and set her up with a link to Linda through the console, then I took my coffee to the rear of the deck and sat dangling my feet as I watched the Coast Guard wrap things up. A Coast Guard boat finally arrived and shared some of its crew with both captured boats. After a few more minutes, all the boats and the choppers headed back toward shore. 

    There was nothing left to do and nothing to see but the sea. I checked my mug and found it nearly empty. Did I want more? No. Time to fly to someplace far more interesting, which would be just about anywhere else. Walking back to the console, I held up a hand and saw Megan stop speaking. Leaning into the privacy field, I asked, "Linda, do we need to go anywhere?" She shook her head. "Not unless you want to go make out the reports the Coast Guard wanted." 

    "No interest, ma'am. You got them to accept flitter footage instead, right?" 

    "Yes." 

    "Thanks. Are the other diamonds still with Alice Townsend?" 

    "Yes." 

    "Good. I've decided I want them." 

    Her left eyebrow went up. "Explain, please." 

    "I found 'em in a drowned boat and rescued them. If that doesn't make them mine, tell me why, please." 

    Linda leaned back in her big chair and eyed the screen for a moment, then said, "Ed, I don't know much about maritime law and neither do you. You should check with the authorities before you decide you own those diamonds." 

    "Plan to, ma'am. I'll pick 'em up a little later." Megan blurted a short, sharp laugh. "You don't think they're safe enough with Alice Townsend?" 

    "Nope. She'd give 'em up to a court order." 

    "But not you?" 

    "Nope. Not with out better reasons than bureaucratic bullshit and legalese. Legal battles only benefit lawyers." 

    Linda said, "Ed, you have revenues from PFMs and whatever else you're into lately. Why do you want the diamonds?" 

    "I'll either ransom them back to whoever properly owned them before the boat sank or convert them to money I can throw at a pet cause." Megan asked, "What cause?" 

    Looking at her, I replied, "That's my business, ma'am. I'd prefer to be an anonymous donor." 

    With a skeptical expression, she retorted, "Give us an example anyway." 

    "Okay. Scholarship investment. Maintain a B-plus average and get no-interest tuition loans for college. Sciences, medicine, and technology only. Age and previous formal education --or lack of it --wouldn't matter a damn if you could make a consistent B-plus." 

    Her face acquired a studious gaze. "Now that's interesting. What made you throw in the part about age or previous formal education?" I shrugged and grinned. "Just getting even a little for the crap the system handed me when I was sixteen. The Texas educational system was the main reason I quit high school." 

    Megan continued to study me for a moment, then said, "If you're serious, I may be able to help you with that. My ex-husband runs a number of trust funds." 

    "Sounds good. We'll give him a call later." Linda said, "There's still the matter of whether you truly own those diamonds, Ed." 

    "There are lots of questions about those diamonds, ma'am. How they got on the boat. Why they were there. Where they were going. Who put them there and who was supposed to get them. But all that doesn't really matter a rat's rump to me if salvage law says they're mine." 

    She sighed, "What if it ultimately says they aren't?" Shrugging again, I replied, "I still like the idea of setting up that educational fund. I'll find a way." 

    "I'd rather hold them for another week or so, Ed. Let us try to answer those questions before we make them public." 

    Pretending to consider the matter deeply, I replied, "Well... Okay, but only because it's you asking, milady. Hey, the Ed fund's already waited forty years. What's another week?" 

    Rolling her eyes, Linda muttered, "Gee, you sure know how to make a woman feel special, mister. I'll put one of our people on it. Later, everybody." 

    "Bye, Fearless Leader. And thanks." 

    Megan chuckled and Linda tapped her 'off' icon. I looked at her and said, 

"I'm out of coffee. Seen enough ocean yet?" 

    "Oh, I suppose so. Where to now?" 

    "Your place or mine unless you'd rather go somewhere else." 

    "Mine, then. You can load your coffee cup and I can freshen up, then we can talk." 

    Heading the flitter back toward Miami, I asked, "Talk about what, or dare I ask?" 

    Leaning forward to place her elbows on her knees and apparently give her answer considerable thought, Megan replied, "Talk about why Linda suggested you in the first place, among other things." 

    Shrugging, I said, "I get all her odd jobs, I think. If nobody else is up for it, mine's always the last name in her hat. Or something like that." Megan snorted a ladylike chuckle as we neared her motel. "Right. 

'Something like that'. I checked you out, Ed. I pulled as much of your record as I could reach without involving anyone else. I wanted to know who Linda was putting on my boat." 

    Pretending to suddenly understand as I reached for my pen, I said, "Ah. Okay. Where is it, ma'am?" 

    Her gaze narrowed. "Where's what?" 

    Trying to seem mildly confused, I said, "Your autograph book. Isn't that where you're going with all this?" 

    Giving me a wondering stare, Megan horse-laughed, stared at me again briefly, then laughed again. 

    Megan snickered a few more times as I put my pen back in my pocket, then she took a deep breath and said, "Linda was right and that's all you need to know. For now, anyway. We're about to land. Let's get your coffee refill and go upstairs." 

    The flitter zipped under the alcove and let us off by the front doors, an event which garnered considerable attention within the motel's lobby. As we walked to the coffee bar, a blonde woman in a pastel-blue pants suit and a guy with a shoulder-camera hurried to catch up with us and introduced herself as being with a local TV channel's news, then she began asking questions about us and the flitter. 

    "Hold it, lady," I said as I filled my mug, "Flitter info is on file just about everywhere and we aren't news." 

    Looking as if she thought I was nuts, the woman retorted, "Of course you are!" and started to say something else. I raised a hand to stop her and shook my head. 

    "Nope." Thumbing at Megan, I said, "She has family in Miami. I gave her a ride down here. Not much news in that." 

    With a sharp gaze, the woman said, "A sailboat sank offshore yesterday and today there was an armed incident at the same place. Flitters were present on both occasions. What can you tell us about that?" 

    "Nothing." Turning to Megan, I said, "Maybe we'd better check in with the locals, ma'am." 

    Megan shook her head and said firmly, "Not me. You can if you want. I'm on vacation. If they really need us, they can damned well find us. I'm going up to my room." 

    With that, Megan headed for the elevator. I gave the reporter-lady a 'what can I do?' shrug and followed her. Once the elevator doors closed, Megan chuckled, "Well, how was I? Will I win an Oscar?" Toasting her with my mug, I replied, "I'll vote for you." She said nothing else until we reached her room. As she took off her jacket and hung it up, Megan asked, "Ed, now that the boat trip is history, is there anywhere else you need to be?" 

    "Nope. You trying to get rid of me, ma'am?" 

    "Not at all. Are you seeing anyone these days? Seriously, I mean?" 

    "No. Never seriously." 

    That made her glance at me as she moved to the bed, where she rooted in her luggage and laid out a blouse and a pair of shorts, then fished a pair of sneakers out of another bag. 

    "Linda said you had a lady in Inverness. Toni, I think?" Sitting on the corner of the bed, I answered, "She calls me now and then. We hit some clubs and like that." 

    Nodding slightly as she straightened the clothes on the bed, Megan rooted in another bag and produced underwear. The bra looked unusual, so I picked it up and read the label. It read 'Enell'. Light padding and supportive construction, apparently built for solid comfort as much as appearance. Flexing the wide shoulder strap, I said, "Somebody finally got smart. My first wife could have used one of these." 

    Grinning, Megan said, "Do tell." 

    Holding my hands about six inches in front of my chest, I said, "She had big 'uns. Used to get deep strap marks with raw skin at the bottom. I always wondered why nobody came up with strap pads of some sort, like they use on rifle and camera straps. I even made her a set of thin leather pads, but she never used 'em." 

    "Maybe they showed through her clothes." 

    "Nope. Couldn't see 'em under her uniform blouse." 

    "Maybe they didn't feel any better. Leather can be rough." Shaking my head, I said, "Soft leather, shiny side out. She just wouldn't use them." 

    Apparently at a loss for some other explanation, Megan took her bra out of my hands and set it with the other clothes as she said, "Well, you tried." Going to the fridge, she opened it and took out a bottle of Ice House beer. "Linda said this is your brand." 

    "She's right. Maybe I should ask what else she told you." Taking out another beer, she opened them both and handed me one, then sat down in the chair by the desk. After sipping her beer and sighing as it went down, Megan gave me a direct look and said, "She said she trusts you to keep certain things to yourself. I took that to mean you two have a history." 

    "Oh, hell, yes. We go back a few years and half a dozen countries. She was my boss back in the seventies. Very spooky stuff that got kind of nasty sometimes." 

    After a silent moment, Megan said, "When you run a security office, you don't play with the people who work with you or for you." I nodded and chuckled, "Gee, sounds familiar so far." Sipping again, Megan lowered her bottle to her lap and picked at the label as she said, "I'm sure it does. Ed, I'm finding this to be a lot more difficult than I thought it would be. It feels awkward as hell, in fact." Reaching to tap her knee brought Megan's head up to look at me. I said, 

"If possible, don't let it bother you. I can't have been your first choice, ma'am. Why not someone from another office? Or even outside the company?" Shrugging, I added, "Hell, look at Wallace. He works with Linda every damned day, but she saw fit to break her rule for him." 

    Megan's left eyebrow arched. "That sounds almost like jealousy." I snorted, "Almost, hell. Of course it is. But I don't think Linda would mind if I tell you we aren't together because we've already tried it. It didn't work out. Wallace has been good to her and good for her, so I behave myself and try to pretend he isn't a hidebound brasshole." Through a grin, Megan said, "Maybe he isn't like that around her." Shaking my head, I sipped beer, then replied, "Nope. He is. Linda just doesn't seem to give a rip. She'll tell him to sit down and shut up now and then and he'll usually do it. I think he loves and respects her damned near as much as I do." 

    "Yet he's with her and you aren't." 

    "Covered that, ma'am. We didn't work out. She snaps and I snap back. He'll negotiate, so I'm work and he's play." 

    Megan laughed, sipped her beer, and chuckled. "That's a hell of a way to put it." 

    With a shrug, I said, "It's how things are. Let's talk about you instead. A company girl, up to her butt in stuff to do and damned little social life for too long, right?" 

    Eyeing me for a moment, Megan nodded. "Essentially, yes. They created a brand-new office that combined three other offices last year and we've had to play catch-up for months. I was seeing a man named Bryan, but we drifted apart and no replacement came along. Linda walked into the gym while I was beating the hell out of a punching bag. She watched for all of a minute before she asked me what was wrong." 

    Sipping again, Megan said, "I almost told her to mind her own goddamned business." Holding her thumb and index finger half an inch apart, she said with a grin, "I came that close before my common sense kicked in. Linda put a hand on my shoulder and told me that if things were that bad, we'd be talking sooner or later for the wrong reasons, then she invited me to take a walk with her after her workout." 

    She sighed, "Hell, I was cornered. I could decline and she'd likely put an eye on me. I could accept and maybe wind up telling her things I didn't really want to talk about." Sipping again, she continued, "Linda bought a four-pack of wine coolers at the Dirtside Pub and we walked all the way to range two. She helped me realize I actually did want to talk, and before I knew it, I'd opened up to her. I still don't know how she did that." 

    "She's good with people." 

    "Oh, definitely. Anyway, she said she might have an idea and I didn't hear anything from her for a few days, then she called my office and asked if I could spare a weekend. I'd just received the news about the boat and told her I had to go to Miami. Linda said that might work out just fine and asked how I'd feel about having a first mate on the boat trip." Tipping her beer bottle at me, she added, "You." 

    "Heh. That must have thrilled you. If you even remembered who I was, that is. And you said..?" 

    "My automatic response was 'no', of course. It was just too... well... contrived, I guess. But Linda said you could behave if you had to and I did want help with the boat. I don't know exactly what I was thinking just then other than 'Oh my God, she's trying to set me up to get laid.'" I chuckled, "Or maybe just trying to set you up for some company. Getting laid would be entirely up to us." 

    Megan chuckled, "Us?" 

    "Yeah, 'us'. I expect to have a voice in the matter and she didn't give me a direct order about it." Taking another sip, I stood up and said, "But the fact is, you're a very good looking woman and I'm currently available, so I'll be pleased and proud to do my absolute best in your service, milady." Her left eyebrow went high and she eyed me for a time, then echoed, 

"Pleased and proud, huh?" 

    Saluting, I replied enthusiastically, "Oh, hell, yes!" Pretending to compose myself, I continued, "Uh, well, I mean, yes, ma'am! That is... Of course. As you wish. Demand of me what you will; I'm at your command, milady." Megan stared rather starkly at me for a moment, then laughed so hard she slid off the edge of the bed and ended up sitting on the floor. Laughing again, she hoisted herself up and planted her butt on the edge of the bed, then slid back a bit and took a deep breath. 

    "Well, you certainly don't sound like the kind of man who'd rather watch a football game." 

    Taking a sip, I replied, "Nope. No football in my world." 

    "Nor mine. I barely understand the game. They flip a coin at the beginning, then for the rest of the game, everybody's trying to get the quarter back." With an exasperated expression, she added in a valley girl manner, "Hel-lo?! It's only like twenty-five cents, you know?" I'd heard that one before, but it was worth a laugh. Clinking bottles with Megan, I heartily agreed and replied with my own standard definition of football. 

    "Yup. Twenty-two guys in brightly-colored shirts, shoulder pads, and suspiciously tight capri pants, all trying to hurt each other for the purpose of putting something that looks like a suppository in somebody's end zone. Y'just can't tell me there isn't something inherently wrong about all that." Megan cracked up laughing and I headed for the restroom to lose some coffee and beer. When I came back out, she was looking through one of her bags, from which she produced an emerald-green bikini. 

    "How would you feel about going to the beach, Ed? I haven't been to a beach in years." 

    "If it'll get you into that outfit, I'm up for it." She rolled her eyes in a 'typical male attitude' expression and grinned. 

"Did you bring a swimsuit?" 

    Leaning on the desk, I said, "Got cutoffs in my backpack." After changing in the bathroom, Megan emerged wearing her shorts and blouse over the bikini. I let her see my very appreciative gaze at her bare legs as she crossed the room to get one of the bags and said, "Towels and sun lotion. I think we're all set." 

Chapter Twenty-one

    When the elevator doors opened, I saw the reporter and her cameraman scramble to their feet in the restaurant and head our way. I stunned her left knee enough to make it fail her in mid-stride and she blurted a little cry of surprise as it folded. She almost went down, but her camera guy was right behind her and he grabbed her arm to haul her back upright. Waving her microphone at us, she shouted, "Wait!" but we continued to the front doors. The flitter met us and we boarded as the reporter lady hobbled after us. As the flitter lifted away, they stopped inside the doors and watched us leave. 

    I guided the flitter upward five miles or so before telling it to go to stealth mode, then descended to hover a hundred yards from the shore of South Beach. The area was packed with people and I could see the dark forms of sharks in the water. 

    "Amazing," I said, "Herds of people in the water and nobody's getting bitten." 

    Watching the sharks, Megan said, "Most of them don't come out this far." Pointing at a couple of guys on surfboards nearby, she said, "Just a few surfers." 

    "A few? More like three dozen, I think." 

    With a sudden puzzled expression, she studied the crowded shore and asked, 

"Why hasn't someone noticed us?" 

    Calling up a yard-wide, five-foot-tall grey barrier, I took my backpack behind it to change as I answered, "We're in stealth mode. Light bends around the hull field." 

    As I took off my shirt, Megan reached to touch the barrier field and stared at it for a moment, then looked above it at me. 

    "How did you make that happen?" 

    "The flitter made the field, ma'am." 

    "But you didn't say anything. Didn't do anything." Aw, hell. Already slipped in front of company. Skinning out of my jeans and stepping into my cutoffs, I said, "Well, beggin' yer ladyship's pardon, of course, but the flitter doesn't barf up fields on its own." With a shake of her head, Megan said, "No. You weren't two feet away from me when it appeared. I'd have heard you." 

    Meeting her gaze, I let the barrier field dissolve as I said, "Okay. So what?" 

    "What?" 

    I reiterated, "So-what? After all these years I have a good rapport with my flitter. I don't have to make every little thing a separate order anymore. What's the big deal?" 

    As if inspired, she looked me over thoroughly, then walked around me once and asked, "Where's your PFM?" 

    Studying her in return, I asked, "Where's yours?" 

    "I'm not wearing it. I'll put it on before we leave the flitter." Even as I wondered if my mental command of the flitter could project the image of a PFM on me, I felt a faint tightness on my left thigh. Lifting that pant leg a bit displayed the silvery gleam of a PFM plastered to my upper thigh. 

    I concealed my own surprise by taking a sip of coffee, then looked beyond Megan as some guy on a surfboard missed another one by inches. "Damn. That kid nearly ran over the other one. Why are they all clustered in one spot?" Megan turned to look just as another guy paddled his board into the path of a surfer, who had no chance to avoid him and had to bail off his board before it rammed the paddler. Both guys went under and the surfer came up first. He fiddled with the cord that attached his board to his ankle, threw an arm over his board, and looked around. 

    The paddler hadn't come back up yet. My board appeared as I thought to zip out there and I almost hopped onto it before the guy's head broke the surface next to his empty board and he gaspingly flung an arm over it. Cindy appeared beside my board and studied me briefly without expression, then disappeared. Hm. That can't be good. I made the board disappear, as well. Megan watched the surfers discuss matters before the guy who'd been run over headed for shore. After another few moments of eyeing the beach, she sighed, "It's too crowded here. Let's go somewhere else." 

    "You got it. North or south?" 

    Turning away from the view, she shook her head. "I don't care. Somewhere we can be by ourselves." 

    Tossing her a sloppy salute, I replied, "Aye, aye, ma'am," and sent the flitter southward to Sands Key, one of several tiny islands that lead to Key Largo. A few minutes later, we found a stretch of beach without people and stepped off the flitter into sand and unfiltered sunshine. I had the flitter stay near us rather than haul the cooler off the deck. Megan spread her towel on the sand and stripped to her bathing suit as I grabbed a couple of beers and joined her. With a soft, "Thanks," she took the beer I offered and sipped it, then sipped again and set it upright in the sand. 

    Sitting on the towel, Megan watched the waves for a while in silence. I saw no reason to disturb her thoughts and went down to the water's edge to find a few shells for Tiger and Annabelle. As I swirled a couple of nice ones in the water to clean them, I felt a presence other than Megan's or mine and took a good look around. Nothing. Nobody. Focusing in the direction the sensation of being watched was strongest, I still saw nothing. Calling up a screen, I said, "Flitter, send up a probe to show me the area from a height of a hundred feet, please." 

    On the screen appeared a view from above. I directed the probe's observations to the top of the dunes and saw a rather skinny woman in a dark-colored bathing suit lying in the sand behind a clump of saw-grass. Turning the probe, I saw two boats anchored just offshore on the other side of the island and a guy digging a hole just above the beach. The woman moved and I refocused on her, zooming in on her. She was a mess; covered in bruises and bleeding from her right wrist and ankle. Her trail led directly up the dune from where the boats were anchored. 

    "Megan," I said, "Get back aboard the flitter, please. Something's going on that might be dangerous." 

    Rather than discuss the matter, I had the flitter swing down by her and

'helped' her aboard, setting our towels and our beer bottles on the deck near her before I had it lift away. I then called up my board and my three suit. 

    "Cindy, I need you." She appeared on the other side of my board and I pointed up the slope. "There's a woman up there who looks as if she needs help. Check her out, please. I'm going to have a look at what the guy's doing." 

    With a nod, Cindy disappeared and reappeared at the top of the dune. I heard a short, sharp screech, then nothing. Through my implant, Cindy said, 

"I've sedated her and begun treatment." 

    Soaring over the dune and down the other side along the woman's trail, I replied, "Thanks, milady. Are there any law enforcement boats in the area?" A moment passed before she said, "There's a Fish and Game boat anchored three point seven miles south." 

    "Thanks, again, ma'am." 

    The guy below me was dragging something wrapped in a blue plastic tarp up the beach to the hole he'd dug between two palm trees. I hovered above him as he labored to work his burden into position, then he pulled a cord and a man's body rolled out of the tarp and into the hole. 

    I stunned the guy and hopped down to check the body in the hole for a pulse. Nope. In fact, he looked as if he'd been dead for quite a while. 

"Cindy, I'd like a witness, please. I think this guy died sometime last night." 

    Without appearing, she answered, "You're correct." 

    "Thanks. I'll take care of things down here. You take care of the ladies, please. Megan doesn't need to contact anyone until I return to the flitter. The other lady doesn't need to wake up." 

    "May I ask what you intend to do?" 

    "Yup. I'm going to start a big, smoky bonfire." 

    "Perhaps because fires are illegal in this area?" 

    "You got it. Once the Fish and Game boat is headed this way, we'll put the lady in a shady spot and go to stealth mode." 

    Getting back on my board, I eradicated signs that I'd been there and started looking for stuff to burn. There wasn't much on the beach beyond a few weathered branches and some odd bits of trash. Looking on the boats, I found more trash and two broken stools. I hauled everything back to the beach near the boats and added the tarp to the pile, then doused the pile with some gasoline from a red can on the nearest boat. 

    Hm. Wouldn't burn long. Looking around in the boats, I found a few quarts of motor oil and some old wool Army blankets. Good enough. I added the blankets to the pile, poured oil on everything, and tossed the plastic oil bottles on top of it all, then sent a glowing tendril to ignite the stuff. The gasoline made the fire 'whoomp' into being, and as soon as the other stuff began burning, a thick stream of black smoke began to rise steadily into the sky. Spotting a ripped seat cushion on the nearest boat, I added that to the pile and asked Cindy to let me know when the Fish and Game boat was two miles away. 

    Some five minutes passed before Cindy said the boat was underway in our direction. Another few minutes later, she said, "Two miles, Ed." 

    "Time to bring the lady down and park her under a tree." The flitter descended and fielded the woman down the last thirty feet or so to place her gently in the shade of a tree near the hole containing the body. Rather than return to the flitter, I hovered above the area. The Fish and Game boat soon came into view and roared into the area, cutting its engines as it aimed at the shore. The boat beached itself slightly, the guy aboard it tossed a bow anchor at the sand as he jumped off the boat, and I chose that moment to let the digger wake up. 

    He roused and shook his head as he sat up, then he saw the Fish and Game boat and scrambled to his feet. By then the Fish and Game guy had seen the shovel sticking up by the hole and the woman under the tree. He seemed to assume the worst and drew his pistol as he yelled, "Halt!" but the digger hauled ass away from there, running up the dune. 

    The Fish and Game guy didn't chase him. He walked over to have a look in the hole as he used his radio to report in, then he froze and almost yelled, 

"There's a guy in the hole and this woman's been beaten all to hell! Get me some backup!" Kneeling down, he checked the guy in the hole and added, "The guy in the hole is dead! I'll disable the boats here, but there may be another one. Get a bird out here, Frank!" 

    Lifting away from the scene, I scooted aboard the flitter and located my half-finished beer. Megan watched proceedings below for a moment as I sipped some beer, then she turned to give me an odd look and a shake of her head. 

    "What?" I asked, "He gets paid to deal with stuff out here. I don't. Back in a minute." 

    "Where are you going now?" 

    "Gonna go see about the runner. Hold the fort, ma'am." Scooting off the deck, I located the runner a couple of hundred yards north of the hole. He wasn't running anymore, but he seemed to be searching for something. I watched as he ranged around for a time and came up with a good-sized chunk of branch. 

    Oh, smart. Maybe he'd wave that at the Fish and Game guy and get shot. But no, he headed for the water with the branch. I followed as he swam back toward the boats, using the branch as a flotation device and kicking underwater. Slick. Maybe. If he didn't splash at all and the Fish and Game guy didn't look toward the water. If he had a spare set of keys and somehow managed to get lost before a chopper got there. I followed his slow progress until he neared the boats, then I stunned his legs. 

    His kicking stopped instantly as his legs turned to dead weight and sank. The guy freaked a bit and let go of the branch in order use his arms to stay afloat, but he rolled on his back and continued stroking toward the boats. I stunned his left arm and he came unglued, thrashing hard to keep his head above water. The Fish and Game guy heard the ruckus and used his radio again as he headed for his boat. 

    After rescuing the thrasher, the Fish and Game guy cuffed him to a rail and again beached the boat. A helicopter was finally arriving from the west and I debated whether to let the woman wake up. Shrug. Yeah. She wasn't that badly hurt and she might know something of value to the cops. She woke up screaming, sat up with sounds of pain, and saw the Fish and Game boat. Getting shakily to her feet, she tried to hurry toward it and fell down, then got up and kept going as the guy on the boat jumped down to run to her. 

    The helicopter settled to the sand well away from the fire and two guys in uniforms got out of it. Scooting back aboard the flitter, I thanked Cindy for her assistance and headed the flitter south to Elliott Key and another stretch of beach. 

    This time I checked both sides of the island, of course, and found it to be truly empty. A cabin cruiser was moored a mile or so from the tip of the island, but apparently everyone it carried was aboard it. As we settled to the beach, I hopped down and extended a hand to Megan, who'd been silent during our relocation. Now she looked at my hand, then at me for a moment, and said in a flat tone, "Ed, I think I'd like to go back to the motel." 

    "Why? Did I do something wrong back there? The woman's safe and in good hands now. I made sure they caught the grave digger and nobody else got hurt." Shaking her head, she said, "It isn't that. Not exactly, anyway. I..." She paused as if to gather her thoughts and said, "I'd have handled things differently." 

    "Yeah? How's that? You'd have stunned everybody and called the cops? Spent the rest of the day up to your gorgeous ass in questions and paperwork?" Giving me an 'are you serious?' expression, she said, "Ed, a man was dead and a woman was beaten!" 

    "How would our sticking around have made their situations any better? 

Answer, ma'am: it wouldn't have made a damned bit of difference to them, but it would have generated another couple of piles of wasted paper and tied us up for hours. Do you really see any point in that? Let the cops handle it all." Megan sighed and rolled her eyes as if I just didn't understand at all. Well, maybe I didn't, from her point of view. 

    "Want a second opinion, ma'am? Flitter, patch a copy of your records from the time I asked you to send up a probe to the time we left the area a few minutes ago to Linda, please." 

    Holding up a protesting hand, Megan said, "Ed, this isn't necessary." 

    "Sure it is. When you talk to Linda about it, I want her to know all the details. Want another beer while we wait?" 

    Abruptly settling back in her seat, Megan replied, "No. What else is in there?" 

    "Tea. dr pepper." 

    "Tea." 

    "You got it." I flipped the cooler open and handed her a tea, popping it open as she took it. Some minutes passed before Linda pinged my implant and I called up a screen as I answered, "Yo! Here!" 

    Linda tapped something on her desk as she arched an eyebrow and said, 

"Very interesting footage, Ed. Mind telling me why I got a copy?" 

    "Megan seemed to have doubts about the way I handled things, Fearless Leader. You're an unbiased second opinion." 

    The tapping stopped. "In that case, well done." Megan blurted, "What?! Linda..." 

    Linda reiterated firmly, "I said, 'well done', Megan. Nobody got hurt. The woman got medical attention. The authorities have everything and everyone involved in whatever was going on, and no 3rd World personnel were officially involved. You're in security; you should know that part of the job is keeping the company's skirts out of the mud. Ed acted anonymously and that's fine with me." 

    I gave Megan a smug grin and sipped the last of my beer, then tossed the bottle over the side. Megan's face went from the beginnings of outrage to shock as the bottle flashed into bright oblivion at the flitter's hull field. The small thunderclap of the bottle's demise made her screech as she recoiled. 

    "What the hell just happened?!" 

    "My flitter hates litter, ma'am. It zapped the bottle." 

    "Zapped it? With what? How?" 

    Looking at Linda, I asked, "Should I answer that?" Linda shook her head. "Let her take the course." Turning to Megan, I said, "She said no." 

    Looking at me, Megan retorted, "What course?" 

    "The flitter course," said Linda, "See me when you get back. If that's all, people, I have work to do here." 

    I looked at Megan. She obviously wasn't truly finished, but she sighed, 

"Okay. I'll see you when I get back." 

    Grinning, Linda flapped a hand in a goodbye wave and said, "Later, all. Have fun," then poked her 'off' icon. 

    Megan watched the screen dissolve, then guzzled the last of her tea and squashed the can. "Have fun, she says." 

    With a shrug, I said, "Yeah, might as well. The alternative usually sucks." 

    Continuing to fold and compress the can, Megan's glower lessened by degrees, eventually becoming a small grin. Without taking her eyes off the can, she interlaced her fingers and used her palms to flatten the can even further as she snickered softly, then chuckled, "Yeah, it usually does, doesn't it?" 

    Standing up, she took a step forward, whirled her right arm once, and underhand-threw the crumpled can at the world beyond the flitter's deck. A split-second later the can became a noisy, brilliant flash. 

    "Good arm, lady. Who'd you pitch for?" 

    Blinking away the afterimage, she replied, "The Panthers. College softball." 

    "Uh, oh. Were they a stereotypical buncha tough girls who don't like boys much?" 

    Megan laughed, "Not all of them. Three of the team ended that season pregnant." 

    "Well, so much for the stereotype, then." 

    "Oh, not at all. Most of them were fully qualified." She walked to the rear deck and stood watching the world recede for a moment, then said, "Ed, if you don't mind, let's tell people where to find me and go back to your house. I'm just not in the mood for Miami." 

    Mentally instructing the flitter to take us to Megan's motel, I replied, 

"By your command, milady." 

    She turned to face me. "You really don't mind?" 

    "You're talking about bunking at my place for a few days or a week, right?" 

    "Uhm... well, yes, actually. Again, if you don't mind." I looked her up and down once and laughed, "You gotta be kidding, lady. Look at yourself. Hell, no, I don't mind." 

    As if only then realizing she was still in her bikini --which I didn't buy for a moment --Megan made a little sound of dismay and said, "We'll be landing any minute. We have to change, Ed." 

    "It's Florida, ma'am. They've seen swimsuits before." 

    "That might be true at motels along the beach." She hurried to climb back into her shorts and blouse as I put my shirt on and sat back in the pilot's seat. 

    Motion below caught my eye; a guy on a blue motorcycle sharply angled out of the flow of traffic on Collins Avenue, jarringly crossed a driveway's dip way too fast, rolled diagonally across a restaurant parking lot, and stopped smack in the middle of a hotel's receiving alcove. 

    At first I thought he was just trying to make a grand entrance, but he seemed to be struggling with the bike, kicking feebly at the side-stand. The bike started to topple to the left and I sent a field to prop it up. Cindy appeared beside the bike as he slumped forward. 

    "He's having a heart attack," she said, lifting him off the bike and laying him out flat beside it. By that time I was on my board and heading downward toward the scene. I instructed the flitter to go visible and hover within the alcove ten feet above the pavement as I joined Cindy and kicked the side-stand down so I could let my field dissolve. 

    Calling up a field screen, I told the 911 operator where we were and what was going on, then disconnected when she started asking questions about me. Cindy gave me a sidelong glance at that, but said nothing. Uniformed and suited people from within the hotel came out and one of them also called 911. I didn't bother to mention I already had; her call would verify mine. The guy started to come around and mumbled something I didn't catch, but Cindy did. She nodded and looked up at one of the suits as she said, "He wants someone to call his wife, Monica. I have the number." The suit looked reluctant, but a woman near him said, "I'll do it. What's wrong with him?" 

    "Heart attack," I said, "Don't know how bad it is." Cindy gave me an arched eyebrow, but said nothing, so I assumed I'd either said something she considered stupid or the situation was rather dire. I added, "Just let her know he's about to go to a hospital and ask her where she wants the bike taken." 

    Two cop cars arrived within a few minutes and one of the cops began asking Cindy questions about what she was doing. Her answers seemed to satisfy him and she was allowed to continue as the cop turned to me. I pointed to Cindy and said, "I'm with her," then pointed to the woman who'd called the guy's wife and said, "She just called his wife." 

    The cops focused on her and I formed a field platform to lift myself to the flitter. That caused a stir in the crowd. Directing the flitter to land to one side of the alcove, I handed Megan down and let the flitter return to hovering. 

    Megan asked, "What's going on?" and I filled her in as the ambulance finally arrived, weaving in and out of uncooperative and truculent traffic until it could turn into the hotel's driveway. 

    Paramedics took over the guy's care and consulted with Cindy as they worked on him. After a few minutes, they put him on a gurney and loaded him into the ambulance, but didn't immediately leave. Cindy came to stand by me. Without warning, she disappeared and reappeared inside the ambulance, then apparently had to shove one of the medics aside. Two of them tried to grab her arms and seemed vastly startled to be unable to do so. I stifled a chuckle that wouldn't have suited the mood of the situation. 

    A few moments later Cindy stood up and spoke to the medics, then disappeared from the ambulance and reappeared beside me. People began to back away from us. I took Cindy's hand and kissed it, then said, "Thank you, milady." 

    The woman who'd called 911 rather tremulously asked, "What did she just do?" 

    Cindy said, "I massaged his heart until it stabilized." Shaking her head slowly, the woman replied, "Uh... No... I mean... did you really just... disappear? And reappear?" 

    "Yes," said Cindy, "Like this," and she disappeared again. I felt her presence above and looked up at the flitter. Cindy gave me one of her little hand-flap waves and a grin. 

    Another cop car arrived. A distraught woman got out and hurried to the ambulance, where she stayed for maybe five minutes before she stepped out of it and spoke to one of the cops. He pointed at me and then up at the flitter. 

    "Cindy," I said, "It seems likely she'll want to thank you." Cindy appeared beside me as the woman came toward me, which seemed to cause her to falter in her approach. She stopped and stared for a moment, then came the rest of the way and extended a hand to Cindy. "I'm Monica Huffman. I'm told you saved Henry's life, Miss..?" 

    "I'm Cindy," said Cindy, "Yes, I did." Monica said, "I don't know how to thank you enough," and the ladies had a chat while I went to study the guy's bike. 
Chapter Twenty-two

    Henry had removed the tank emblems and covered the steering mount with Velcro so he could stick on a small clock, but I managed to find the bike's brand name on the VIN label. Kawasaki. I had the flitter run the number and put the specs for the bike on a field screen. It was a Vulcan 1500 Classic FI. Gears: one down, four up. Kewl, a five-speed. Fuel injected. Drive shaft, no chain to mess with. Dry weight 740 or so. Five gallons and forty miles or so per gallon. 

    A cop came over and studied the field screen for a moment, then looked at me. "What the hell's that thing?" 

    "A data screen." 

    He tried to touch it and his hand drifted through it, which made him yank his hand back. Enlarging the screen, I split it in two parts and used the right side for a map that displayed a route from the hotel to the address on the bike's registration. 

    Turning, I asked, "Monica, do you still live at 2131 Citrus Way?" She saw the screen and answered, "Yes. What's that?" 

    "A data screen. Do you want the bike towed, or would you rather I ride it to your house and park it for you?" 

    Another cop tried to touch the screen as she answered, "Uh... I don't know how Henry would feel about someone else riding his bike." I let the screen dissolve as I said, "That's understandable, ma'am, but how would he feel about having it dragged aboard a tow truck and chained down by someone who usually hauls cars? Not to mention taken off that truck by the same guy later? Lots of chances to drop it and break something." Looking hesitant, she replied, "Uh... yes, but... thank you, of course, but I don't know you." 

    Thumbing at Cindy, I said, "You didn't know her, either, 'til just a few minutes ago. She's a friend of mine, if that helps." Monica looked at Cindy, who smiled and nodded. "Yes, he's a friend and he has a motorcycle of his own." 

    Calling the flitter down, I said, "And you'll follow me home on that, then we'll take you to the hospital if you want." 

    Apparently Monica hadn't noticed the flitter at the top of the alcove. Her eyes got big as she hissed, "That's a flitter!" 

    "Yup. How about the bike? Tow it or ride it?" Tearing her eyes off the flitter, Monica managed, "Uh... yes. Ride it. I'm sure Henry won't mind, under the circumstances." 

    "Good 'nuff, ma'am. Talk with the cops and we'll get underway as soon as you're ready." 

    I straddled the bike, turned it on, and eased it over to a parking space near the lot's exit. A cop came to check my license for a motorcycle endorsement, then he asked where he could get one of those 'screen things'. 

    "Sign up with 3rd World Products," I told him, "Otherwise you'll have to wait 'til they reach the public." 

    A few minutes later, all the ladies boarded the flitter and it came to hover above me as Cindy said, "Ready when you are." Cranking up the bike, I eased it into the stream of traffic and spent the next eight miles noting the differences in feel and handling between the 1500

and my 750. The 750 had plenty of power and would scamper all day at highway speeds, but it revved at 5000 RPM at seventy miles per hour. While it was comfortable enough in general, the 1500 had a heftier seat and shocks and I'd barely felt some bumps that would have been moderately jarring on the 750. Linking through the flitter, I calculated that at seventy miles per hour the 1500 would only be turning about 2800 RPM. Big damned difference. Much quieter, too. I'd be able to hear my MP3 tunes at highway speeds. By the time I'd reached Monica's home, I was ready to trade bikes. 

    After parking the bike in Monica's garage, I handed her the keys and we went into the house, where she took a quick shower and changed, then gathered some things for Henry. Once the carry bag was packed, we headed for the hospital, and after finding out that Henry had been sedated, we left Monica to handle hospital matters and headed for Megan's motel. 

    Cindy excused herself en route and vanished. The desk clerk stopped Megan as we crossed the lobby and handed her some messages. I looked around for reporters and happily saw none while Megan thanked him. In her room, she told me to make myself at home while she took care of a few things. Megan headed for the bathroom with her messages and her cell phone. I plunked on the bed and turned on the TV, but saw little of interest beyond a show about melting glaciers and their effect on sea levels world wide. Hm. Another thirty feet of water would make my house a beachfront property. Channel flipping produced nothing else worth watching. I called up a field screen and checked email, then visited the Kawasaki site for more info on their larger bikes. Hm. Get above 1500 cc's and you started getting mileage like an SUV. No point in that, really. Checking other manufacturer sites, I found the same generally applied to their bikes. 

    On the NADA site I got an idea of what an insurance company would think such a bike was worth, then I visited some discussion groups based on the brand and size. Keyword searches produced almost no messages concerning problems with that bike, and in most cases, the problems had to do with pre-2000 models that had a recall on an oil gear of some sort or custom modifications people had made that hadn't turned out as well as they'd hoped. I heard a voice in the hall, then a knock at the door as the voice continued. Megan came out of the bathroom still chatting on the phone and opened the door. She and Brigit put their cell phones away and Brigit entered the room with a couple of shopping bags and a tense, harried demeanor. Without breaking their conversation, Brigit gave me a wave in passing on her way to the fridge, fished out a beer, then she and Megan headed to the bathroom together, still yakking about something to do with cops and insurance company reps who didn't answer phone calls. 

    Megan poked her head out of the bathroom and said, "Sorry, Ed. I need a few more minutes." 

    Waving as if it didn't matter, I nodded and said, "Sure." She withdrew into the bathroom and their yakking began again. I visited eBay to see what was up for sale in Florida. Four 1500 Classics were listed, three of which were priced far too high by people trying to win their accessory expenses back. 

    Bike number four was a red 2000 model and its price was right at book value, even though it had a big windshield, Vance and Hines pipes, wind-deflecting lowers, Hartco seats, and saddle bags. I wondered what might be wrong with it as I sent a query message through the 'contact the seller' 

link. 

    As I continued browsing, my 'Incoming mail' icon flashed and I found a reply that said the guy's arthritis had gotten so bad he couldn't squeeze a clutch lever anymore. Another message got me the guy's address in Cocoa and I told him I'd be there before three to see the bike. 

    Getting up, I slipped off my cutoffs and put on my jeans, shouldered my backpack, and knocked on the bathroom door. When Megan opened it, I said, 

"Back in a few, ma'am." 

    She started an apology for leaving me alone so long, but I held up a hand. 

"That's not it. I'm going to go look at a bike. Might even buy it. Gimme a call when you're free again." 

    Megan apologized again, nonetheless, but I grinned as I waved it off and left the room. After stopping at a branch of my bank for a few thousand bucks, I headed north to Cocoa on the flitter and got there ten minutes before three. The flitter and I examined the bike and found it sound, then I took a test ride and it felt about like the one I'd ridden earlier. I didn't care for the noise from the pipes, but all else was fine, so I paid for the bike, took the signed title to the local tag office, and returned with a license plate around four-thirty. 

    Ride it back to Miami? Head home with it? Shrug. Didn't matter; Miami was two hours south and Spring Hill was three hours west. Either way, if Megan finished up and called me, I'd be on the road and I'd have to load the bike aboard the flitter in any case. I filled the bike's tank and headed west. Things were fine until I reached Christmas, FL, where I encountered sprinkling, then a light rain. Since I was already in my five suit, I continued until I saw a Circle K store, where I parked the bike under awnings by the gas pumps and went inside to get a coffee refill. Ten minutes later the rain hadn't let up a bit, so I called up a screen and checked cloud cover and rain patterns in the area, then decided not to wait. 

    At the outskirts of Orlando the rain became heavier. It became an outright downpour as I entered the main part of town and remained so until I reached the outskirts on the west side, where the rain abruptly stopped. I spotted a Checkers and ate a couple of burgers, then got underway again. The road got drier the farther west I rode and the sun dipped below the horizon around six. January in Florida; seventy-seven degrees at sundown under a starry sky. I stopped near Mascotte to let some deer get out of the road ahead and drove them to hop over a fence with my headlight and the sound of my pipes, then continued on. 

    Some forty minutes later I pulled into my driveway, rolled my Vulcan 750

around to the back porch, tied a tarp over it, and put the 1500 in the garage. When I pinged Tiger, he was still with Annabelle, of course. I told him I'd brought a new bike home and he didn't seem very interested. After a shower and making a fresh coffee, I called Megan on a blank screen. When she answered, I said, "Hi, there. I'm back at the house with a new bike. It's like the one I rode earlier today, but it's red. How'd things go with Brigit?" 

    She sighed irritably, "Not well, and I really don't want to go into it. The cops came by to update some papers and I'll have to talk to the insurance people sometime tomorrow. You were right, Ed; they don't want to pay off. That free boat has turned into one big pain in the ass." 

    "Then screw it. Walk away from it. The boat's at the bottom and the rest is all meaningless bullshit if they won't pay off." 

    "There's titling and insurance paperwork and..." 

    "Like I said, 'screw it', ma'am. If they won't pay for the boat, the title and paperwork crap doesn't matter a fat damn. Let them wail and gnash their teeth about it." 

    With another sigh, she replied, "They could sue me, Ed." 

    "For what? Unsigned documents about a drowned boat?" 

    "Yes. Exactly." 

    Shrugging though she couldn't see me, I said, "Doubtful, but do whatever you think you need to do. I'd call Linda and let her lend me a lawyer. Want some company through the long, cold night? It's only eight-something and I'd do my absolute best to make you forget your trials and tribulations." Megan snorted a soft laugh. "Oh, I'm sure you would, but..." there was a pause, then she said firmly, "No," and I thought she was talking to me until she said, "No, by God, I'm on two week's leave and I haven't had time off in over a year. I'm not going to just sit here and let those paper pushers waste my time." She took a deep breath and said, "Yes, Ed. I'd like some company." With what I judged to be a proper level of enthusiasm, I replied, "On my way, milady! Fifteen minutes or I'm free!" 

    She laughed nervously, "Then I'll order up something for dinner and see you when you get here. Bye!" then she disconnected. Letting the screen dissipate, I pinged Tiger again and told him I had to return to Miami for Megan. He declined to join me and asked if I'd bring her home. I said I'd try. 

    "Good," he said, "I like Megan." 

    "Okay, then. I'll refill your food canister before I go. Good night, Tiger." 

    He replied, "Yes, good night, Ed." 

    A few minutes later I sipped coffee as I watched strings and patches of city lights pass beneath the flitter and considered the source of the diamonds. I asked the flitter to run another search and again found no theft records of any sort concerning the stones I'd found. 

    Running a search on the man who'd last owned them, I learned that he'd died of cancer last June. He'd been a 78-year old widower with four grown kids in their thirties, all living in other cities. If he'd owned the stones when he died, they should have been part of his estate, but there was no mention of them or his disposal of them in any manner. 

    Switching gears, I brought up the arrest records of the man and woman who'd shot at each other near the sailboat site. He was John Williams of California and she was Sara Brightman of Oregon. Not much other meaningful info turned up; both of them had instantly demanded lawyers and clammed up. Engine and other serial numbers indicated that both their boats had been stolen during the previous month and repainted. That and their gunfight told me they likely knew each other, perhaps even very well. Trying to retrace their steps over the last few weeks might turn up something, but probably not very quickly. 

    As the flitter let me off at Megan's motel, I realized that something about the people involved in the case was bugging me and tried to figure out what it might be during the elevator ride to the second floor. Megan let me in with a nervous little smile and gestured at a folding table flanked by two chairs in the center of the room. 

    It was an interesting device; with the wings folded, it was just a roll-around cart with two shelves. Pack it, stack the chairs on top, roll it to a room and unfold it, toss a tablecloth on it, and voila... steak dinners for two and wine in an ice bucket. 

    "Wow," I said, "How'd you manage to get a pair of steak dinners up here in less than half an hour?" 

    "When I called about dinner and asked how long it would take, they offered me these. An order was canceled just before I called. They were still assembling it. I hope you like steak." 

    "Steak's fine, milady. I was admiring the cart, too. I think I want one for my garage." 

    She laughed as I seated her. I dropped my pack by the desk and took the other chair, noting that she'd cleared her bags off both beds as I lifted the wine bottle out of the ice and used the corkscrew to open it. After I poured some in Megan's glass, I recorked the bottle and set it back in the ice, then leaned back to open the fridge and snag an Ice House. 

    As I twisted the cap off the bottle, Megan asked, "You don't like wine?" 

    "Nope. I prefer beer. Or tea." 

    Something about the light reflecting off my table knife made me think of the diamonds as they'd appeared when they'd cascaded out of the freezer and I froze to study the reflection for a moment. The flitter's probes had produced only fairly standard white light. I shouldn't have been able to see the diamonds at all. 

    "Ed, is something wrong with the steak?" 

    I looked up at her. "No. Megan, what would make a diamond glow? Not brightly. Just a little." 

    Megan gave me an odd look and asked, "Huh?" 

    "When I opened the fridge on the boat, I saw something flow out of the freezer and pile up where it landed. The diamonds. They were in water. How could I see them at all?" 

    She seemed to give that some thought and replied, "A jeweler once told me that ultraviolet light will make them fluoresce. Is that what you mean by

'glow'?" 

    "Probably. They looked like a pile of ghostly jelly until I hit them with ultraviolet. Until then I couldn't see the individual stones, just the pile. Sort of. Flitter, can you tell if the diamonds in my pocket have been exposed to any form of radiation other than your ultraviolet light? If so, what kind?" Through my implant, the flitter replied, "The diamonds were exposed to alpha and beta particles, gamma radiation, X-rays..." Aw, hell. The flitter listed other types of radiation and I wondered how much residual radiation I'd soaked up from the stones as I quickly took the baggie out of my pocket, placed it on the table, and cast a five-field around it. No, wait... The flitter wouldn't have let me handle them unsuited if they'd been dangerous. Nonetheless, I left the five-field in place. I interrupted, "Flitter, are the diamonds I found safe for humans to handle?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "What was the source of the other radiations you listed?" 

    "A damaged canister containing fifty kilograms of uranium-235 is concealed aboard the sailboat." 

    "That's what...? About a hundred pounds?" 

    "One hundred and ten point two-three-one pounds, Ed." 

    "That's enough for a damned bomb, so let's call it one for now. Is the canister built into the boat somehow?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Is there a timer or some means of setting it off remotely?" 

    "No, Ed. The device's detonating mechanism is missing." 

    "Thank you, flitter. Please send a probe out to the sailboat and establish a five-field around the canister, then send your findings to both Linda and Denise Jonel." 

    Calling up a screen, I pinged Linda. She answered with, "Ed, it's really kind of late," as her face appeared on my screen. 

    "And yet you look absolutely perfect, milady. Pardon the hour, but there are fifty kilograms of U-235 in what I think may be a bomb built into the sunken sailboat. I've asked the flitter to isolate it and send you and Jonel a report." 

    Linda's eyes widened, then her gaze sharpened and she poked a flashing icon. She said tersely, "Yes, I'm receiving it now. I'll call you back in a few minutes, Ed." 

    "No need, milady. Jonel can handle it and I'm in the middle of an intimate steak dinner with the lovely Miz Megan." 

    Her gaze sharpened again, then relaxed as her voice took on a somewhat sarcastic tone. "Indeed. Well, I guess we won't really need you at the scene, but I do hope you won't mind if I ring you back when someone asks me how the hell you learned about the container when nobody else did?" I very graciously replied, "Not at all, milady. Fact is, I shouldn't have been able to see the diamonds underwater. I've been wondering why I saw them as a kind of a glowing glob, so I asked Megan what makes 'em glow. She mentioned ultraviolet, so I had the flitter send a probe out to the wreck." Her eyes held mine for a moment, then she said, "I see. Okay, I'll call you only if we need you. Thanks, Ed." 

    Saluting her with my fork, I said, "You're very welcome, milady. Oh, and flitter, when Jonel's flitter arrives, let it take the bomb, please." Linda chuckled softly and said, "Good thinking. Later, Ed." I replied, "G'night, milady," and she tapped her 'off' icon. Spearing the corner of my steak, I sawed off a chunk as Megan set her fork down and picked up her wine glass. After a hefty sip, she set it down and eyed me. 

    I asked, "Yes?" 

    "Ed, a few moments ago you discovered what's probably a nuclear weapon fifteen miles from Miami, but now you're really going to just sit there and eat?" 

    "Sure am. Jonel would probably rather pick up that thing herself. She seemed like the controlling type." 
Chapter Twenty-three

    Megan continued eyeing me for a moment, then sipped her wine again and continued eating. A few bites later, she poured herself some more wine and drank half of it before she softly snapped, "Damn it, I can't figure you out. One minute you're grandstanding and the next you're..." Looking up, I gave her a questioning expression. She returned a dim glower and said, "Anyone else would be out there, directing... whatever... Or at least participating. They'd be in the thick of it, not sitting at a dinner table. Don't you think you deserve some kind of credit for what you've accomplished tonight? A little recognition? Something?!" I shrugged. "Linda and Jonel know where the info came from and that'll be in their reports. Let others deal with it." I grinned, "Unless 'in the thick of it' is where you'd rather be right now, Miss 'No, by God, I'm on two week's leave'?" 

    Megan fumed for a time, then snapped much less softly, "You just don't understand, Ed." 

    Dicing up the last of my steak, I replied, "Guess not. Don't have to, really. You're talking about your vision, not mine." 

    "My what? What the hell are you talking about?" I reiterated, "It's your vision, ma'am. The way you seem to think things ought to be for whatever reasons. Recognition? For what? Curiosity enough to wonder why my diamonds were glowing? For turning in the radiation info? Megan, my help or supervision isn't required, so what should I be doing right now? 

Looking for a pat on the head and a 'good job' from someone? Maybe some kind of promotion? To what? Management?" I laughed, "Thanks, but no thanks." Megan set her fork down and glared. "I've seen you take charge of a situation. You'd be good at it." 

    "An individual situation isn't the same as herding people day in and day out. I've tried that. I didn't like it. Neither did the people I commanded." She seemed to take a few moments to digest my answer, then said somewhat sullenly, "Well, it still doesn't seem right that everyone else will divide up the credit." 

    I laughed, "Yeah, poor little me. I'm stuck here with a pretty woman and a beer while everybody else is working late recovering nuclear crap from the bottom of the ocean." 

    As I washed some veggies down with beer, Megan shook her head tightly, sighed, and continued eating in silence. Oh, well. Can't please everybody all the time. 

    "Megan. Think, please. Sure, I could have dashed out to the wreck in a dramatic, heroic manner and had my flitter haul the bomb out of the boat, but then what? I'd have had to turn the bomb over to someone who could have had her own people retrieve the damned thing." 

    She retorted, "Yes, but..." and paused, then sighed and resumed eating in a manner that seemed to capitulate the point rather than continue the discussion. 

    "But what, Megan? If Linda wanted me out there, she'd have said so. She's kinda pushy like that, y'know." 

    Her head came up tersely with a narrow gaze. "Linda. You talk about her as if..." Setting her fork down, Megan seemed to consider her next words, then continued, "...as if... she does all your thinking for you." Crap. Enough. I replied, "You don't know quite enough about me yet. Or Linda, for that matter. Why not ask her about that sometime?" Swigging the last of my beer, I got to my feet and dropped my bottle in the trash can by the desk. Megan also stood up, jarring the little cart-table. I reflexively sent a tendril to catch the wine bottle and her glass as they toppled. Megan froze and stared bug-eyed at the grey, snake-like field that emanated from the center of my open left hand and spanned the length of the table to engulf the bottle and her glass. 

    "Uh..." she began, then she swallowed and sat back down. Once the bottle was upright on the table, I let the field dissolve. Megan's eyes found mine and after a tense moment, she softly said, "Ed, don't even think about trying to tell me you're doing things like that with a regular PFM." 

    I shrugged, said, "Okay," and extended my hand across the table to her. She stared at it quizzically for a moment, then looked up at me as she took it. "You want me to stand up?" 

    "No, ma'am," I said, "It's for a handshake. I'm about to hit the road. Thanks for dinner." 

    Megan stood up quickly and stepped around the table. Taking my left arm in both her hands, she said in a tone that was somehow firm as well as hesitant, 

"Wait. Maybe all we need is a fresh start." 

    Uh, huh. Okay. Raising a hand to run a finger along her jaw line, I replied, "I'd like that, Megan," then I put my arms around her and kissed her gently. For an instant she was stiff in my arms, then she returned the kiss. After a moment, she pulled away, took a deep breath, and said, "Wait. I have to tell you something." She swept a hand over the front of herself. 

"All... all of this is new. Well, over eighty percent of it, anyway, and Elkor said some of it might not work quite right immediately." Letting my gaze follow her movement, I asked, "All what's new? Your skin?" She nodded. "And a lot of what's inside it. Muscle. Some bone, too. Both my legs were burned. Most of the left side of my back and..." Megan choked slightly, then said, "Elkor put me in stasis until new parts were ready. I spent most of last year in stasis, Ed. Well, some of me did, anyway. The rest was cultivated and grafted on after my torso had healed enough." Sipping her wine, Megan sighingly continued, "I had to learn to use the new parts. They were fully grown when Elkor installed them, but they'd never been used. It took months of physical therapy and I had to convince myself every morning that I wasn't living through some kind of a nightmare." Megan carried her wine to the bed and sat on the edge, eyeing me as if waiting for some sort of response. When she said no more for several moments, I shrugged and parked my butt against the desk. 

    "Well, milady, you seem fully functional now. I've seen you in a bikini and I didn't spot any big ugly stitches or garish seam lines, so what's your question?" 

    "My question?" 

    "Yeah. What do you want to hear? Are you afraid of rejection? If so, not a chance. Elkor does excellent work." 

    Giving me an odd look, she slowly replied, "Well... you could at least ask what happened to me." 

    Shaking my head, I said, "You've had months to talk about it with people far more qualified than me." 

    Her gaze widened at that, then narrowed ominously. "But what if I want to talk about it? Now. Tonight." 

    Regarding her quietly for a moment, I replied, "Then you should probably call someone." Levering myself away from the desk, I added, "Thanks for a fine dinner, milady." 

    I expected Megan to perhaps sit quietly and sullenly watch me leave or get pissed and rant me out of the room, but she did neither of those things. With an odd grin, she raised an index finger and said, "Wait right there. I'll be back in a minute. Don't go away." 

    She quick-marched out of the room with a bounce in her step that hadn't been there before. Megan seemed to have undergone a drastic change from hesitant to energetic. 

    I took another beer out of the fridge and sipped it as I set the wine bottle and her glass on the desk, stacked our dishes under the table-cart and put the wings down, added the chairs, and rolled the cart over by the hallway door. 

    Pulling the curtains back a bit, I studied the world beyond the room's tiny balcony as I waited. Not much to see, just more buildings and streets. Traffic at night here seemed as active as daytime traffic in Spring Hill. The Miami skyline loomed above some nearby buildings and a shooting star left a brief streak in the sky. I heard the bathroom door open behind me and glanced at the room's reflection in the glass of the door. 

    Megan stepped out of the bathroom in a white motel bathrobe and saw me by the balcony door. She quickly crossed the room to the desk and picked up her wine, then guzzled what was left in the glass and took a deep breath. As she refilled her glass, she said, "I'm back." Turning around, I pretended a bit of surprise. Megan gave me a little smile and took a sip of her wine as she let her left knee slip forward, nudging the robe open a bit. 

    I admired her exposed thigh and grinningly replied, "Well! Now I'm kinda glad I stuck around, ma'am!" 

    Megan's small smile widened as she pretended nonchalance, sipped her wine, and said, "I can see that. There's another bathrobe in the bathroom." With a small salute, I replied, "As you command, milady," and headed for the bathroom. Just as I reached the door, Megan said, "Linda was right." Maybe I was supposed to ask, "About what?" but instead I answered, "She usually is," and entered the bathroom. The robe was hanging on the back of the door and I skinned out of my clothes to put it on, then carried my clothes back to the main room to set them on the desk. 

    Turning away from the balcony view, Megan chewed her bottom lip as she studied me, then she took another sip of her wine and asked, "Am I being silly?" 

    "I don't feel silly. Why should you?" 

    She snorted a wry chuckle. "You're a man. You don't feel silly because all you care about is getting laid tonight." 

    Sipping my beer, I responded, "Who just fed me beer and steak and issued me this bathrobe?" 

    Megan's gaze narrowed in a mock glare as she slapped my arm lightly. As she glanced away, I glanced at the bottle. Half gone. With a mental shrug, I decided it didn't matter how much she drank if it got her over her initial nervousness. 

    But just as I reached that decision, Megan took a small sip of her wine, made a face, and said, "I'm not much of a drinker," as she set the glass down. When she looked at me, I said, "My vice is coffee." She sighed, "I wish we had some now. If you want, I'll call room service and..." 

    "Can you drink instant?" 

    Shaking her head, Megan shuddered. "No." 

    Taking her in my arms, I kissed her and said, "Then let's take a shower and get to know each other." 

    Her left eyebrow arched high for a moment, then she nodded slightly. We'd no sooner started toward the bathroom when my implant pinged with the generic chime. 

    I muttered, "Aw, hell," and stopped walking, put up a screen, and said, 

"You got me." 

    Denise Jonel's face filled the screen, then she sat back a bit and took in our robes. "Oh. Sorry if I interrupted anything. We just finished securing the fifty-megaton bomb you found on the boat. Congratulations, Ed. You may have saved Miami." 

    Shrugging, I replied, "Or not. Seems unlikely there's any way to set it off remotely under a hundred feet of water." 

    She looked away from the screen for a moment and her expression told me someone in the room had said 'no'. Jonel turned back to me and said, "Well, at the very least it would have continued to contaminate the ocean." For lack of a better response, I said, "Yeah, prob'ly so." Jonel seemed at a loss for a moment, as well, then she said, "We'd like you to drop by the office in the morning for a meet and greet around nine or so. You know; coffee, pastries, maybe a few pictures." Oh, wonderful. I glanced at Megan before I answered, "That's not really my kind of thing, ma'am." 

    Her eyes got slightly bigger, then her gaze narrowed. She definitely wasn't used to being refused. 

    In an arch tone, Jonel asked, "Excuse me?" 

    "Thanks anyway, but I'd rather not." 

    "You can't spare a few minutes for some people who'd really like to meet you?" 

    "I don't like being the center of fuss and bother." Megan gave me a small nudge with her shoulder and asked, "Ed, what could it hurt to visit a little while?" 

    With a short sigh, I replied, "Megan, if you want to go, I'll drop you off there. How's that?" 

    Her gaze narrowed. "She didn't invite me, she invited you." In a flat tone, Jonel said, "You're both invited." When we faced the screen, she added, "See you then. Goodnight." 

    The screen went blank and I muttered, "Gee, thanks, lady." Megan asked, "Was that for me or her?" 

    "Both of you," I growled, "I really hate grip 'n grin sessions." Eyeing me for a moment, Megan took my arm and got us moving toward the bathroom. "Ed, I think you need to lighten up a bit. It's just a little office socializing that probably won't last more than fifteen minutes." 

    "Uh, huh. As I said, 'been there, done that'. You'll have to wear something stunning, ma'am; something that will focus their attention on something other than me." 

    She chuckled and reached to turn the shower on as she replied, "I'll see what I can find in my bag." 

    I watched her gracefully bend and reach and said, "It needs to be something truly distracting, y'know? Got any low-cut miniskirts? Maybe in emerald green? I know it's a cliche, but red hair and green outfits..." Megan straightened and gave me a droll expression as she placed a finger over my lips and said, "Yes. It's definitely a cliche." After a moment, she grinned and added, "But it always seems to work, doesn't it?" Grinning back, I replied, "Yup. Sure does." She sighed, "But I always feel like such a damned Christmas tree when I wear green." 

    "So play it up. Wear little candy canes on your collar." 

    "Hah! That's all I need. I..." 

    The room phone rang, interrupting her. Megan held up a 'wait one' index finger and went to answer it. Her expression turned to startlement and she turned to face me. 

    "It's for you." 

    "Tell them I'm in the shower." 

    Looking somewhat concerned, she shook her head. 

    "Ed, it's some guy named Larcon from the NIA." Looking properly enlightened, I replied, "Ah. Well, in that case, I'm not here." 

    Her gaze narrowed, "Quit clowning, damn it." With a weary sigh, I took the phone, used my implant to alert the flitter to record the call, and said, "You got me." 

    Larcon asked, "When are you going to get a damned cell phone?" 

    "Prob'ly about the same time hell freezes solid. Guess you heard what I found on the boat, huh?" 

    His tone changed as he said, "As a matter of fact, I did. We did, that is. Ed, we may not have gotten along very well in the past, but any man who can do what you did this evening has my respect." 

    "Thanks. Uh, what did I do, exactly?" 

    "What?! You found the bomb, damn it! Didn't you?" Well, sort of. Accidentally. Yeah, okay. I guess I did. 

    "So? Jonel went out there and did the salvage work." With a small sound of exasperation, he replied, "But you were the one who figured out there was a bomb on the boat. The only one. Right? That's what the report says." 

    "Maybe so, but what's the big deal? I sent a probe to the boat. It noticed radiation, so I had it look around some and turned in the results. Never even left the dinner table." 

    Larcon hissed, "Jesus! Can't you just take a compliment? What made you think to send a probe in the first place? Everybody else thought the incident was over." 

    "So did I, but I had dinner with the lady who inherited the sailboat. Remember when Sue raised that gambling boat? Can't do that this time. There's just too much damage." 

    After a moment, Larcon asked, "So you just wanted to see if the boat was worth raising?" 

    I chuckled, "You're disappointed. I can tell. What's the matter? Not dramatic enough?" 

    With a sigh, he replied, "Sometimes that's how things happen. Un-dramatically." Taking a breath, he said, "Ed, I'm moving up soon. I need some sharp people for a new team." 

    Staring at the phone in real surprise, I thought, 'A job offer from Milton-effing-Larcon? Did I hear that right?' Can't just slam the door on it without rekindling hard feelings, but... 

    "Well, thanks, but I'm happy with Linda and 3rd World. Besides, you NIA guys can't spit without hitting a politician and I'm not even vaguely close to being politically correct." 

    Given the fact that he'd offered me a job at all, he surprised me again by not pushing the issue. 

    "Okay. Just thought I'd put it on the table. Look, I won't keep you any longer from whatever you were doing. Good job with that nuke, Ed. Later." Before I could answer, he disconnected. Eyeing the phone as I hung it up, I muttered, "Be damned. Who'd a thunk it?" 

    Megan asked, "Thunk what?" 

    "He offered me a job. Last I heard, he wanted to have me arrested. Times do change, huh?" 

    She grinned. "Why did he want you arrested?" 

    "He thought I threw snowballs at his car." In apparently complete amazement, Megan came to scrutinize my face, then asked, "For real? Snowballs?" 

    Nodding, I replied, "Yup. For real." 

    "Well? Did you?" 

    "How would you knowing that benefit me?" 

    Her grin returned. "You did do it, didn't you?" 

    "I admit nothing, milady." 

    Something seemed to occur to her and she asked, "Where the hell did you get snowballs in Florida?" 

    "There you go, assuming I'm guilty. Besides, the alleged incident didn't happen in Florida. It was in Denver." 
Chapter Twenty-four

    Megan was about to say something else when my implant pinged with Linda's chimes. I held up a 'wait one' finger and answered with a screen. 

    "Ed," said Linda, "Is Megan with you?" 

    "Yes, I am," said Megan, moving to stand beside me. 

    "Good. Your sister Brigit is in the hospital. Her injuries don't appear serious and Ed will take you there. Ed, I've patched the info to your flitter. Drop her off, then call me." 

    "Will do." 

    "Later, all." She disconnected as Megan yelped, "Wait! What happened?! 

Which hospital?!" 

    "The flitter knows," I said as I shed the robe and walked to the desk to grab my backpack and pants, "Let's go. Saddle up." 

    "Ed..!" 

    Pulling my pants on, I said, "Just get it in gear, ma'am. Something's up or Linda would have been more chatty and she's waiting for my callback." As soon as we were dressed, I had the flitter line up with the balcony and helped Megan aboard, then told it to take her to the hospital and called up my board. Megan shrieked at me about leaving her as the flitter moved away. I sent my board up to six thousand feet and called up a screen to ping Linda. 

    "Damn, that was quick," she responded, "Ed, the NIA would like everybody to believe there may --that's 'may' --be a second bomb in or near Miami. They're selling that idea to Washington as we speak. Elkor's flitter and flits one and two are scanning the area for radiation. We'll need yours, too." Nodding, I said, "Flitter, once you've dropped Megan at the hospital, get instructions from Elkor and pick me up, please." 

    The flitter sent me an acknowledging ping as I waited for whatever else Linda might have to say. 

    She was silent for a moment, then said, "They're blaming usual suspects, of course --Muslim extremists --but none of the people so far in custody in this matter are Muslim. They also deny knowing about the bomb and they seem to be telling the truth. The guy who was on the boat when it sank actually turned pale and became nauseous when he heard about it." Pausing, she asked, "So... I take it you and Megan are getting along well?" 

    I shrugged. "Seems so. We were about to get along even better, but you called, Fearless Leader." 

    Linda snorted a chuckle and reached for something off-screen, then said, 

"I thought you might be good for her. She spent the last year recovering from... rather serious... burns. According to this report, she's fully healed." 

    Nodding again, I replied, "Looked that way to me." 

    "How about psychologically?" 

    Ah. The real reason for discussing Megan at all in the middle of a questionable nuke hunt. "Yeah, I'd say so, Linda. At any rate, she didn't freak out too much today. No more than most others have, anyway. If you're wondering whether to send her back into the office trenches, I'd say she's up to it." 

    Linda chuckled, "She's already back in her office trenches on a part-time basis, mostly playing catch up. Ed, Megan's accident happened just after you went to Texas with Denise." 

    "Damn, that's been over a year. Where are you going with this, ma'am? You want me to try to hang onto her for a while?" 

    Her eyebrow rose. "Try?" 

    "Hell, yeah, 'try'. Got my doubts she'll want to stick with me very long." 

    "Why?" 

    Sitting on my board, I sighed, "Because it seemed to me as if I represented some kind of 'last hurdle', Linda. A way of being able to tell herself her recovery was complete. Does that sound about right to you?" Regarding me quietly for a moment, Linda responded, "That might be one way to look at things." 

    "Yes or no, please." 

    "Make it a yes, then. But with caution, of course." With a grin, she added, "You think she'll get over you fairly quickly?" 

    "Oh, I don't think she'll have to get over me at all, ma'am. I'm just a test subject to her. She'll prob'ly get over her sense of fragility and move on to men more to her usual tastes just as soon as she's back at Carrington." Linda's grin got bigger. "That's my opinion, too. Nice to know your sense of perspective is in good working order." 

    I felt my flitter coming and stood up on my board. As the flitter stopped beside me, I stepped to its deck and Linda remarked, "Being six thousand feet off the ground doesn't bother you in the slightest, does it?" Shrugging, I said, "After the first thousand, altitude doesn't matter too much." 

    "No, I guess it wouldn't. Watch your console." The flitter's console screen came on and various details about the ongoing search were listed as menu items under an NIA logo. I chose the 'summary' link and the screen filled with dense text. Damn. Fifty pages is a 'summary'? 

Someone thought he or she was writing a damned book. 

    "Linda, how about summarizing this 'summary'?" 

    "Sure. They don't know if there's another bomb and have no evidence whatsoever to support that idea, but they're assuming that's the case based on residual radiation found at a warehouse." 

    Looking enlightened, I chuckled, "Ah. Government work." 

    "As ever. They've overlooked quite a few things in order to foster an atmosphere of emergency." 

    "No surprise. Lemme guess; the radiation residue matches the bomb I found?" 

    "Yes. There's also a faint rad trail from the warehouse to the dock and a much fainter trail leading up I-95 all the way to a waterfront warehouse in New Jersey. Apparently the bomb has been leaking since it was assembled." 

    "Sloppy workmanship will tell." 

    Linda grinned and sat back in her chair. I skimmed the many pages of the document and found she was right. That's all they'd managed to say with all those words. Looking at Linda, I asked, "Why Miami? Why not New York? For that matter, why not New Jersey? Why the hell did they haul the bomb twelve hundred miles?" 

    "We'd like to know that, too." 

    "Instructions?" 

    "Let your flitter work with the others for now. City sweeps should be complete within the hour, then we should be able to cancel the alert. My snoops say Larcon offered you a job." 

    "That he did. Startled the hell out of me. I declined and declared my undying loyalty to you, of course." 

    "Thank you. How did he take it?" 

    I shrugged. "Didn't seem to bother him much. Might be it wasn't altogether his idea or it was intended as a political move of some sort. What happened to Megan's sister?" 

    "She slipped on some sand and fell down a short flight of steps at the Rosalind Hotel. Nothing broken, just bruised, but the hotel insisted on a hospital visit for the record." 

    "Uh, huh. But for some reason you didn't want me to go with Megan, so now I'm just hanging around up here all by myself. Alone, that is; without a fancy redhead for company. Why's that, Fearless Leader? Is there perhaps some little something in particular you'd like me to do?" 

    Linda grinned. "Well, now that you ask... How much trouble would it be to quietly move that sailboat to a local beach?" 

    "Moving it quietly wouldn't be a problem, but beaching it would cause an instant ruckus on any beach around here. I take it you want the move to happen anonymously?" 

    "You've got it. No provable 3rd World involvement. Various people are trying to sit on this incident for political reasons, Ed; some because it might put a dent in the beach trade and some because they can push other agendas and milk the treasury in the name of national security." Standing straight and saluting, I replied, "Aye, aye, ma'am! How about if the boat washes ashore in a few hours?" 

    "That would work. I can arrange for someone to discover it before it dries. Uhm... I've already spoken with Elkor and Stephanie about this, Ed. Moving it would break a few laws." 

    "Oh, damn. Oh, well. Okay, I'll avoid leaving any prints, ma'am. Prob'ly ought to leave my flitter out of it, too, 'cuz the damned thing can't tell a lie." 

    Linda chuckled, then her gaze became quizzical. "How do you intend to move it without your flitter?" 

    "Don't know yet. I'll figure something out." After a long moment, Linda said, "Ed, I hate to ask, but... are you sure you can do this?" 

    "Nope. Gonna find out, though." 

    She eyed me briefly, then asked, "What if you can't?" I met her gaze and replied, "I can move it, Linda, but steering it might be a problem. Could your whomever who'd discover it on a beach discover it floating around, instead?" 

    Linda looked thoughtful. "Come to think of it, that might even work better. It would become a 'hazard to navigation' and have to be towed someplace. That would allow time for press coverage and such." 

    "No problem, then. I'll get right on it." 

    "Now? It's the middle of the night." 

    "It's five o'clock somewhere, as the song goes. Unless you can't put your discovery person on the spot tonight? If so, I'll wait for tomorrow." Reaching off-screen, Linda said, "Hold one," and poked some numbers on her desk phone. I heard the phone buzz twice, then she disconnected and set her datapad near the field screen. A few moments later it chimed. Linda flicked it on and asked, "How's tonight? Offshore, drifting in the current." Without discussion, the man said, "Fine. I'll set up to head back tonight and swing over the water. Where and when?" 

    Linda looked at me. I said, "A few hours. Say midnight or so. I'll run it ashore in shallow water." 

    Looking at her datapad, Linda asked, "You heard?" The guy said, "Yes. I'll develop a case of insomnia and tell some people I'm leaving tonight. Anything else?" 

    "No, Carson. Thanks for helping." 

    "No problem, Ms. Baines. Goodnight." 

    "Wait one," I said, "I want his pad link so I can tell him where to look for the boat." 

    After a short pause, Carson recited a number. 

    "Okay," I said, "See you on the water." 

    "Roger that." 

    Linda's gaze returned from her reach to turn off her pad. She said, 

"Carson isn't his real name, of course." 

    "Didn't think so. What's the rest of it? 'Kit'?" With a small smile, she replied, "Yes. Kit Carson. But I just can't bring myself to call him 'Kit'." 

    "That's understandable. Ready to let me get to work now?" Nodding, she said, "Bye, bye, Dragonfly. And thanks." 

    "Anything for my Fearless Leader." 

    She dropped our link and my screen vanished as I aimed my board at the ocean. "Flitter," I said, "Guide me to the sunken sailboat, please." I expected it to take control of the board, but instead a screen popped up that displayed an aerial view of the region and two bright dots; one was the boat and one was me. Good 'nuff. 

    I stopped at the shoreline, staring at the black water below my board as I considered how to levitate the boat in a controllable manner. The hull was cracked, but not broken. That made it unsalvageable, but not necessarily unfloatable. There was a line of perhaps twenty bullet holes leading to the big hole in the hull. I veered north along the beach in search of those 'open all night' big-box stores. 

    Yes, they had marine sub-departments in sporting goods. I found compression plugs --the kind that insert, then swell in the center when you toggle a lever --and bought twenty-four of them. The clerk raised an eyebrow at that and asked why I needed so many. 

    I replied, "They'll temporarily cap a water pipe, too," which made her give me another odd look as I turned to leave. 

    At the county landfill I found one of the big blue tarps FEMA had issued people with roof damage after a series of tropical storms had ravaged Florida. Only two of them were required to cover the roof of an average three-bedroom home. Folding it several times, I laid it on my board and headed back to sea. Hovering above the wreck site, I called up a screen and entered the search term 'electrolysis' to find out what sorts of systems are usually used to separate water into hydrogen and oxygen. After perusing several pages, it seemed to me that any respectable amount of juice would do it, so I canceled the screen and dropped the tarp into the water. 

    It didn't instantly sink, of course; there was air trapped in the folds. As the air left it and it began to descend, I glommed onto the tarp with a field and dragged it downward to the wreck, where I stuffed it through the cabin hatchway and closed the hatch. The motion startled a few small fish who darted out of the area and I had a look around the wreck site, using probes for illumination. Yay. No sharks. Yet. 

    Controlling the board to keep it upright behind me, I began filling the individual bullet holes with toggle plugs. At the other end of the line, I had two plugs left over. After another long look around for big finned predators, I went back to the hatch and let myself into the cabin, again closing the hatch. 

    First on the agenda would be getting the tarp spread out --and keeping it that way --in order to begin filling it with air. I draped it over some of the fallen objects in the cabin and formed a tendril to send a strong DC

current through the water below the tarp. The results didn't particularly thrill me; though some gases separated, it would take all night at that rate. Hm. Well, warm water rises and nobody'd said anything about preserving the boat. I set my board across the big hole in the hull and used the tendril to heat the water. The tarp began moving upward, spreading itself further as the remaining long folds fell open. Once the entire tarp was billowing with hot water, it rose to cover the hole in the hull, contouring itself to fit the surrounding lumps and angles of the cabin furnishings. I folded it once to give the area two layers of plastic and jacked up the heat at the end of the tendril until it glowed white-hot. 

    Roiling, boiling water and bubbles rose from that hot spot and the bubbles began forming a pocket of air --or whatever gases separated from the water -above me. As the water level in the boat dropped a bit, outlines of objects beneath the tarp became sharply defined due to pressure. A presence manifested behind me and I said, "Hi, Cindy." She chuckled, "Hi, yourself. Have you given any thought to propulsion?" Turning to give her a quick smile, I replied, "Nope. First I want it up and moving, then I'll figure out how to make it go. Shouldn't be too big a trick, ma'am; the wind is out of the east this evening." The boat lifted a bit and the keel board bumped and rumbled on the bottom as the boat tried to right itself. I heard air escaping and quickly slapped some tarp across the hatchway. The tarp-balloon continued driving water out of the boat until about half the cabin was empty of water. 

    Cindy chuckled again. Watching the water level continue to lower around us, I said, "You're as lovely as ever, ma'am. Care to help me float this tub?" 

    "You know I can't. Sorry." 

    "Have you reported my activities to the authorities yet?" 

    "No. Do you want me to?" 

    "Well, no, I just wondered why your strict legal protocols that keep you from helping haven't included ratting me out." 

    "What makes you think I didn't? Linda qualifies as a 'proper authority'. I asked if she knew your whereabouts and she told me you were on an errand for her. When I asked if it involved raising a sunken sailboat, she replied that she was aware of your activities and would share that info at the earliest appropriate opportunity." 

    Snorting a laugh, I nodded. "Sure she will." Cindy laughed with me as she vanished. The boat's upward progress had been so gradual that the sound of waves slapping the hull actually startled me a little. They meant it was time to consider how to steer the boat, which meant leaving the cabin while keeping the boat afloat. I glanced at the hatchway. Nope. Peeling back the tarp would drop the pressure instantly. Couldn't leave without doing something to keep water out of the cabin before I opened it. Ice. A shell of it inside the cabin would anchor the tarp well enough, and another blob of it would seal the big hole from the outside. Feeling somewhat embarrassed, I wondered why I hadn't started by plugging that hole with ice. Oh, well. 

    Sending an intense cold field through the tarp, I watched it frost over. Water lapping against it on the inside of the boat froze instantly and I let more than half the water remaining turn to ice. Since I couldn't see what I was doing beyond the tarp, I simply waited until the boat began slightly listing to starboard from the extra weight, then I cautiously peeled the tarp away from the hatchway and listened for leaks as I watched for them within the cabin. 

    No water rushed in. Not even pinhole leaks. Good enough. I hurried topside and leaned over the rail to find a wad of ice almost four feet in diameter plugging the hole. Kewl! A look around told me the bow of the boat faced south because the glow of city lights against the sky was on my right. A constant wind was coming from my left, gusting to perhaps fifteen miles per hour occasionally. 

    Calling up a screen, I located our position on a GPS map overlay and found we were definitely drifting slowly toward shore as the current pushed us north. Good 'nuff. The boat's wheel turned, indicating either that it was working or that the rudder was gone. Watching it swing back to center on its own, I decided to find out if it still worked. 

    Anchoring a translucent grey field halfway along the sail booms, I let it flex slightly so the wind would fill it and felt the boat respond by trying to lay on its side. Way too much sail! I hurriedly dropped the field size down by half and the boat rolled back to generally upright, then I swung the boom to make use of the wind and turned the rudder into the boat's starboard lean as the boat began to move. 

    We began a forward motion as if sailing in molasses, but at least the tub was going where I wanted. Once I had it on a course of two-eighty-five degrees, I strapped the wheel and checked my ice plug. It was holding, but I sent another long burst of cold into and around it to reinforce it. Calling up a screen, I checked the time. An hour and some change until midnight. Entering Carson's link code, I sent my course and GPS info to his datapad and added a few feet of field 'sail' as I waited for a response. The boat didn't have a problem with the extra bit of push from the wind and Carson sent back two forward-slashes on an otherwise empty screen to let me know he'd seen my info. Hm. Not real talkative. 

    Bringing up a local TV station's weather page, I found that high tide would be at or about twelve-seventeen in the Dania region and switched to a sonar chart of the bottom. Plenty of clearance most of the way toward shore. I'd just let the keel touch, then melt the ice to re-sink her near the beach. Lights from shore had become more distinct. Another boat's lights were distinguishable because they moved when the other lights didn't. Carson's boat? Didn't really need any other company before I got the 'Nepenthe' 

relocated. Another few minutes passed before my implant received a ping from Linda. 

    Putting up a screen, I answered, "Yes, milady! Cap'n Ed at your service, milady!" 

    Her gaze narrowed and her eyes focused beyond me as she tried to see as much as possible by the light from the field screen, then she seemed to give up on that. 

    "So... How's progress, Cap'n Ed?" 

    "I'm about an hour from shore. You wanna see the boat?" 

    "Yes, please." 

    Sending out three overhead probes to direct light downward on the boat, I turned the screen so it faced the bow. After five seconds, I turned off the probes and turned the screen back to face me. Linda split the screen and studied a slow replay of those five seconds, then said, "Damn! Those field sails make it look like a ghost ship." 

    Did that need a witty response? Didn't matter; I didn't have one for it. I shrugged and allowed, "Maybe so. Never seen one." 

    "How'd you get it off the bottom?" 

    "Plugged the holes and pumped it full of air. Tried not to disturb anything or leave traces." 

    Almost distractedly, she watched another replay and nodded. "Good. Good." Her eyes flicked left and she tapped her datapad on. "I guess I'm not the only one who thinks she looks like a ghost. Carson just sent a note. He has you on radar and marine band radio is buzzing with reports of sightings of a ship running without lights." With a pause, she added, "Update; the Coast Guard just responded. You may have some company soon. Put her down as soon as you can, Ed." 

    "Aye, aye, milady." I adjusted course a few degrees east, turned on my three suit, and looked around. "Yup. More lights moving on the water now. Still some distance out, though. Could be this'll turn into a race of sorts." 

    "I'd rather that didn't happen, Ed." 

    "It may already be happening, Linda. Let me get back to what I was doing. Maybe I can find a way to speed her up." 

    "Okay. Bye." She dropped the link and I replaced the bottom chart on the screen with a radar map. One boat was half a mile away and the other was almost two miles out. Neither was moving faster than seven knots and I was moving about the same speed, but toward the beach, which was still two miles away. Hm. Yeah, I'd prob'ly bottom out while they were still a safe distance away. 

    Moving to the bow, I checked the anchor. It had a bolt lock behind a big spindle, but I didn't think that lock would take what I had in mind. Anchoring a fat tendril to the spindle, I formed a parasail field that billowed and silently snapped taut in the wind just ahead of the boat, then I added more sail along the booms. On my screen, I saw my speed gradually increase to almost ten knots. Leaning over the side, I saw she was cutting through the water like a knife. Not bad for a waterlogged sailboat with a big hole in her hull. 

    A new player appeared on my screen about forty miles south and a thousand feet up, moving in my direction at one-twenty knots; a small plane or a helicopter. I altered course again slightly to accommodate the wind and added a little more sail, but the mast creaked and rattled near the deck. Leave the extra sail up or not? I decided to leave it up and sent a probe to illuminate the base of the mast. 

    Couldn't see damage, but the noise was pretty constant. A bright light caused the whole boat to practically glow in the darkness and I saw the source of the light as a blinding dot on the bow of the nearest boat. Some moments later, my screen showed me the boats weren't gaining on me, but the bird was; it was now only twenty miles out. The beach was just over a mile away and the bottom was coming up real fast. It was almost time to jump ship, but my board was still pinned against the hole in the hull. Damn. 

    Ropes hung off the boat on both sides. I strapped the wheel down and chose the rearmost rope I could find. Quickly hauling in what seemed about fifty feet of slack line, I wrapped the last few feet of rope around my left forearm and elbow, canceled the sail fields, and hopped over the rail to land almost flat in the water ten feet from the boat. 

    The boat sailed on without me for a moment, then the line snapped tight and I was dragged across the top of the water in a manner far too much like that of a top-water fishing lure. The waves and water battered against my five suit for what seemed like quite a while before the line abruptly went slack. A low, grunging sound mingled with creaks, groans, and deep, loud snaps came to me both above and below the surface. The boat's keel had found the bottom. It was too dark to see what was happening ahead, but suddenly the line around my arm pulled painfully tight and I was yanked out of the water to fly what must have been a dozen feet before I landed flat on my back and a wave washed over me. 

    As I sank into the sea, I started gathering rope and half-swimming as I pulled myself toward the boat. My right foot kicked against something that seemed to slap back at it a moment later and my mind analyzed the event. Some kind of fish. No, make that some kind of big fish. More than half a second before the return slap, which must have been its tail going past as it either hauled ass or spun to attack. 

    I didn't really want to look back and couldn't see how it would help matters, so I kept hauling myself toward the boat until I was pulling myself upward in the darkness. Close enough. Keeping a grip on the rope, I called up a field platform and rode it up to the rail, then swung aboard the boat. Everything was tilted about twenty degrees to port and the boat floated oddly, like one of those hinged docks. I'd forgotten about the rope; it was suddenly pulled tight, yanking me off my feet. I was dragged toward the railing arm-first and I struggled to get the rope off my arm. The last loops of rope zipped off my arm and over the side and I started sliding back down the slick deck toward the wheel. 

    Enough, goddamn it! I sent a tendril at the rail and hung still for a moment, then got to my feet and used the tendril to steady my descent toward the cabin hatchway. The whole boat suddenly lurched forward and twisted hard, pitching me flat again as it slid across the bottom and a huge wave broke over the stern and decks. I was washed well forward before I got a grip on a tie-down rope and clambered the thirty feet or so back to the cabin hatch. The latch was jammed. I almost kicked the door in irritation before I remembered 'no traces', took a calming breath, and sent a field tendril under the bottom of the hatch door to lift it enough to operate the latch. Inside the cabin, my ice was melting fast, but not fast enough, and I still had to get the tarp and plugs out. Forming a sharp-tipped tendril, I slit the tarp open above my board and sent a heat field at the region as I turned off the board. The tarp flapped and I felt the board's core zip past my head as it returned to its off-duty location beside my briefcase. 

    Working as fast as possible with as much heat as possible --below a level that would char the cabin --I freed the tarp and got it started out the cabin hatch. Tramping over it, I grabbed a corner and hauled it completely onto the deck, then used my board to drag it ashore well past the dunes. As I hurried back into the cabin to melt some more ice and check my radar screen, I heard a helicopter somewhere overhead and a bright light splashed over and into the boat. 

    On my screen, one boat was only two thousand yards away; I hoped it was Carson's as I kicked upward at the ice plug a few times. It was loose, but not quite ready to fall out. Damn. I poured some more heat at the edges of the hole and about two minutes passed before the damned plug would kick loose. The yard-wide, foot-deep slab of ice finally slid thunderingly down the hull and splashed into the water. After a look through the hole at the chopper

--which was now shining its light on the nearest approaching boat --I turned high heat on the deck ice inside the cabin. Not enough time, damn it. The bird might decide to drop a raft for a closer look. 

    Waves washing over the hole and the cabin hatchway were doing their best to resubmerge the boat; there was already almost two feet of water in the cabin and the boat was no longer battering itself on the seabed with each passing wave. It was now resting firmly on its left side on the bottom. Narrowing the tendril, heating about three feet of it, and cranking it up to red hot, I laid it on the ice and let it melt deep cuts that formed strips of ice about a foot wide. The thin joints melted and collapsed as I made more of them and foot-wide slabs of ice splashed into the water now half-filling the cabin. The last chunk let go of the bulkhead and fell and I sent the heat field into the slush filling the boat. Shoving some of the biggest ice chunks out through the hole between waves, I called the job done. Checking my screen, I saw that the lead boat had stopped moving and I heard it drop anchor not far away. Timing my exit, I launched myself out of the cabin hatch between waves and scrambled to get clear so the next roller wouldn't slam me against something. Bracing against the top of the cabin, I called up my board and scooted around to see if I could pull the plugs out of the bullet holes. 

    Hm. The chopper's spot provided plenty of light, but waves were now slamming over the hull. No way would I accomplish a damned thing down in the middle of that. Instead, I sent a tendril down there and located a plug, flipped the lever, and tried to pull it loose. 

    Surprise! It came free fairly easily! A few minutes later I had all but two which had resisted my efforts. Forming a sort of field-crowbar that fit a plug I'd pulled, I sent it down there and waited for a low wave trough to reveal the remaining plugs. 

    When I had all the plugs back in the store's bag, I tied the handle loops shut and turned my attention to the other boat. After anchoring, whomever had apparently done nothing else. I saw someone sitting in the wheelhouse, apparently sipping from a cup periodically. I moved to a spot roughly equidistant between the boats and sat on my board to rest a moment. The chopper guys lowered someone on a cable sling for a closer look and the guy dangled a few yards above the boat for some minutes. They raised him back to the bird and lowered something small on the cable --very likely a radiation detector --which they let descend to almost touch the waves. After a few moments, they raised the cable and headed for shore, where the chopper landed and sat idling as they aimed their spotlight at the sailboat. 
Chapter Twenty-five

    I floated over to the other boat and hovered somewhat above the open wheelhouse door for a time to see if whomever would contact anyone. Nope. He just sat there sipping from a cup and watching the world outside his windows through a pair of binoculars. Carson appeared to be my age or a little older and had a demeanor of general unflappability. 

    After some minutes more of watching, he reached into a briefcase by his seat and took out a datapad, thumbing it on as he sipped again. Linda's voice answered, "Yes, Carson?" 

    "No sign of him, ma'am, but he damned sure beached that boat just like you said he would. The Coast Guard strongly suggested I should keep moving, but I dropped anchor." 

    Linda chuckled, "Carson, watch this view from one of flit two's probes," and a few moments later Carson muttered, "What the hell..?!" and peered hard at the screen. 

    "Ms. Baines, the boat's up and moving, but there's nobody aboard it." 

    "Yes, there is. Keep watching." 

    So I'd been under observation the whole time. Well, no surprise, really, but why hadn't I felt the probe's field presence? Simply too distracted at the time? 

    Some moments later Carson startled hard and stared at the screen, but said nothing as he stopped the display. He replayed the scene twice before letting it continue on its own. When he startled again, I leaned hard around the open door to get a peek at the screen and saw it had focused on my parasail. Apparently Carson wasn't familiar with certain field gadgets. When I bailed over the side, the probe stayed with me, even underwater, and I got a look at what had bumped my foot. It was a bull shark, and its tail had slapped my foot when it had whipped around to snap at me. The shark chomped on a trailing chunk of my rope and fell behind as he tried to either figure it out or spit it out or both. 

    The screen-scene split; one side stayed with the shark and the other stuck with me. As I'd been hauling myself up the rope, the shark had been pedaling fast to catch up. His face had closed on another chunk of the rope just below the surface as I'd boarded the field platform and lifted to the rail. Damn. When the screen showed my board hauling the tarp ashore, I looped over the wheelhouse to the side away from the Coast Guard chopper, turned off my three suit, and quietly asked, "Permission to come aboard, Cap'n Ahab?" He came to look over the steel rail at me, then he moved along the side of the boat to a gate in the rail and opened it. As I lifted the board and stepped off it, he leaned to rap his knuckles on it. When it disappeared, he yanked his hand back and looked up at me as he said, "Guess I've been out of the game too long. Are those things standard issue these days?" I chuckled, "Nope. It's a prototype." 

    Thumbing at the wheelhouse, he said, "Welcome aboard. There's coffee or vodka." 

    As we started in that direction, I replied, "Coffee." 

    "That was quick. Sure you don't want a real drink after all you've been through this evening?" 

    "Nah. Coffee's fine. I can't stay long anyway. A ladyfriend's sister is in the hospital." 

    In the wheelhouse he took a cup from a rack where it and a few others were secured with padded straps and handed it to me as he asked, "Is it serious?" 

    "Prob'ly not. She took a fall. Thanks." 

    I poured a coffee and added some cold water from a small sink tap, then turned off my five suit and sipped it. "Good stuff. Military grade, I think." He grinned. "Something like that, yeah. What's in the bag?" Holding it up, I asked, "Need some hull plugs? If you don't, I'm gonna rinse 'em and take 'em back to the store." 

    Opening the bag, he took one out and laughed, then dropped it back in the bag. "Nah. Already got some around here somewhere." He sat down and waved me to the other seat. I sat down and he pointed at the chopper. "Those guys don't want me here. Wouldn't say why. In my experience, that's a good reason to stick around." 

    Nodding, I sipped coffee and asked, "What now?" 

    "Can't say. I've already called in about the ghost ship and the wreck and I've talked to a couple of civilian hams about it. Uploaded some video, too. One of the hams said he put it on the net. The word's out, in other words. What do you think of my yacht?" 

    Snorting a chuckle, I asked, "Yacht? I thought it was a trawler." Waving a hand to swoop from a high prow to a low fantail, I added, "Sure fits the description, anyway." 

    Carson laughed, "Yeah, it was designed as one, but they outfit really well as recreational vehicles. It's a Nordhavn 47. Slow but steady and capable as hell in high seas." 

    We watched a good-sized Coast Guard boat approach and drop anchor between us and the sailboat, very obviously trying to block our view of the sunken boat. 

    "Won't do 'em any good," chuckled Carson, "The video I sent up shows that boat under full sail, runnin' like a scalded hound. Got a shot with the FLIR

screen in it, too. Numbers and all. That damned boat'll be the mystery of this century by tomorrow morning." 

    Guzzling my coffee, I said, "Sounds great. Just leave my name out of it, okay?" 

    He laughed, "No problem. I don't know your name." I shrugged. "Oh, well. I don't know yours, either. Mind if I get another coffee?" 

    He noddingly indicated the pot. "Help yourself. Ms. Baines called you

'Dragonfly'. You already know my stage name. Maybe we'll run into each other again some time." 

    Assembling my second coffee, I agreed, "It could happen. Any idea why it hasn't happened before now?" 

    Carson swiveled his seat to face me and said, "I retired from the company last month. Spent the last four years in the Middle East. Before that I was a floater for six years." 

    "Does the term 'floater' still mean what it did in '75?" 

    "Depends. What do you think it means?" 

    "The anything guy. Need a car? A safe house? Money? A gun? ID? Disposal? A ride across a border? Call the floater." 

    He nodded. "Yeah. Anything, anytime, anywhere." Sipping his own coffee, Carson said, "Ms. Baines said you were with Solutions. Back in the Nairobi days." 

    I nodded. "Yup." 

    His right eyebrow arched. "Helluva place, Africa." 

    "Sure is. I was always glad to get the hell out of it." That made him snort a chuckle. "No shit. Me, too. I was there for a while when there were Cuban advisors." Fishing his datapad out of his briefcase, he set it on the console and asked, "You need to call in?" 

    "Nope. Flitter probes caught the whole show. Soon as I finish this coffee, I'm gonna split. It's been a long day." 

    We sipped in silence for a time, watching the chopper guys on shore try to keep some news vans at a distance. The CG boat sent a couple of guys to the sailboat in an inflatable raft. 

    Carson asked, "What'll they find?" 

    "Nothing that wasn't there before." 

    "Ms. Baines mentioned radiation. A bomb." 

    "Yup. It was hidden in the boat and it leaked. 3rd World removed the bomb, but the NIA slapped a security lid on things. Froze the wreck site." He grunted, "All the usual reasons, I expect." 

    "Yeah. Control. Selling severe insecurities to the political appointees who barely know batshit about homeland defense, but write all the big checks. Now they'll have to haul it ashore quick and do it with media coverage." Snorting, "Media coverage," as if it was a criminal activity, Carson sipped coffee and opined, "But that's the only way to keep those bastards from turning into the new Gestapo." 

    Sipping the last of my coffee, I put the cup in the sink as I replied, 

"Yup. Thanks for the coffee. See you later." 

    Carson stuck out his hand and I shook it as he replied, "Yeah, later. Take care." 

    Exiting the wheelhouse on the side away from the lights and activities, I called up my board and soared off the rear deck. Turning on my three suit, I aimed for shore and found the blue tarp. After folding it a few times, I draped it over the board and flew low as I headed south along the shoreline. Calling up a screen, I pinged Linda. She answered with, "Hi, there. Carson says you remind him of someone." 

    "Yeah, prob'ly so. Got any other little errands, ma'am?" 

    "No, not tonight. That was an interesting solution. Anything unusual to report?" 

    "Don't think so. Your probes saw it all." 

    "Good enough, then. I guess you're off for the night. Thanks, Ed." 

    "Anything, anywhere, anytime, milady. G'night." She grinned as she gave me a little hand-flap wave and poked her 'off' 

icon. 

    Oddly enough, when I returned to the county dump, the place was a beehive of activity. A shift change? Didn't matter. I waited for an opportunity to drop the tarp back on the recyclables pile and did so as a dump truck passed the area. 

    Lifting away from there, I called up a screen and dialed Megan's cell phone. A woman other than Megan answered and I asked, "Brigit?" 

    "Yes, who's this? Oh, wait! Ed, right?" 

    "Yup. How you doin', lady?" 

    "Oh, I'm okay. Really. I just fell down some steps. I'll be out of here tomorrow." 

    "Good 'nuff. Is Megan there?" 

    "No, she went back to the motel. My cell died so she let me borrow hers." 

    "Okay. Thanks and bye, ma'am." 

    "Wait! Where'd you go? Why didn't you come with her?" 

    "I was working. G'night, Brigit." 

    Disconnecting, I saw the motel ahead and decided not to bother calling the room. Hopping off the board near the entrance, I walked into the lobby. A few minutes later I knocked on Megan's door. 

    She answered the door in her robe, but she looked a bit worn down and her attitude was nothing like it had been earlier. In a somewhat dull tone, she said, "I wondered if you'd be back tonight. When you didn't show up by midnight, I took my pills and went to bed." 

    "Pills?" 

    "I'm still on some medications. They make me groggy as hell sometimes, especially when I'm tired." 

    "It's been a long day for both of us. If my flitter wasn't still busy with the others, I'd prob'ly head home tonight, but it would be about an hour by board." 

    Gesturing at the room behind her, Megan said, "You can sleep here tonight, but that's all that'll happen." 

    Oh, well. "Sounds fine." I moved in past her and set my backpack down on the desk. Megan hovered holding her water glass on the other side of the bed she'd been using. She was waiting to see where I'd want to settle for the night. 

    I asked, "You want that bed all to yourself, ma'am?" Finishing her sip of water, she nodded slightly. "Yes." 

    "You got it. See you in the morning." 

    After a quick shower, I returned to find her gently snoring. I climbed into the other bed and drifted off to sleep replaying Brahms' 2nd Piano Concerto in my head. Sometime during the night I startled awake, but the disturbance was only Megan trying to make a quiet trip to the bathroom. Once she was resettled, I nodded off again. 

    The sun was streaming through cracks in the window shades when Megan startled me awake again. The angle of the sun told me it was about seven. I almost said 'good morning' before I realized Megan wasn't simply doing her best not to wake me. She was very quietly packing her stuff, tiptoeing around the room to gather it. 

    I said, "Hi, there, Megan." 

    She jumped like a cat and spun to face me. After a moment, she sat on the edge of the bed and sighed, "Sorry. I didn't mean to wake you." 

    "Yeah, I could see that. Sneaking out? Did you change your mind about spending the weekend with me?" 

    Meeting my gaze, she nodded silently, then said, "I'm not ready. I thought I was, but I'm not. I'm going to rent a car, pick up Brigit, and..." She sighed again, "And then I guess I'll be back at my desk on Monday." Sipping my coffee reminded me it was old and cold. I popped the lid off and ran a heat field through it, then recapped it and sipped again. Yeah, better. Looking at Megan, I decided to be blunt and said, "Megan, I don't know why getting laid seemed to mean so much to you and I don't know why you're chickening out of it now, but it's your privilege to do so." Her eyes flared angrily. "I'm not 'chickening out', damn it." 

    "Uh, huh. So pick another euphemism." Holding up a hand to stop her automatic response, I added, "Unless, of course, it's something about me that's turning you off? If so, let me know. Maybe I can do something about it." 

    Megan eyed me tightly for a few moments, then said, "Well, partly, anyway, it is about you, Ed. No, that's not quite right. It's about... Well, it's about spending a weekend in bed with someone I barely know. I don't think I can do that." 

    I sipped again and waited for more, but Megan seemed to stop herself from saying something and turned away to put some loose items into the open bag on the bed. 

    Okay. I sat up and put on my pants, then took my mug and my backpack to the bathroom. After assembling some instant coffee, I spiffed up a bit and went back into the main room. Megan was sitting where I'd left her, staring at a picture in her open wallet. 

    She looked up at me and said, "His name was Grant." Maybe I was supposed to ask to see his picture. Or ask where he was or what he did for a living. I didn't; I simply tossed my pack on the other bed and sat down beside it to wait for whatever might come out of her next. Megan's eyes followed me until I sipped my coffee, then they fell on her wallet again for a moment. Closing the wallet and squeezing the little snap shut, she put the wallet in her purse and said, "I thought you might like to see... But I guess I was mistaken." 

    "Yup. I don't care about him. I care about you." Her head came up in a glare. In a flat, intense tone, she said, "He was my husband for eight years, Ed." 

    "Why isn't he your husband now?" 

    She growled, "He was killed in the accident." 

    "Which happened over a year ago." 

    Enunciating each word, she said, "Seventeen-months. So?" Shaking my head tersely, I replied, "So nothing. Just making an observation. Linda said you've been back at work for a while. How's that going for you?" 

    Megan snapped, "It's going fine. Do you actually care?" I nodded. "Yeah. That means your head's in working order, so I'm not gonna question your decision. Finish packing and I'll give you a ride to the hospital." 

    After a moment of studying me, she shook her head. "No, make it a ride to..." she pulled her wallet out of her purse and looked for something, found a slip of paper, and named a rental agency with an address on Collins. "I'll need a car while I'm here. Might as well get it now." 

    "Okay. Holler when ready." I used my implant to send an infrared signal to the TV and flipped through the channels until I found Pink bellowing the beginning of one of her songs in a music video with a western saloon theme. Megan glanced back and forth from me to the TV a couple of times, opened her mouth as if to say something, then closed it and canted her head slightly as she studied me again. 

    Glancing at her, I asked, "Yes'm?" 

    "Nothing. You did that with your PFM, right?" 

    "Yup." 

    She eyed the video, in which Pink was singing, "I'm trouble!" and causing a bar brawl. Hm. She'd put on some weight. Looked a bit puffy. Still watchable, though. And for some reason I really did like her voice... 

    "Ed, please tell me you have better taste than that." 

    "Sorry, ma'am. I'd nail her in a minute, tattoos and all, and I'd probably thank her for the experience." 

    "That's what it would be, you know; an experience. People like her don't have normal relationships." 

    "People like her?" 

    "Show business people." 

    Looking properly enlightened, I nodded. "Ah. Them. You know a lot about show biz people, huh?" 

    "What's to know? They're always doing bizarre things. Getting arrested for drugs or booze or doing stupid things that get them in other kinds of trouble." 

    Pointing at the screen, I asked, "See those legs? That face? Hear that voice? I don't care if she's a total ditz, ma'am. If she was willing, I'd do my best to tickle her fancies." 

    "And what if she turned out to be nothing more than what you're seeing in that video?" 

    I shrugged. "No problem. That's what caught my attention and I can probably ignore all her funky tattoos. Besides, I think she may be a little more than looks, ma'am. She writes her own tunes, y'know." Making a distasteful face, she glanced at the video and replied archly, 

"Such as they may be." 

    "Don't like 'em, huh?" 

    "Definitely not this one." 

    "Don't want me listening to her either, huh?" Megan looked puzzled for a moment, then gave me a wry, sour look and went back to packing in silence. Some moments later she looked around once, then sat on the bed with an arm flung over the big bag. 

    I asked, "All finished?" 

    Giving me a faux-sweet expression, she said, "Yes, but I wouldn't dream of interrupting your Pink video again." 

    Heh. Returning my attention to the video, I replied, "Thank you, milady." She returned a dim glower. Once Pink had stormed through the rest of her performance, I zapped off the TV and stood up as I called the flitter to the balcony and asked it to take Megan's baggage aboard. Shouldering my backpack, I got the door for Megan and we went downstairs to check out. As she put her receipt and credit card away, Megan noddingly indicated the motel's restaurant and asked, "Do you eat breakfast?" 

    "I will if you will." 

    Zipping her purse shut, she said, "Good. I got the room. You can get breakfast." 

    Other than ordering food, she didn't say much else for fifteen minutes or so, sipping her coffee and studying the street outside the big windows. Reaching for the coffee container on the table to refill her cup, she sighed, 

"The food's taking forever. We should have bought a paper." 

    "It's only been fifteen minutes, give or take. Not quite 'forever', ma'am." 

    Adding cream and sugar, she quickly stirred the stuff with tight little circles of her spoon as she glanced toward the kitchen and muttered, "Sure seems like forever." 

    With a grin, I said, "Must be the company." Her eyes swiveled to aim a sharp look at me and her head turned slowly to face me. 

    I said, "You're having breakfast with the guy you just turned down. You don't feel comfortable about that and you forgot to buy a paper so we'd have a distraction." 

    Her gaze narrowed. "I feel fine about that. You may be an easy lay, but I'm not." 

    Hand over my heart, I tried to look stricken and insulted. "Easy? Me? Just

'cuz I think Pink is kinda hot?" 

    "That, too. I read your file, Ed. And I've talked to people. As you said, I wanted to know who'd be on my boat." 

    Holding up an index finger, I replied, "Yet you said nothing and signed me on. Spare me righteous indignation, okay? Fact is, you just got a case of cold feet. Doesn't bother me if it doesn't bother you; I've encountered nervous virgins before." 

    Turning the finger, I indicated the approaching waitress. Megan put a lid on whatever retort she'd been about to make as the waitress set plates in front of us. Hm. The eggs seemed kind of small, but the hash browns smelled good. 

    Salting and peppering my food, I said, "Enough yapping about stuff that didn't happen. Let's eat and get you to that rental place so I can go play with my new bike." 

    Forking off a chunk of egg, I lifted it and saw her fixedly glowering at me. I put the bite of egg in my mouth and started forking another bite loose on the plate. 

    Megan slid out of her chair and stood up with her purse, growling, "I'm not hungry anymore. You can eat at home." 

    I sighed, "Screw that, lady. You can sit down and eat --or not eat, if you prefer --or you can go for a walk. If you leave, be back in fifteen or so and I'll take you to the hospital." 

    "I want to leave now, not fifteen minutes from now." 

    "Then call a cab. I'll meet you at the rental place." She stood stiffly by the table for a few moments. As I cut another chunk of egg, Megan spun on her heel and marched out of the restaurant to the motel lobby, where she spoke to one of the uniformed guys by the front doors. With a mental shrug, I signaled the waitress. She looked a little tense as she arrived at my table. Pointing at the other plate, I asked, "Would you have the chef cook those for another few minutes? I don't like runny eggs." 

    "Uh... she isn't coming back?" 

    "Doubt it. She's in a bad mood." 

    Making an 'I dunno' face, she asked, "Uh... shouldn't we wait and see if she comes back?" 

    Turning to glance at Megan, who was standing by the motel's doors, I replied, "Okay. If you see her get in a cab, come get those eggs and fry 'em solid." 
Chapter Twenty-six

    Moving the napkin container so I could see the motel doors in its reflection, I continued eating. A few minutes later, Megan got in a cab that pulled up at the alcove. I glanced at the waitress and she came to the table looking a little disgruntled. After scraping Megan's hash browns onto my plate, I handed the eggs to the waitress. She brought them back well done a few minutes later and I finished them with another cup of coffee, then filled my travel mug and left a five-dollar tip. 

    As I paid the bill, I said, "Y'all need bigger chickens. Those eggs were the smallest I've ever seen on a plate." 

    The cute blonde cashier raised an eyebrow, but said nothing and handed me my change in a manner that seemed to reflect her disapproval of me. Oh, well. When I arrived at the car rental office, I stepped off the flitter well away from the windows and walked in, but I didn't see Megan. The clerk said someone was going over a car with her and thumbed over his shoulder at a parking area behind the office. I watched the area for a moment and saw Megan get out of a blue sedan. A guy got in and drove it around front as Megan came into the office. 

    With a nod to her, I went out front and had the flitter hover just behind the car so I could haul her bags off the deck and into the trunk of her car. The guys in the office watched with blank stares and open mouths as I dragged her bags out of thin air and put them in the car. Megan chuckled and I looked up from putting the last one in the trunk. She grinned and gave the guys in the office a little 'bye-bye' wave. 

    Turning to me, she said, "Thanks. Any last words?" I shrugged. "Guess not. See ya." 

    Stepping onto the flitter, I had it lift to a hundred feet and waited. Megan just stood there for a moment, then she put the baggie back in her purse and got in her car. I kept the flitter a hundred feet above her as she drove to the hospital and parked, then had the flitter wait there as I turned on my three suit and called up my board to follow Megan into the hospital. It seemed to me that things might not be completely over regarding the boat and the bomb, but I had nothing substantial to support that feeling. Yes, Brigit had been evicted two weeks before the sinking, but nobody knew when the bomb had been installed and she'd been aboard the boat during some of the renovations. Even if she hadn't been part of those activities, she'd probably seen who'd done the work. 

    Those who'd planted the bomb may or may not have known she'd get the boot, which meant they may or may not have installed the bomb prior to her eviction. If they'd arranged for her to get booted off, that opened a whole new trail of investigation involving lawyers and the bureaucracy. 

    Megan knew exactly were in the hospital to go; in short order I followed her into a hospital room on the third floor, where she greeted Brigit in a bright, cheery manner. Brigit instantly asked what was wrong, of course. 

    "Nothing," said Megan, "Ed and I didn't mesh, that's all." Brigit grinned and asked, "Oh, is that what they're calling it now? 

'Meshing'?" 

    With a little sigh, Megan replied, "Never mind. How long 'til they let you go?" 

    "I don't know. I'm waiting for Dr. Portlin. You chickened out, didn't you?" 

    Stiffening, Megan snapped, "I didn't 'chicken out', damn it. I just have higher morals than... than he does." 

    Pointing at her, Brigit angrily yelped, "You were gonna say 'than you do', right?!" 

    "No. And it doesn't matter. He's history." 

    "But you think I'd have put out for him, don't you?" Taking a breath to speak, Megan paused, then sighed as she shut her mouth and sat on the edge of the bed. 

    "Like I said, it doesn't matter. Brige, a miscommunication has already cost us some lost time and hard feelings. Let's not have another one this morning." 

    Her lower lip out in a pout, Brigit said, "That wasn't any miscommunication. You think I'm some kind of a slut." Swearing softly, Megan shook her head and sighed again. 

    "Brige, let's just sit quietly until we can get you out of here, okay? I don't want to get into an argument this morning." 

    Brigit lapsed into sullen silence and sipped her water. Megan's eyes flicked around the almost-featureless room until she spotted the TV near the ceiling. She looked around until she found the remote and pressed the 'on' 

button, then settled on one of those insipid morning talk shows. Rolling her eyes, Brigit reached for the remote and said, "Anything but that crap," as she flipped channels, eventually settling on a music video channel where a pop princess was gyrating and singing to a dance beat. Megan muttered, "That figures," and when Brigit asked, "What figures?" Megan said, "Rock videos first thing in the morning. You two would be soul mates. Ed found a Pink video while I was packing. He thinks she's hot." Shrugging, Brigit returned her attention to the TV as she replied, "So? 

She is, whether you think so or not. If she wasn't, she wouldn't be doing music videos." 

    Yeah, you tell her, Brigit. I scooted out of the room to have a look around and stopped at the reception desk. Dr. Portlin stood talking to someone near a rolling records bin. On his clipboard lay three folders, the bottom one of which was Brigit's. Hm. Two patients to see first? Could be a while. Or not, if he was just taking last quick looks at people. 

    A nurse pulled one folder and said, "She's gone. Dr. Miller released her last night, thank God." 

    Portlin asked, "Trouble, huh?" 

    "Oh, hell, yeah. Nothing but trouble from the minute she got here." They chatted briefly over the other folders, then Portlin got underway, stopping in a room near Brigit's. I waited outside. When he came out, he checked his watch and walked quickly to Brigit's room, where I again waited outside. With a friendly and familiar greeting, he studied her for a few moments, checked this and that, asked a few questions, and made some notes. Brigit asked, "Well? How am I, doc? Who do I have to bribe to get out of this place?" and he chuckled, "Hit the road, Brigit. Hospitals are for sick people." Holding up his pen, he added, "But don't be afraid to come back if you need to. You seem okay, but don't forget you banged your head. If anything shows up that doesn't look or feel right, let us know." She agreed and Portlin left. Megan closed the door and some minutes later the ladies came out and went to see if there'd be a bill. I hovered nearby close to the ceiling to be out of the way as Brigit signed forms. A look around showed me one face that hadn't seemed to move much; a guy in his late twenties sat by the elevators, apparently reading a magazine, but his eyes continually flicked toward the ladies. Well, could be he thought they were cute. 

    But as they wrapped up their business, he set the magazine down, yawned, and checked his watch, then took a peek into his machine-issue Styrofoam coffee cup and stood up. Waving the cup at the nurse at the desk, he said, "I will return," and moved to stand by the elevator as Megan and Brigit turned to leave the desk. 

    He stood to one side of them as they waited. When the bell sounded, he moved behind them. I got off my board and hoped the elevator wouldn't be crowded. It wasn't. Megan and Brigit entered and as I followed everybody in, I saw Megan poke the 'L' button. The guy nodded and took a position against the wall as I placed myself well away from everyone. 

    At the lobby, the guy let the ladies leave first, then he followed and headed for the snack shop. I stepped out of the elevator and quickly moved to one side as I watched him stop at a trash bin and deposit his cup there while he watched the ladies leave the building. As soon as they were outside, he moved nearer to the doorway and pretended to study a decorative plant while watching them cross the parking lot. 

    Taking a cell phone out of his pocket, he called someone and intently, quietly yammered some stuff in what sounded like Arabic. I sent a high-voltage tendril at his cell phone and it more or less exploded in his hand, then I stunned him hard and hurried out the doors when he fell in front of their motion detector. 

    Calling up my board, I said, "Flitter, stay above and near Megan and Brigit, please. I'm expecting trouble," then I pinged Jonel's comm link and gave her a sitrep including the scout at the hospital. She said she'd have someone there shortly and asked for an open link. 

    "Nah, no point yet. If anything happens, I'll have the flitter shoot you a copy." 

    "Ed, you may need some help." 

    "If I do, I'll holler, ma'am. Over and out." Dropping the link, I had the flitter guide my board to it, then took a seat and watched Megan's car negotiate streets until she ended up back at the motel. After a visit inside, a guy came out to help her unload her luggage. Hm. Apparently she'd checked out to make me think she'd left, but why bother? 

    I took a good look around as the guy loaded a cart. I hadn't seen anyone obviously following them, but that didn't mean anything; good taggers don't get caught. When the guy took the bags inside, Brigit went with him and Megan moved the car to a parking spot. 

    "Flitter, make a quick scan of the area, please. Is anyone using binoculars, a telescope, or a camera within a hundred yards or so, and if so, are any such devices aimed at Megan? Show me if you find any." Half a second passed before the flitter said, "Yes, Ed," and put a white Ford van on the console screen. The windows were tinted, but not blacked out, and I saw a man passing binoculars to another man, who aimed them at Megan. 

    "Are they with any federal, state, or local agency?" Another half second passed. "No, Ed." 

    "Thanks. Send the van's info to Jonel, please, and let me know if anyone tampers with Megan's car. Also send probes to keep an eye on the back and sides of this building. We may need to know who enters and leaves." Calling up my board, I went to the van for a closer look. Just two casually-dressed guys and their binoculars. No camera, no radio, no unusual gear other than the nine-mil pistols under their jackets. When a cop car rolled by, one guy very visibly held a donut box above the dashboard as the other guy reached into it. The cop was a block away before they lowered the box. Just two guys having a snack. 

    I wouldn't have bought the show. Did the cop? I poked up a screen as the cop car turned right. A block later he turned left, then he turned left again at the next intersection. When he stopped a block further, I zoomed in and saw him using his radio as he studied the van and waited for the light. Hovering beside the van's passenger door so I could see inside the van without risking myself to passing traffic, I waited to see what would happen next and wasn't disappointed. Both men in the van became rather agitated when the cop car made a U-turn directly behind them and parked. The cop turned his red and blues on and used his radio, then he got out to approach the van on the driver's side, his hand on his gun as he said, "Sir, please get out of your vehicle with your hands where I can see them." Both guys in the van drew their guns and held a quick, quiet conversation in guttural gabble, then each opened his door simultaneously on what looked like a count of three. The driver barely eased his door open a crack, but the other guy did his best to be quiet and not rock the van as he got out. The cop was still behind the driver's door, so he was likely very focused on that door and couldn't see the passenger door at all. As soon as the guy on my side began to sneak around the back of the van, I stunned him. The driver sat hunched and ready for almost thirty seconds before he rather obviously began to wonder what the hell was keeping his friend. 

    A full minute passed before the guy realized his friend most likely couldn't or wouldn't back-shoot the cop. I saw him take a deep breath and mutter something as he gathered himself for a lunge. When he heaved himself out the van's door, I stunned him and he landed in a heap in the street. His gun skittered halfway across the street and a car ran over it before I could get to it and kick it back toward the cop. That made the cop stare with a 'what the hell?' expression. While he was focused on the gun, I flitted around the van and thumped on its side twice, then lifted above it. The cop very carefully eased himself around the rear of the van and saw the other guy on the sidewalk. 

    After turning my three suit off, I said, "Hi, there," and descended to the sidewalk with the bad guy between us and the startled cop aiming his Glock at me. 

    "I stunned them," I said, "They'll be out for a few minutes. Toss me some cuffs." 

    "Who the hell are you?" 

    "I'm someone who'll help you secure these guys if you'll toss me your cuffs." 

    After another moment of eyeing me skeptically, he kept the gun on me as he fished cuffs from his belt with his left hand and tossed them to me. As I cuffed the baddie's right wrist and reached for his left, the cop said, "Just go ahead and cuff yourself to that guy for now." 

    Glancing at him, I snapped the cuff on the baddie's left wrist as I said, 

"No. Got cuffs for the other guy?" 

    Still keeping me covered, he asked, "How long will they be out?" 

    "Prob'ly about ten minutes." 

    "Show me what you used to knock them out." 

    "You've never seen a stunner?" 

    "Don't worry about whether I've seen one or not. Show me your stunner." I shrugged and showed him the stunner I carry for times like those, then I tossed it by his feet. He glanced at it, then kicked it to one side. "Now let me see some ID, sir." 

    This was taking entirely too long. If someone tried to contact the van baddies, that someone might get spooked and do something to the women. Sending theta waves at the cop, I walked over and took the gun out of his hand, then stuck it in his holster and turned him around. He staggered a few steps and I lightened the theta waves a bit as I led him to his car. As he leaned on his car's fender, he asked, "What... what the hell did you just do to me?" 

    "A mild stun effect. Just get your cuffs and use 'em. I have to get back to work." 

    Sending a couple of stuns at the guys on the ground, I walked a few steps around the van and called up my three suit, then my board. The cop yelped, 

"Hey!" and moved to follow me, then looked around frantically and muttered, 

"Oh, Jesus..!" but as I retrieved my stunner and headed upward, I looked back and saw him grab cuffs out of the car and hurry to put them on the other baddie before he used his portable radio. 

    "Flitter, which room are the ladies in?" 

    "Room four-eighteen, Ed." 

    "Thanks. Send a copy of my activities concerning the white van to both Linda and Jonel, please." 

    Another cop car finally arrived. Hm. 'Finally'? It had only been a few minutes since the cop had stopped behind the van. Maybe I was a little tense? 

If so, why? Pulling up a schematic of the motel, I saw that four-eighteen was another balcony-equipped room and headed for that balcony. A light green truck with a plumbing company's name and logo on the side entered the parking lot and stopped near the motel's side door. Three men got out, two of them in uniforms that matched the truck and one in slacks and a brown jacket. The jacket-guy held the door as the others quickly entered the motel, then he took a sharp look around and followed them. The guy at the wheel of the truck nervously picked up a small radio, checked the top of it, and put it in his lap. I stunned him on general principles and took the truck's keys, told the flitter to update Linda and Jonel, and then eased the motel's door open to follow the others into the building. 

    Peering toward the door quizzically from the elevator some distance down the empty corridor, the jacket-guy apparently decided the wind had opened it. I used my board to get there quickly and quietly and stood listening to them whisper. More gabbling in what might be some version of Arabic. Good 'nuff. Stunning them, I turned off my three suit, called up a screen, and linked to Linda. 

    She answered with, "Hi, Ed, I..." then she saw the guys on the floor. 

"Well," she said, "You've been busy." Kneeling to take the gun out of jacket-guy's shoulder rig, I held it up for her inspection and replied, "Yup. How soon will Jonel's people get here?" 

    "They're already there. Two are upstairs with Megan and Brigit and two are on their way to you. The NIA is also there. Stand by, Dragonfly." Even as she said that, a man in the direction of the lobby yelled, 

"Freeze! NIA! Put the gun down!" 

    There were two of them, both aiming guns at me. 

    Dropping the gun on jacket-guy's gut, I replied, "Relax, guys. I'm with 3rd World and..." 

    As they edged cautiously closer to me, the one who'd spoken loudly snapped, "Shut up! Get down on the floor! Hands and feet spread apart!" Keeping me covered, he reached for my shoulder to shove me down. Instead of trying to talk to them, I stunned them. Both men went down on the carpet and I kicked their guns out of their hands, then leaned on the wall and sipped from my coffee mug as I waited for the 3rd World people to show up. 

    "Ed," said Linda, "Did you really have to do that?" 

    "Well, I could have let him toss me on the floor, but I didn't really see a good reason to get my clothes dirty. Has the NIA bought stunners yet?" 

    "No." 

    "Oh, well. Just wondered. How's your morning going?" Glancing meaningfully at the guys by the elevator, she replied, "Pretty well, really. Six for questioning so far." 

    Four men and Denise Jonel appeared at the corridor junction and hurried toward me. I turned the screen a bit so Linda could see them and said, "Guess I'm about to be busy. Want to stay on the line, ma'am?" She shook her head. "No, I have things to do, too. Bye." 
Chapter Twenty-seven

    Jonel and company hurried to halt at the edge of the pile of bodies. Before any of them could say anything, I pointed out the NIA guys and we dragged them away from the pile, then used plastic handcuffs to secure the others. 

    "There's one more outside," I said, "In a truck that matches these green uniforms." 

    At Jonel's glance, two of her guys got underway, then she turned to me. 

"Why did you stun NIA personnel?" 

    Pointing at the guy who'd tried to rough me up, I said, "I told them I was 3rd World, but this one tried to put me on the ground anyway." Looking me up and down, she grinningly ventured, "Gee, I wonder why they had any doubts about you?" 

    Returning her grin, I said, "Uh, huh. Go ahead and wonder, ma'am. I was talking to Linda on a field screen at the time. Shouldn't that have been a hint?" 

    She grinned. "Oh, I suppose so. What did Linda have to say about it?" 

    "Not much. I zapped them when this guy grabbed me, then you showed up and she said she had things to do. Speaking of things to do --and seeing as how you brought some cavalry --is there anything left for me to do here?" Jonel watched her guys bring the man from the truck in as she said, "I suppose not. We'll need your report, of course." 

    "I report to Linda. She gets full probe recordings and decides who gets what from there." 

    Her eyes returned to me and she was silent for several seconds, then she said, "I'll have to confirm that, of course." 

    "Never thought you wouldn't, milady." 

    With a small salute, I headed for the lobby to refill my mug, then walked outside as more people hurried down the hallway and Jonel appeared at the corridor junction. She started toward me, then stopped with a sort of 'oh, what the hell' expression and turned around. 

    As I lifted and circled the building to the flitter, I saw Megan and Brigit at a window and waved. Brigit waved back. Megan just followed me with her eyes. The flight back to Spring Hill was uneventful; I managed to check email and listen to a few tunes before we began descending. When I entered the house, I saw Tiger and Annabelle parked on his sofa chair. As we exchanged greetings, I sat on the arm of the chair and patted them. Tiger said Martha's house was full of people, so he'd brought Annabelle home. Couldn't fault him for that; I hate crowds, too, but I wondered what number of people he considered a crowd. 

    "How many people were there, Tiger?" 

    I watched his claws extend as he studied them and nearly laughed aloud as I realized he was counting on his fingers. 

    "Eight." 

    "Yeah, that's a bunch. Is Sophie there?" 

    "Yes." 

    "Good. I'll go tell her Annabelle's here. She'll be worried." 

    "No she won't. I asked Sophie to let us come to my home." Hm. He'd kept silent when I delivered the laptop. Wonder how she'd reacted to a talking cat? Well enough, evidently, if she'd got the door for them. 

    "I'll go anyway. She may need a little help." 

    "Okay." 

    After making a fresh coffee, I stepped out the front door and thought about walking to Martha's, but it occurred to me that the only person who'd know me would be Sophie. Best to make an entrance of sorts. I called the flitter down. When it set down in Martha's front yard in visible mode, I sat sipping coffee for a few moments until I saw a few faces at windows, then stepped off the deck as a grinning Sophie came trotting across the lawn and the flitter rose into the sky behind me. 

    After greetings, she stepped back a pace and said, "You could have warned me about your talking cat." 

    "Nah. Wouldn't have been as much fun. How's Martha?" 

    "My Mom's with her now. Gramma seems to be okay; in fact, I heard her doctor talking to another doctor about how he's never seen blockages that can cause strokes just disappear without treatment." 

    "Someday I'll tell you how it was done. Not until they let her go, though, and it'll have to stay a secret, okay?" 

    She grinned. "Sure!" Glancing back at the house as a man and woman made their way down the porch steps, Sophie made a sour face and hissed, "I overheard my aunt and uncle talking about my Granddad's medals and stuff. My uncle wanted granddad's Army gun." 

    "Well, it'll have to go to somebody someday. But not today, of course. Do you want everybody out of the house?" 

    Her eyes got big. "Yes! How?" 

    "Just watch. Who are these people? Introduce me." 

    "Okay." She turned around and gestured at me as she said, "Aunt Melanie, Uncle Frank. This is Ed. He lives on the corner." 

    Aunt Melanie performed a more formal level of introduction between us as she studied me briefly, then she asked, "How do you happen to know Sophie, Ed?" 

    "Only briefly, really," I said, "I showed her how to use the laptop I lent to Martha. Melanie, Sophie's a little upset from hearing people talking about who'll inherit what. Do you think maybe you could get all these people to congregate at one of their own homes until Martha gets back from the hospital?" 

    Her eyes bugged slightly and Frank looked no less startled by my question. I turned to Sophie and said, "See? That's how it's done. These two came out of the house to meet me first, so they're likely the ones most able to lead the others. Once you know who to put in charge, just state the problem and ask them if they think they can fix it. Then pay attention to how they fix it, 

'cuz someday you may be the one who has to do it." 

    Melanie hissed, "Just who the hell do you think you are?! This is my mother's house! I have a right to be here!" 

    "Do you have your own key?" 

    "Yes!" 

    "Then you probably really are the current best candidate for management. If you were in the hospital, ma'am, would you want your house full of people mentally pawing through your stuff as if you were already dead?" With a glance at Sophie, I asked, "By the way, where's Annabelle?" Pointing past Melanie at the house, I said, "That kid's holding the front door wide open. Martha said Annabelle never goes outside. She'll be pissed to the max if her cat comes up missing." 

    That interrupted whatever Melanie was about to say. She turned to look at the house, muttered, "Oh, my God!" and gestured commandingly as she marched back to the house yelling, "Jimmy! Shut that door! Don't let the cat out!" Frank watched her go for a moment, then said, "Uh, excuse me," and hurried after her. 

    Sophie stared at me briefly, then started giggling. 

    "Back in a few," I said, and called up my board for a quick trip to my house. Once I'd explained things to Tiger and Annabelle, she stood up and said, "Okay." 

    Tiger asked, "Why do they think she is lost?" 

    "Because she isn't there. And because Sophie and I let them think she got out. If I take her home, they'll probably all go away, then Martha's things will be safe." 

    He understood 'keeping things safe' in his own furry way and said firmly, 

"Yes. We must take Annabelle home now." 

    Annabelle showed a surprising grasp of the conversation by agreeing equally firmly, "Yes. Home for Martha." 

    With only brief trepidation, Annabelle joined Tiger and me on my board for the short hop to Martha's house. Apparently Melanie had been hard at work, 

'cuz there were six people in the yard and on the porch when we slid to a halt in front of the porch steps. 

    Sophie again came bounding down the steps and made an appropriate fuss over Annabelle as she grinningly said, "Thanks, Ed. Melanie had them all waiting outside while we looked for Annabelle. They're all going over to her house." 

    Annabelle asked, "Tiger stay here?" 

    I answered, "Okay," and Sophie said, "Yes. I'll fix it with Aunt Melanie." We walked up the steps and put Tiger and Annabelle down in the living room. They instantly trotted to the sofa and made themselves comfortable. Sophie explained that Tiger visited a lot and Melanie seemed to think that was odd, but Sophie said she'd come by later to let Tiger out when she fed Annabelle. 

    Rather than argue about an extra cat in the house, Melanie took command and suggested firmly that we all go outside so she could lock up and get everybody moving. Sophie and I said goodbye to Annabelle and Tiger and that raised Melanie's eyebrows, too. 

    As we went outside, I asked Melanie, "You aren't really a pet person, are you?" 

    With a terse shake of her head, Melanie replied, "I don't have time to take care of an animal and times like these make me glad I don't have one. Mom would kill me if I lost her cat." 

    "You didn't let her out, Melanie." 

    My use of her first name made her glance at me, then she said, "No, but I'm the oldest." Stepping away from us, she turned to the group as a whole and said, "Half of you know where we live and half of you don't, so Frank and I will lead and David will be in the last car. Everybody just follow us." People began heading for cars. In a tone of confidentiality, I chuckled to Sophie, "See, ma'am? That's how it's done. Use your new wisdom wisely, Grasshopper." 

    Sophie giggled as Melanie came over and said, "Sophie, you can ride with us. Ed, are you coming, too?" 

    "No, thanks, I only meant to stay a few minutes when I dropped by earlier. I need to do some stuff before three." Giving her a sloppy salute, I said, 

"Nice meeting you, Cap'n Melanie. Sophie, I'll see you when Martha gets back." Sophie yelped, "What?! That could be days!" 

    "Think, lady. We're friends, but you're a minor. Unless it's an emergency of some sort, there'll be proper adult company close by at all times." Melanie added, "And if it's an emergency, call 911. Now let's get all these people to some air conditioning." Reaching for my hand, she said, 

"Thanks for helping us find Annabelle, Ed." 

    With that, she took Sophie's hand to lead her to a tan Chevy sedan. Sophie said, "Bye, Ed!" and waved. I waved back and started walking home as their caravan got underway. 

    The phone was ringing as I opened the front door, but I let the machine get it and the caller hung up. In the garage, I located a couple of hinges, a chunk of five-eighths-thick marine plywood, four 'L' brackets, two aluminum shelf supports left over from an old rolling bread rack, and a two-foot-long blue cooler that had been on a shelf in the garage since 1989. Half an hour later I had a prototype plywood deck for the back of the new bike. After removing the rear seat and anchoring the 'L' brackets between the frame and the saddlebags, I gave the two-foot-long deck a solid kick that rocked the bike, but the deck didn't budge. Good 'nuff. 

    Taking the deck off the bike, I drilled through two steel lumber truss straps and the bottom of the cooler, bolted the cooler to the deck, and reinstalled the rig on the bike. When I again tested my work by bear-hugging the cooler and lifting, the rear tire came off the floor half an inch and the cooler didn't warp or crack. 

    Again, good 'nuff. After adding the hinges to the left side of the lid, I tossed a bungee cargo net over the cooler to keep things from flapping and headed for the hardware store for some lock hasps. It was windy out, but even the strongest gusts seemed to have little effect on the bike. When I got back to the garage, I added the hasps and used big 'D' rings for the moment instead of padlocks, then ran a bungee cord through both rings to keep them snug and quiet. Unless there was something of value in the cooler, there was no point in locking it. Besides, if someone truly wanted to break into the cooler, they'd manage, but not without some fuss and bother, exposure time, and noise. I'd put chunks of steel lumber strap on the inside, as well, so the hinge and hasp bolts couldn't pull through. Rooting around a bit produced some red and silver reflective tape and two bumper stickers that read 'I'd rather be hang-gliding' and advertised the Quest-Air glider field near Clermont. Each side of the cooler got a Quest-Air bumper sticker and a chunk of silver tape and the rear got some red tape and a bumper sticker that read 'Watch Out For Motorcycles!' 

    Another session of rooting around produced a big chunk of black foam that had once been part of a portable hot tub. I cut it to fit into a backpack and tested it as a backrest. Firm, but yielding, just as it should be. I bolted the backpack to the cooler through the pack straps for extra strength, then trimmed off the excess strapping. 

    After making a fresh coffee, I put on my cowboy hat and sunglasses and headed north on nineteen on my new bike. Maybe ten minutes or so out of town, my implant pinged with Linda's chimes. 

    Putting up a small screen behind the windshield, I hollered, "Yes, milady! 

By your command, milady!" 

    Linda eyed me for a moment, took in the scenery drifting by, and said, "If it wasn't for me, you'd spend all your time on a bike, wouldn't you?" 

    "Nah. I stop to eat and sleep and stuff like that." 

    "Turn the screen around, please. I hate riding backward." I responded, "Oh, yes, ma'am! Instantly, ma'am!" and did so. Linda looked ahead for a moment, then said, "You may have even more time for riding soon. David Haver hasn't been able to solve the personnel and supply issues from last year." 

    "You're really gonna retire, huh?" 

    "I gave him three months notice this afternoon, Ed. I told him that if things aren't fixed by then, that's it. No more extensions." We passed a diagonal yellow sign picturing a bear and I said, "They've been warning me about bears on this road for sixteen years. Haven't seen one yet. Linda, thanks for the warning. Have you picked your replacement yet?" 

    "That won't be up to me. The board will decide." 

    "Can you push the matter a bit?" 

    Though not as clear as the front of the screen, the translucent view from the backside let me see her left eyebrow rise as she asked, "Possibly, but why would I?" 

    "Because if you picked someone sufficiently like you, I might be able to stay on. For a while, anyway." 

    She grinned. "Gee, thanks, mister. My spies tell me Denise Jonel is on a list of candidates. What did you think of her?" 

    Shrugging --such as I could with my hands on the handlebars --I replied, 

"Dunno. Didn't get much time with her. Who else is on the list?" Linda named three others. One was Lena Danvers, which made me shudder. Talk about a control freak... The other two I'd never heard of. 

    "No thrills, ma'am. Guess we'll just see what happens if Haver doesn't come through for you." 

    Some more road rolled by beneath us before Linda said, "Ed, there have always been those who've been concerned by the fact that you have a non-commercial flitter." 

    "Yeah, I know. They're afraid of it. Of me. All that." 

    "Yes. I'm not sure what'll happen if you leave 3rd World. Certain people may decide you shouldn't have that much power without some means of... controlling you." 

    "Just tell 'em you'll keep an eye on me, ma'am." She snorted a chuckle. "That may not be enough to satisfy their fears, Ed." 

    "Maybe not, but if they put the wrong person in charge there, it'll have to do. Besides, what'll they do about Elkor's godzilla flitter? They don't even know where he keeps it." 

    This time Linda laughed aloud. "Most of them probably don't even know he has one. Or that he can still make them in non-standard, non-commercial forms." 

    I sighed, "If they're gonna worry about my flitter, they may as well worry about all the AIs currently running loose in the world, too, 'cuz they share the same Amaran protocols." 

    When she didn't answer right away, I took that to mean that the 'certain people' she'd mentioned had very likely already expressed such concerns. 

    "What are we looking at, Linda? The beginnings of an anti-AI movement?" 

    "Possibly. Something like that, anyway. There have been several mentions of the Iranian mountain incident lately, and it didn't help that you refused a Presidential invitation. Twice." 

    "It prob'ly didn't help that you refused to supply PFMs to politicians, too. Are we just talking about those politicians ignoring everything positive in order to spout shit to generate fear and votes or are they really afraid?" 

    "Probably some of each." 

    "Suggestions?" 

    Shaking her head, she replied, "None at this time. Sorry." After a time of riding in silence, I saw her eyes flick to the side and Linda reached off screen, then said, "I'll be there in five minutes, Emory." His answer was, "Okay. Haver's here already." 

    "That doesn't matter if he doesn't have what we need. See you shortly. Bye for now." 

    "Okay. Bye." 

    Her arm returned to rest on the desk as she said, "I have to go, Ed. We'll talk later." 

    "Good 'nuff. Bye." 

    "Bye." She poked the 'off' icon. 
Chapter Twenty-eight

    Rolling around suddenly didn't seem quite so entertaining and I stopped at a convenience store to sip coffee and think. Well, damn. It could be the end of an era. Sort of. Without Linda at the helm of 3rd World's security, a lot of people --many who'd be unwilling to be convinced otherwise --would consider me something of a risk. 

    Had Larcon somehow known about Linda's three-month notice? Is that why he'd offered me a job? His way of claiming first dibs or whatever? 

    A generic ping sounded in my implant. I answered the call with, "You got me," and put up a screen. 

    Denise Jonel appeared and her eyes took in the gas station in the background as she asked, "Is that how you normally answer your calls?" I studied the almost-blackness and stars of high altitude behind her as I replied, "You aren't the first to ask. What's up, ma'am?" Apparently considering her words, Jonel paused for a moment, then asked, 

"Do you have any interest in how things have progressed in Miami since you left?" 

    With a shrug, I said, "Only if how things progressed will make me go back to Miami." 

    "You really don't care?" 

    "I really don't care." 

    Her left eyebrow arched, then she smiled. "Linda was right." 

    "She usually is." The position of the stars in her background must have finally registered with my subconscious. I asked, "Would you perchance be on your way here, ma'am?" 

    That startled her enough to raise her eyebrow again. 

    "May I ask how you knew that, Ed?" 

    Pointing beyond her, I replied, "The stars at your end. Not to be impolite, but may I ask why you called?" 

    She turned to look at the sky behind her and shook her head slightly as she turned back to face me, thumbed an icon on her screen as if her thumb had slipped, and asked, "You're kidding, right? About the stars?" 

    "Nope. You're facing almost due west. Carrington's about thirty degrees north of your current heading." 

    Her gaze dropped slightly, then narrowed. Uh, huh. She'd had her pad analyze my voice pattern. Her eyes came up and she studied me for a moment, then she said, "I'm on my way to Carrington, actually. I thought I'd drop in on you, but Linda said to always call ahead." 

    Giving her a small grin, I said, "She was right about that, too." With a slight nod, she asked, "How's five minutes or so?" 

    "Make it fifteen. I'm way north of town on my bike." 

    "Bike-bicycle or bike-motorcycle? 

    "Motorcycle." 

    "Okay. See you at your place, Ed." 

    "I'll be along shortly. Bye, milady." 

    Taking another sip of coffee, I considered Jonel for Linda's job again. Can't fault her for taking the initiative, if that's what her visit turned out to be. Starting the engine, I decided that if she just dropped by to rehash the morning's events, I'd very likely go ahead and retire again. Scenery rolled by as I thought, 'Then what?' I'd tried retirement and it pretty thoroughly sucked. On the other hand, maybe it wouldn't suck if I could move my essentials aboard the flitter and cruise the world for the rest of my life. Tiger. Would he want that? Prob'ly not. He didn't even like long trips. Shrug. If not, I'd find him a nice home, probably with Annabelle and Martha. But Martha was in her eighties. No prob; Sophie wasn't yet in her twenties. She'd take a couple of talking cats in a heartbeat. Stopping the bike under some shade trees on a side road, I pulled up Denise Jonel's records on a screen and discovered she'd been an Army major, had a couple of degrees, and had moved rather quickly through the middle and upper ranks at 3rd World over the last few years. All good things, but brass hat jobs aren't always issued for practical reasons, and 3rd World's corporate personality had changed over the years. 

    Military: after a number of years in, she'd served in Desert Storm, establishing various support offices in what had only days or even hours before been free-fire zones. On one occasion a sniper had been flushed and had fled in her direction. She'd used her pistol to drive him into an alley and keep him pinned down behind a dumpster until Rangers could circle the building to redeploy and deal with him. 

    Hm. Did that mean she couldn't get a clear shot, or that she didn't want to be the one to kill him? Didn't matter. When she'd had to use her pistol, she'd done so effectively. Her actions had also counted heavily toward her promotion to captain a few months later. 

    Flipping back a couple of screens, I noted she wasn't married, then checked security updates. Her current beau was a guy named James Bridger, also an employee of 3rd World, but based out of Tallahassee. She'd been seeing him for a little over a year. 

    On to her current position; she'd been running the Miami offices for almost two years. Rated 3.7 on performance out of a possible 4.0. Huh. A high score, but not excessively so among 3rd World people. Nothing said why she hadn't scored 4.0. 

    Letting the screen dissolve, I continued the trip home and felt the presence of a flitter I couldn't see overhead as I rounded the corner of Northcliffe and Commodore. Waving up at it on general principles, I parked the bike outside the garage and got off it to wait for Miz Jonel's appearance. When she didn't descend right away, I called up my board, hooked my mug on my pants, and zipped upward in the strongest-felt direction of the field effect. My board slowed and stopped at about a thousand feet and I leaned forward to rap my knuckles on the flitter 'hull' I couldn't see. The field turned translucent and I saw a staring Jonel raise a hand in a

'wait' gesture as she spoke to someone on her console screen. I stood by, studying her as I moved around the flitter. Eyeing her legs, I thought, 'Yup. A nice-looking woman who keeps herself fit.' From the way she handled her conversation, she also seemed to be the sort who'd look right at you while talking with you. 

    A few moments later, she grinningly waved at me to come aboard and stood up to greet me. As I slid to a stop near her, she marveled at my board for a moment, touched it, and shook her head disbelievingly as she extended a hand to me. I took it as I let the board disappear and dropped six inches to the deck. 

    That made her eyes and her grin widen a bit, then she said, "I was talking to Linda. Ed, you waved at the corner and flew right up here. How did you know where I was?" 

    She watched me unhook my coffee mug from my pants pocket as I replied, "I can feel fields, ma'am. I just sort of know when they're nearby and generally which direction. Want to go in the house? There's coffee and tea." 

    "No, I'm good. I just wanted to chat with you before I go to Carrington. Linda wants to go over a few things with me, and one of those things is likely to be you." 

    "Things regarding Miami?" 

    "I think she has more on her mind than Miami. Ed, she put in her retirement notice with 3rd World. I'm one of the candidates to replace her. How do you feel about that?" 

    Considering my words, I replied, "Not good, ma'am. Linda Baines has been my boss off and on for almost forty years and I don't know you at all. Unless they pick someone who could just about be her twin in all ways, I'll probably retire, too." 

    Gesturing me to a flitter seat, Jonel took the pilot's seat and nodded. 

"That's exactly what I expected to hear, Ed." She eyed me intently for a moment, then asked, "Speaking frankly... if I get her job, what would I have to do to keep you on board?" 

    I sighed, "That's easy. Be another Linda." 

    "Of course, but how do I do that?" 

    "Be someone I can call 'Fearless Leader' and believe it. Someone who handles all the bureaucratic and media crap and tells Senators to like it or lump it when they get stupid and selfish. Don't badger me with micromanagement, but answer when I ping your pad and take a flitter recording of events as a full report. Tell me what needs done, then get out of the way so I can do it. Be someone who knows I may crowd the line damned hard, but that I won't officially cross it." 

    Jonel just sat there staring at me for a moment, then asked, "The 'line'? 

'Officially' cross it?" 

    "There's always a line somewhere, ma'am. It'll be that step we can't take

'cuz it wouldn't sit well with way too many people. That step I might have to take now and then to save somebody's ass, but without leaving even the tiniest shred of evidence that it ever happened." 

    Her eyebrow arched. "Can you give me an example?" I laughed, "Oh, hell, no. If you get Linda's job, we'll talk some more about lines then." Sipping my coffee, I asked, "Miz J, are you religious?" Sitting back in her seat, she regarded me for some moments, then asked, 

"Why do you want to know?" 

    "Compatibility. On the job and off." 

    There was another pause before she answered, "I already have a man in my life, Ed." 

    "I know. James Bridger. That's not why I asked." 

    "Then call me agnostic. I don't go to church and religion doesn't play a role in my life. How does that matter?" 

    I sipped coffee, then said, "Same here. Never could find any real sense in religious stuff. I asked because I won't work for someone with strong religious views of any kind. Not counting steadfast agnosticism, of course." 

    "What about atheism?" 

    "No conflicts there, either. How do you feel about killing bad guys whenever possible?" 

    That question made Jonel freeze and eye me intently. "Define 'whenever possible', Ed." 

    "When it's a provably justifiable alternative to arrest. When it won't be questioned. Were you trying to hit that guy behind the dumpster or were you just keeping him there for others?" 

    A certain amount of shock showed in Jonel's face before she shut that emotion down. She didn't yelp, "How did you know about that?" or anything similar. She just continued eyeing me for a time, then said, "I thought I hit him twice from sounds he made. I was pretty sure the second time, but then the Rangers flanked him and shot him. I never saw the body and the Army never said whether I'd hit him. They only credited me with keeping him pinned for the Rangers." 

    I shrugged. "Could be they didn't know if they didn't autopsy the sniper. And why would they? The Rangers took the kill credit and having a lady captain nail him might have caused the Army some controversy back then. Why'd you get out?" 

    Taking a breath, Jonel grinned slightly and said, "This is beginning to sound like a job interview." 

    "Only because it is. I may need a new Linda soon. If I don't get one, I'll re-retire." 

    My implant pinged with Toni's pad chime and I held up a hand to call up a screen and say, "Here! Present! Yo! Pick the one you like, ma'am!" Toni's face and shoulders appeared and she grinned at me, then noticed Jonel. "Oh. I see you have company." 

    "No problem. I'm interviewing a possible new bosslady 'cuz Linda may retire. I can call you back in a while if you want." 

    "Yes, I do want. I may need you this evening if you aren't doing anything else." 

    Feigning shock and clutching my chest, I yelped, "You mean you don't need me all the time, ma'am?! How am I supposed to bear the pain of knowing that?" 

    "With a couple of beers and the realization that you aren't quite the center of my world, of course. Sorry if that came as a shock, you poor baby." I sighed, "Ahh, I guess I'll survive, milady. Later, okay?" She grinningly replied, "Okay! Bye, Ed," and poked her 'off' icon. I let the screen dissolve and turned back to Jonel. 

    For long moments, she said nothing, then she glanced at my arms and asked, 

"Where's your PFM?" 

    "Where it can't be seen. They invite too many questions." With a vaguely enlightened nod, she said, "I tried to pull your records this morning. Everything since 2000 --when you came to work with 3rd World -is flagged. I had to go through Linda to get some of them. Why?" 

    "She didn't tell me." 

    "She wouldn't have had to tell you. Why are they flagged?" 

    "When you're in her chair, ma'am. Not before." 

    "If I get her chair, I won't have to ask you." Raising an index finger, I replied, "You got it, ma'am." 

    "You can be a real pain in the ass, can't you?" Shrugging, I said, "Ask me questions I can answer and you might not think so." 

    Jonel gave me a wry little grin and said, "Flitter nine, put a stasis field on Ed." 

    I keyed my implant at the word 'stasis' and had my five suit on before she said my name. There was a short splash of iridescence that originated half an inch from my eyes as the two fields collided. Raising a hand --mostly just to see if I could --took slightly more effort than usual, but I turned my experimental motion into a 'Hi, there!' wave at Jonel. 

    She stared at me in moderate shock for a moment, then said, "Flitter nine, he's still able to move. Why?" 

    "His personal field is countering my stasis field." Sending a light stun at Jonel's throat, I stood up and said, "Flitter nine, cancel your stasis field, please." 

    Having no prior instructions not to obey an employee of 3rd World Products, flitter nine did as I asked. As the stasis field disappeared, I told the flitter to ignore any further commands to contain or detain me unless three or more 3rd World officials of Jonel's rank or higher personally ordered it to comply with each such order. 

    Would that actually work? Doubtful, but it was a delaying tactic and I could see that Jonel's level of amazement had gone up another notch even as she struggled to speak. 

    "Flitter nine," I said, "I lightly stunned the lady's larynx. Would you help her overcome that effect?" 

    Sipping my coffee, I watched Jonel clear her throat and test her voice, then take a deep breath to say, "That won't happen again, Ed. I had to know something. Now I do." 

    "Figured that." 

    "No hard feelings?" 

    "Not so far. 'Trust, but verify'. You just verified something." Jonel nodded and rubbed her throat. "Yes, I certainly did. Ed, if Linda retires, I want you to come work with me whether I get her job or not." 

    "Thanks, Denise, but I'll want to see who they install at her desk before I make any decisions." 

    Use of her first name in a stalling answer had been my own final test during the visit. I watched Jonel's eyes as she processed that moment and knew she was okay with it. 

    With a nod, she replied, "Of course. Her desk is a lot taller than mine. Internationally taller." 

    "Yeah, that's part of it." 

    Glancing at her watch, she said, "Well, I guess I'd better get moving. Wish me luck?" 

    I shook my head. "Can't do that, ma'am. I want whoever gets that desk to be there strictly because he or she is the best possible candidate. Luck and office politics aren't the way to fill a job slot like Linda's." Jonel's eyebrow went up at that, but she nodded. "Having been in the military, I can understand that point of view. Oh, before I go, who was the woman who called you?" 

    "Her name's Toni. A girlfriend now and then." I called up my board as she asked, "Now and then?" 

    "That's how we like it. She has a life of her own." Studying my board again, Jonel said, "I see. Well, no, I don't, really, but I suppose I don't have to. Thanks for meeting me. Want me to keep you posted?" 

    "Nah. If you get the job, I'll hear about it." She nodded. "Yes, I expect you will. Well, goodbye, then." With a two-fingered salute, I replied, "Bye, milady," and soared off her deck to stand on my board a few yards from her flitter. Jonel gave me a long look, then her flitter launched into a high, fast arc toward Carrington. I headed downward to the house. It seemed likely that Jonel would have her flitter provide a report on Toni. That report would mention Selena, of course, and likely her aunt Jessie. I wondered how much info Linda had given Jonel and what kind of info that would make her stop by the house. Once I was inside the house, I swapped greetings with Tiger, then used a screen to call Toni. 

    She answered with, "You may thank me now, sir." 

    "Sure, lady. Thanks. What for, though?" 

    She grinned. "For not saying anything too stupid in front of whoever she was." 

    Looking enlightened, I replied, "Ah. That. Yes, indeed, ma'am. Thanks again. Did I hear you say you needed me?" 

    "Yes, you did. Want to hit a club tonight?" 

    "Sounds good. What time do you want me there?" 

    "Dinnertime. I bought steaks. Say eight?" 

    Eight? Kinda late, but... "Eight it is, milady." 

    "Great! See you then! Bye!" 

    She poked her 'off' icon before I could reply. I let the screen dissolve. Hm. Toni'd shown an unusual amount of enthusiasm about my visit, but I'd seen her like that before a few times; usually when she had a new friend she wanted me to meet and expected great things during the evening. Eight. It was almost three-thirty and I'd be facing a long night of clubbing and probably much more than that. I decided to put the bike away and take a nap on general principles. 
Chapter Twenty-nine

    At seven-thirty a soft, persistent chime in my implant woke me. For a pleasant change, no boom-box cars or barking dogs or children whanging basketballs on driveways had disturbed me and I woke feeling rested. After a quick shower and shave, I made a fresh coffee, grabbed my backpack, and made the short trip north on my board. I have a key to Toni's place, but I don't really feel comfortable about simply walking in. Never know what might be going on. 

    When I rang the bell, Selena answered the door. For a time there were enthusiastic hugs and kisses, then she excused herself to get dressed while Toni and I prepped the table and set the food out. Toni was wearing a blouse and miniskirt outfit and I took a moment to admire her. 

    She noticed me eyeballing her legs and grinningly asked, "Are my seams straight?" 

    "If you were wearing stockings, I'm sure they would be." 

    "And if they weren't, you'd help me with them, right?" 

    "Ubetcha. Instantly and with great enthusiasm." As I opened the ladies' wine, Toni grinned and said, "Selena was our surprise for you." 

    "Yes'm, that she was. Are we really going clubbing later?" She nodded. "Yes. Selena hasn't had any time off for ages and there's a new place we haven't been to." 

    I shrugged. "There are lots of places we haven't been to. If you ladies would scrape together some spare time, we could visit the Virgin Islands or Europe some weekend. Ibiza's still considered the clubbing capitol of the world, y'know." 

    Toni looked up from placing silverware and said, "It could definitely happen one of these days. Changes are afoot, Ed. I'm about to change jobs and..." she paused, then said, "And I'll let Selena tell you her news." Selena appeared in a green sheath dress that fit her as if it had been painted onto her and did a little turn as she came to the table. 

    "Like it?" she asked me. 

    "Love it. Only thing better would be no dress at all, ma'am." Dinner chat had mostly to do with Toni's new job --which was essentially the same as her old job, but with a different company and nearly twice the pay

--and Selena's promotion to department manager. I tried to think of something I could toss in the conversational pot, but due to various security rules, I just shrugged and said, "I got a new bike and Tiger found a girlfriend. Her name's Annabelle. She's a semi-Siamese." 

    For a time I thought Selena's promotion was the 'news' Toni had mentioned, but the atmosphere at the table soon led me to believe that something was going unsaid for the moment. I decided not to push and let the ladies find their own way to it. 

    After dinner I called the flitter down and we headed to Gainesville. Landing in the street in front of 'Club Trocadero' caused a bit of a stir among the natives and I left the flitter hanging above the street as we disembarked. The two guys filtering potential patrons at the door held a hurried chat, then one went inside. As we approached the doors, he returned behind a tall blonde woman who stared at the flitter for a long moment, then studied us. After saying something to the door guards, she retreated into the club. 

    One of the guys came down the steps and opened the outer velvet rope for us, but I noted that he made a long and careful study of my face and clothes as we passed him. Shrug. He'd noted my age and my outfit. Couldn't help the age and I'd worn the field suit I'd used with Deanna Saunders in DC; the teal sports jacket and slacks. That might not be his idea of a shining example of sartorial splendor, but it was good enough. 

    Unwilling to wait in lines at bars or subject myself to someone else's heavily biased judgment, I'd never really cared for the clubs that play the

'exclusivity' game by screening patrons, but I have to say that they generally provided a more intense environment than the less pretentious clubs. Getting off a flitter may have gotten us in, but it didn't obviate the cover charge. Once we were finally inside the club through yet another set of doors, the pounding dance music was almost ear-shatteringly loud --as expected --and a woman in hot pants and a tiny tank top escorted us to a table by the dance floor. 

    The table was directly across the dance floor from the main bank of speakers. Wincing at the noise level, Selena glanced around and pointed at a table as far away from the speakers as possible and the woman nodded, then led us there. 

    After our escort had left with our drink orders, Selena yelled over the music, "I guess I must be getting old!" 

    Toni shook her head. "No," she yelled back, "It's pretty loud, even for a club." 

    Conjuring a transparent field dome over us, I tuned it to cut ambient noise by about a third. Selena had been about to yell a reply to Toni. She grinned and said in almost a normal voice, "It would be pretty loud for a machine shop." 

    She leaned back a bit until she startled hard, then sat forward and rubbed her ear as she said, "If we want to dance, we'll have to go out there. I'm thinking one of our old clubs would be better." 

    Toni nodded. "Wanna go?" 

    "We've already ordered drinks." 

    "So? If they see us get up and walk out, the waitress won't get stuck with anything." 

    "You don't know that." 

    Rolling her eyes, Toni said, "Okay. Drinks first." Hm. I expanded the dome six feet and waited. Sure enough, the first few people who passed through it stopped, stepped back and forth to be sure they weren't imagining things, and soon there were half a dozen people standing near our table trying to figure out what the hell was going on. Their consternation brought one of the club's bouncers, who went through the same motions and seemed as altogether baffled as everyone else. He made some hand signals toward the bar and some moments later, the blonde woman who'd appeared at the door when we arrived made her way toward us. She moved gracefully among the tables with a stepping sort of stride and I recognized her rather regal style of carriage as something I'd seen often among ballet and ballroom dancers. Her calf-length dress seemed to flow around her legs and her hair had been bound in the kind of large, utilitarian braids I used to see on Swedish and Finnish women. The braids seemed to form a sort of golden crown around her head. 

    The bouncer gestured for her to join him within the quieter zone and her eyebrows arched slightly as she stepped through the literal 'sound barrier' at the periphery of the field. He started to say something, but she held up a hand as she surveyed reactions of people in the immediate area and realized the zone appeared to be centered at our table. 

    When her gaze fell on us, Selena and Toni tried to pretend they were watching the dancers and I made a study of Selena and Toni. Our waitress arrived with our drinks and almost froze when she stepped through the field, then recovered and set our drinks in front of us. I paid her and she left, startling a bit as she returned to the noisier side of the field. The blonde woman moved closer to our table and asked if she might join us. I stood up and moved a chair to seat her, then returned to my own seat. For some moments she said nothing else, simply looking at each of us in turn, then she asked me, "How are you doing that?" 

    Her words had been accented. Russian? Slavic, certainly. Her lovely mid-thirties face held all the right genetic hints. 

    "Simple magic, milady." 

    Her left eyebrow arched. "A real answer, please. How?" Yup. Her accent was definitely some flavor of Russian. 

    "Like this," I said, sending an invisible tendril to lift my drink. The glass hovered rock-steady three inches above the table. The woman reached for the glass, but I strengthened the field and the glass wouldn't budge, even when she swept her other hand under and around it. 

    She relaxed and eyed each of us again, then extended her hand to me and said, "I am Mira Corman. You are in my club." 

    Letting the drink return to the table, I took her hand and kissed it, then replied, "Most pleased to meet you, ma'am. I'm Ed," then indicated each of the ladies as I said, "Selena. Toni." 

    Mira shook each of their hands in turn, then returned her gaze to me to ask, "If you are not comfortable in such places as this, why have you come to my club?" 

    "Music," I answered, "Drinks. Dancing. All the usual reasons. We just thought the music was a little too loud, so I adjusted our space for our comfort." 

    We still had to practically yell to be heard. Corman called the bouncer over and said something only he could hear. He gave her a fisheye look, but got going, moving around the perimeter of the dance floor to the DJ booth where he had a brief discussion with the DJ. The level of sound within our barrier field gradually lessened and Corman turned to me. In a conversational tone, she asked, "Is that better?" I let the barrier field dissolve and the music in the club was about what it had been within our bubble before she'd spoken with her bouncer. Nodding, I replied, "Yes, ma'am. Much better." 

    "Wonderful," she said rather dryly, "Now restore your... sound barrier... so we can truly talk about why you're here." 

    Pointing at Selena, I said, "My ladyfriend wanted to check out a new club. This club." 

    With a level of skepticism, she asked, "That is truly all?" Doing a little 'cross-my-heart' gesture, I held up my right hand as if swearing an oath and answered, "Yes'm. That is truly all. I watched you walk over here. Do you dance?" 

    Her eyes fixed on mine for a moment as if reading my intentions, then she replied, "Yes. I dance." Glancing at the dance floor, she amended, "But not as they dance." 

    She did a fair job of softening the haughtiness behind her words, but it was still noticeable enough to make Toni give her an 'oh, really?' sort of look. 

    I said, "I didn't think so. I'd almost say ballet, but since you're Russian, that's almost a cliche, and you aren't old enough to have defected to the west. More likely ballroom styles, I think. They're all about poise, grace, and beauty." 

    Mira had noticed Toni's skeptical expression, but continued to focus on me as she exhibited pleased surprise and said, "You are correct, and thank you. Now you, Ed... What do you do?" 

    With a shrug, I replied, "I'm semi-retired. I write books." 

    "What sort of books?" 

    Fishing an Abintra Press card from my shirt pocket made Mira's gaze narrow. Her eyes followed my fingers as they delved inside my field-generated teal jacket and passed through my light blue shirt. When the card also passed through the shirt, she looked as if she might be wondering if she'd really seen what she'd seen. 

    Handing her the card, I said, "It's easier to show than tell, ma'am. Have a look at my website sometime." 

    She took the card and read it, then met my gaze and said, "I will." Standing up, she gave us all a nod as she said, "My apologies, but I must return to work now. It was... very interesting... to meet you. Goodbye." I'd partially stood when she got up, but she laid a hand on my shoulder to keep me in my seat and started back toward the bar with that same graceful, gliding stride. I watched her go for a moment, then turned back to the table and reached for my drink. 

    Selena and Toni were looking at me rather intently. I sipped, then asked, 

"What? I noticed her, that's all." 

    Toni snapped, "No shit you noticed her," and Selena cackled a short laugh. 

    "Okay," I said, "So I noticed her. You already knew I have excellent taste in women, right? Besides, I saw your tongue hanging out over there, ma'am. You thought she was kinda cute, too." 

    Cackling again, Sel said, "Oh, hell, yes! She was a living dream." Turning to Toni, she asked, "Did you see how she moved?" Sipping her drink, Toni replied, "Yeah. I saw. But did you see how she barely noticed us at all while she was at the table?" In an accusing tone, she added, "And how she only talked to Ed?" 

    For some reason Toni --who had always led the way in our club hunting expeditions --was unsettled. I gave that some thought as I sipped again and let the sound barrier dissipate. The rise in volume made the ladies switch their attentions to the dance floor, where perhaps a hundred people seemed to be trying to work up a sweat to the pounding beat. 

    Selena watched the floor for a while, then glanced around the room until her gaze returned to her drink. Toni looked at me over the rim of the glass as Sel noticed her lack of interest in what was going on around us. I sipped my own drink as Toni's eyes flicked back and forth between us a couple of times, then Toni picked up her own drink and said, "This isn't what we ought to be doing." 

    Sel asked, "What should we be doing, Tee?" Tossing her drink down her throat, Toni sighed, "I just know we shouldn't be pissing away our... time together... here. It's been too long and it'll be way the fuck too long 'til next time." 

    Uh, huh. Something unsaid, untold. Apparently I'd be the last to know. Oh, well. Wouldn't be the first time. Our waitress appeared as if by magic, but Toni waved her off. The waitress set three drinks in front of us anyway and said they were compliments of the management. Sel and I thanked her and I set a five on her tray for her effort. 

    Looking at me over her new drink, Sel said, "You must really have made an impression on her." 

    Shrugging, I replied, "Guess so." 

    Picking up her new drink, Toni said, "Let's split. The weekend won't last long enough to waste any more of it here." 

    When I looked at Sel, she sighingly nodded, "I'll second that. I thought a club would be fun --like old times --but now I think I'd rather just hole up with you two until I have to go back." 

    Her eyes had found her glass and fixed on it as she swirled the contents, but they rose to meet mine as she asked, "Is that all right with you, Ed?" Her question made me give her a somewhat stark, penetrating look. My old Sel wouldn't have asked how anyone felt about anything; she'd simply have stated her feelings. Hm. On the other hand, she wasn't 'my' old Sel anymore. Over a year had passed since we'd last soaked in the hot tub together, and... Toni kicked me lightly under the table and I realized my moments of reflection had lasted too long. With a nod, I responded, "Oh, yes, milady. I live to serve your pleasure, milady." 

    Glancing at Toni, Sel rolled her eyes and said, "What crap." With a chuckle, Toni sipped her drink and grinned at me. 

    "She loves it. Don't stop." 

    "Roger that. Thanks for the tip, ma'am." 

    Kicking me again, Toni laughed, "Hey! How come she's a 'milady' but I'm only a 'ma'am'?!" 

    "Merely a slip of the tongue, milady." 

    In a stern tone, she replied, "There are better ways to let your tongue slip, you know." 

    Selena's left eyebrow went into a high arch and she laughed as her eyes flicked to Toni in a direct gaze. "Damned right," she said softly, "Let's get the hell out of here." 

    Hm. A bit of mood showing there, and it wasn't booze talking. I got to my feet only a second before the ladies also stood up. Something about the tableau at the tiny table reeked of unity. Us against the world, etc..? But why? Then a small shock bolted through me as I saw tears on Selena's face. Toni saw my reaction and followed my gaze, then her reaction matched mine. Handing Sel my napkin, I took another sip of my drink, then set it down and stood by the table waiting as obviously as possible. Sel dabbed her eyes as Toni took her arm and whispered to her. Sel tersely shook her head, then she looked at me, took a breath, and sighed as she picked up her purse. We left the table and headed for the front doors, but several big guys in black t-shirts seemed to materialize from the crowd and assemble between us and the doors. Mira came down a short flight of steps behind the bar and lifted the waitress-gate to let herself out, then went to stand by the guys at the doors. 

    Some customers noticed something was up right away and moved away. Others followed as they, too, realized something seemed about to happen, forming a ragged perimeter around the trouble zone. Mira whispered something to one of the guys and he nodded firmly. 

    Sel, Toni, and I stopped a few feet from the group. Mira studied us in turn briefly, then stepped forward a pace to say, "We must talk." I asked, "About what?" 

    "All of you will now come with me," she ordered, and headed for a door to one side of the bar. As Mira opened that door and stood beside it, Toni glanced at Sel, then me. She had to raise her voice above the music to ask, 

"Why the hell should we?" 

    Her tone made one of the guys quickly step forward in a menacing manner. He collapsed when Sel pointed at him and she held her fists at the ready as she surveyed the group. Toni turned slightly to glance briefly at the guy who'd fallen, but she never quite took her eyes off Mira and the two guys closest to her. 

    Again focusing on Mira, Toni repeated, "Why the hell should we?" Mira seemed truly shocked. She'd frozen when the guy collapsed, but now she quickly pointed at one of the other guys and then at the one on the floor. The conscious guy instantly moved to check out the unconscious one. After verifying a pulse, he nodded to Mira and grabbed the downed guy's wrists to haul him out of the area. 

    Pulling the door shut behind her, Mira approached us and said, "Perhaps I have misinterpreted things." Looking at Sel, she asked, "You are unharmed? He is not forcing you to leave?" 

    "What?! No! He's our friend!" 

    "But you have been crying and your departure was... sudden." Toni shrugged and said, "We decided to go home." Giving Toni a raised eyebrow, Mira asked Sel, "What did you do to my man?" Raising her left arm, Sel displayed her PFM. "I used this to stun him. He'll wake up soon." 

    Mira stepped forward to study the PFM and so began a discussion among the ladies as Toni showed her own PFM. Mira seemed to forget that half a dozen bouncers waited for orders to pounce or disperse. I looked at the big guy who seemed to be the leader of the group and shrugged as if to ask, 'What now?' 

    He eyed the women for a moment, then spoke in Russian. Mira glanced up and nodded, barely taking her attention off Toni's PFM. The guy looked at me, then gave the others a signal and they dispersed. Only the leader stayed put, flanking Mira. 

    Right. Okay. Let 'em chat. I went back to our table and gathered our drinks, returned and distributed them, and then I went to sit by the bar and wait. The previously-stunned bouncer appeared at the bathroom door and stopped cold when he spotted the women in a huddle, then he edged around them to talk to the group's honcho in low tones. Whatever was said apparently didn't reassure him much, but he took a position by the bar. 

    Some moments later, Mira laughed and walked over to me. 

    "My apologies," she said, "I misunderstood." 

    "No problem. I take it everything's okay now?" 

    "Yes." She looked at the bartender and gestured to Sel, Toni, and me, then she said, "And now I must return to work. Good night." I watched her strut away, then looked at Sel and Toni. Sel was motioning for the bartender to wait on the round of drinks. She turned to me and asked, 

"Are we staying or going?" 

    "That's entirely up to you and Toni." 

    Sel looked at Toni and asked, "Stay or go?" Toni looked around the club for a moment, then sighed, "I'm not really in the mood anymore. You decide." 

    Her tone made Sel give her a long look, then Sel waved a 'cancel' at the bartender, and said, "Let's go, then." 
Chapter Thirty

    The flitter landed in the street, as before. I handed Toni aboard as she remarked, "Well, that place was fairly interesting." Sel chuckled, "Oh, definitely," as she took my hand and stepped up to the deck, "Mira thought you were making us leave, Ed." Toni grinningly added, "That's not all she thought, but she was ever so polite about asking if we were paid escorts. That was after she asked if we worked for 3rd World or the government, of course." Stepping aboard and getting the flitter underway, I said, "No surprise. She probably sees a lot of that." 

    The ladies chatted during our brief trip back to Toni's condo. I stood up and stretched as I walked around the deck once. It seemed to me that something was wrong about Sel's visit, but I figured it best to let her bring up any problems she might be having. Once we were back in Toni's living room, Toni went to open the doors to the porch and check the hot tub as she told Sel to fix us a round of drinks. 

    Maybe that was intended to give Sel a quiet few minutes to tell me what was on her mind and open a conversation on the matter, but Sel just set about assembling drinks. She glanced at me a couple of times, but said nothing, so I mentally shrugged, turned off my suit field, and visited the bathroom. Over the next hour or so we had a couple of drinks, a long soak in the hot tub, and the usual chat and banter, but there was no mention of what was bugging Sel. Our shared lovemaking had an air of desperation about it that annoyed me, mostly because I didn't know the reason for it. When --in the midst of playing with each other after having exhausted my resources --Sel began to cry and set Toni off, as well, I'd just about had enough of secrecy. They were in the throes of their sob fest when I went to get another round of drinks and pull a new box of Kleenex from the hall closet. When I returned, I set the drinks down, sat on the edge of the bed and pulled the top of the box open, then offered them tissues as I said quietly, "I've waited long enough. Somebody tell me." 

    For a moment, both ladies were silent, then Sel took a deep breath and said, "I've been promoted. It's half again as much money, but I'll..." she glanced at Toni, then said, "I'll have to move to Boston." She glanced at Toni again while I waited for the bad news, then realized I'd already heard it. 

    "Well, exactly how's that a unique problem? This is the first time we've all been together in almost two years and you've been right up the street in Tallahassee the whole time." I shrugged and added, "Now we'll have an excuse to visit Boston now and then." 

    They both stared at me as if I was missing some vastly important point, and I guess I was, 'cuz I just didn't see a problem anywhere. After a moment of receiving that look, I distributed drinks as I asked, "Well? Gimme a reason to be upset. That wasn't it." 

    Toni let forth an exasperated sigh and got up to go to the bathroom. We watched her go, then Sel looked at me and said, "It isn't a matter of 'how far', Ed. It's about me moving away. Again." 

    "Sorry to be difficult, but I still don't see..." In a terse tone, she interrupted with, "No, of course you don't. I didn't really expect you to." 

    Shrugging again, I said, "Well, then, I didn't disappoint you, did I? 

Facts are facts, ma'am. Boston's not all that far away by flitter." With a dim glower, Sel shook her head and sighed as if I just didn't get it, which I apparently didn't. She said nothing else, so with a sigh of my own, I sat sipping my drink and eyeballing her rather glorious nakedness. When Toni came out of the bathroom, she nibbled her lower lip for a moment, then asked, "Ed, can Sel and I have a few minutes alone?" I got up, kissed her shoulder, and headed for the kitchen. The bedroom door closed softly behind me and I heard another one of those deep sighs as the bed squeaked. 

    Freshening my drink, I thought, 'Oh, well. There are things I understand readily and things I don't. After almost ten years they should know that.' I also wondered why women sometimes clam up when they ought to try to enlighten. What the hell was the big deal about moving to Boston? As Cindy would say; 

"Not enough data." 

    My mind turned to value judgments, for lack of a better term. Tonight had been much like other such nights, but something had very definitely been missing. Toni had noticed, too. I'd seen her odd looks at Sel during our bedroom romp. 

    Except for contacting me once about her car and once about her aunt Jessie, Sel's move to Tallahassee had taken her out of my life. Ostensible reason: because her lesbian employers and friends up in Tally-town wouldn't approve of a real boyfriend in her life. 

    I never did buy that bushwah, mainly because I'd had too many lesbian friends along the line. Maybe at first blush I'd have been some kind of an issue with that crowd, but not for long. I sipped my drink and sat at the kitchen table. Mental shrug. Sel and I had been lovers for quite a while, through Dana and later Toni. We were still long-distance friends, but apparently she now felt there were things she couldn't discuss with me. Calling up a screen, I checked email and processed some ebook-group signups. Closing Firefox let automatic settings wipe out cookies and cached pages before I reopened it to check my other main email box. Fifteen minutes passed, then half an hour. The ladies were still in conference when I sent the last reply to the last message on the list and started checking various discussion groups. 

    Something like forty-five minutes had passed. There were no more new messages. My drink was gone and so was my patience. I turned off the field screen, got to my feet, and walked to the bedroom door. 

    Tapping on the door, I said, "I just need my clothes." There were muffled, softly spoken words, then Sel opened the door and asked, "You're leaving?" 

    Moving past her to my clothes, I put on my pants as I said, "Hell, I might as well. I just spent most of an hour on the net. I can do that anywhere and if I split, you two won't have to whisper anymore." Reaching for my shirt, I asked, "Is anyone ready to tell me what's wrong? 

If not, you two see if you can work things out." 

    Sel seemed to freeze solid. Toni saw her reaction and rolled her eyes. 

"Oh, for God's sake..." she muttered, "Ed, Sel met someone." I let my eyes leave Sel and meet Toni's gaze. 

    "Male or female?" 

    "Female." 

    Shrugging, I slipped on my shoes and replied, "Was that worth interrupting our evening?" 

    Sel chewed her lip, then said, "Yes, it was. She isn't into men at all. If I go with her..." 

    I'd been getting to my feet when she said that. It froze me for an instant while I stared at her. 'Go with her'? Sel wasn't in charge? Had hell frozen over twice this week? 

    She said, "Don't look at me like that, damn it. I love her, Ed. She was transferred to Boston, so we found a way for me to go, too." Turning on her heel, she marched to the front room and came back with her briefcase. Opening it on the bed, she took out the datapad I'd given her and handed it to me. 

    When I didn't take it right away, Sel said, "She's seen it. I had to tell her about you. And Toni, of course. She wasn't happy." Rolling my eyes, I grinned at Toni and echoed, "She wasn't happy, ma'am. And getting rid of the pad means she can't call yours, either. What does that tell you?" 

    Toni looked at Sel as she sighed, "It seems that Sel's fallen for someone even more controlling than she is." Getting up and reaching for her own clothes, Toni asked, "Is that it, Sel? Did she tell you to dump us or she'd dump you?" Taking a blouse out of the closet, she added, "Because if she didn't tell you to dump us, Sel, that means it was your idea, doesn't it?" Sel said nothing and began getting dressed. I pulled my briefcase down and put Sel's pad in it as Toni chose some jeans and asked, "What was this evening, Sel? One last fling?" 

    Sighing heavily, Sel sat on the bed and said, "Something like that, I guess. I didn't think it would turn out like this. Look, I'm sorry, okay? It's just the way things have to be." 

    Raising her voice an octave, Toni shot back, "Have to be?" Aw, hell. Been there, heard all that kind of stuff before. Much noise and venting, damned little satisfaction, time wasted. I took my coffee mug off the night table, found it nearly empty, and headed for the kitchen. As I assembled a fresh mug of coffee, I realized I had a taste for beer. Capping the mug and setting it by my backpack, I went to the fridge for an Ice House. A fully dressed Toni came stalking angrily out of the bedroom and yanked open the fridge door. Without a word, she grabbed an Ice House, let the fridge door shut on its own, and practically ripped the cap off the bottle. 

    "Uhm... that won't help, milady." 

    Her glare aimed at me. "What won't help?!" 

    "Being pissed. Raging through the house. It's a waste of time and perfectly good angst in matters of the heart." 

    Taking a long sip, Toni gasped, then snapped, "She's about to walk out of our lives, goddammit!" 

    With a nod, I sipped my beer and said, "Yeah, but if you want her to be able to walk back into your life someday, a big ugly argument isn't the way to go. And if you truly don't want her to be able to walk back into your life later, all you have to do is say so. Either way, a big fuss won't accomplish a damned thing." 

    Fixing me with a glare, Toni replied ominously, "Ed, this really isn't the time to lay some of your Zen shit on me." 

    "Wrong. It's the perfect time. If there's any chance that some part of you wants to keep her as a friend, you'll keep your temper in check. Think before you speak, and all that. How many times have you been in love, ma'am? Really in love, or at least thought you were?" 

    Still glaring, she seemed to give that question some thought, then answered, "Maybe four times." 

    "Uh, huh." I looked around the room carefully and asked, "And where are they now, milady? Why haven't I ever met any of them? Maybe because there were big blow-ups during the break-ups? That's pretty common, y'know." Taking another big swig of beer, Toni snapped quietly, "Well, maybe I don't want her to come back. That's pretty goddamned common after a break-up, too." 

    "Then why'd you drop your voice to say that?" I shrugged. "Look at it this way; if you aren't absolutely sure, try to be civil. She knows you pretty well and expects you to go ballistic the way you always do, so being polite'll confuse the hell out of her." 

    I tossed that last thought at her while she was sipping beer and it nearly shot out her nose as she choked. When she could speak without coughing, she glaringly hissed, "What the hell do you mean, 'the way I always do'?!" 

    "Did you hunker down and scream 'Shut the fuck up!' at Marie's nasty, yappy little dog? Did you scare it so bad it left a pile on the rug and ran whining into a bedroom?" 

    Toni couldn't help a small smile. She tried to control it, but it became a tight grin as she said, "It wouldn't stop barking. It was driving us nuts." 

    "No, it was driving you nuts." 

    "You were about to stun it. You said so." 

    "Yup. Marie sure was pissed, wasn't she?" 

    Snorting a sharp laugh, Toni said, "Screw her and her little dog, too. The bitch and her bitch. She was only trying to get Mike in trouble cause he wouldn't work on her car." 

    "Yeah, that's what Sel said, too. She gave you a big thank-you kiss for turning that dog off and told everyone about it for a week." Bam. The circle of chat closed and Toni stared at me for a moment as if I'd somehow betrayed her. Quietly, flatly, she said, "You bastard. You set me up." 

    Nodding, I replied, "Yup. Sure did," and sipped my beer. "Now, what if you were in Sel's shoes? And do you ever remember old loves and wish you hadn't slammed the door on them?" 

    She stared at me for a moment, then said, "I'll be back," and headed for the porch. She closed the doors behind her and I saw her park her butt against the hot tub and stare at her beer bottle as Sel came out of the bedroom looking ready to roll. 

    "Want a beer for the road?" I asked, "Just happen to have some." Sel had stopped where she could look out at the porch. She turned to look at me for a moment, then said, "No. No beer. Why is Toni out there? What did you say to her, Ed?" 

    "Something scathing and nasty, of course." Sipping my beer, I asked, "Did you buy that?" 

    "Hell, no. Is she crying?" 

    "I dunno. Would it make you feel better if she screamed at you like she screamed at Marie's pissy little dog?" 

    Her eyebrows went up as a fleeting smile came and went, then a chuckle escaped her. "She scared the living hell out of that rotten little dog, didn't she?" 

    I nodded. "Yup. That, too." Swilling the last of my beer, I said, "For the record, ma'am, I'm okay with things. Toni isn't. Time changes feelings and people sometimes come to fervently wish they'd handled things a lot more gracefully. Do I have to be more specific, or do you have some idea of what I'm talking about?" 

    Sel glanced at the porch and nodded. "Yeah, I have some idea." 

    "Good. Sel, how many times have you been in love --real love --or thought you were?" 

    Her gaze narrowed. "Ed, I'd rather not discuss..." I cut in firmly, "How-goddamned-many-times-ma'am?" After a pause, she replied, "Three." 

    "Counting this latest one?" 

    She growled, "Don't you dare..." 

    "Yeah, right. We'll go with three. Where are they now? Why aren't they still friends, and all that? With emotional stuff, nobody knows how things will go and only idiots think they do. Is there any good reason --any at all

--to part company tonight hating each other?" 

    For a long few moments, she just stared at me, then she chewed her lower lip as she looked at the porch. 

    "When in doubt," I said, "Try erring on the side of caution." Picking up my backpack and mug, I said, "And that's it for me, ma'am. If you aren't still smart enough to go out there and try to fix things, see if you're smart enough to find the door." 

    With that, I walked back into the bedroom, then into the bathroom. As I set my gear down so I could take a leak, I heard the porch door open. When I'd finished and washed up, I stopped at the still-open porch door to say, "Later, all. Gotta go." 

    Two teary, bleary women looked up and nodded. Sel gave me a long look, then nodded again as she gave me a little wave. When I reached the front porch, I called up my board and set course for home, where I found Tiger sitting in the kitchen window. 

    Waving as I landed, I let myself into the house, exchanged greetings with Tiger, dumped my pack on the kitchen table, and sat down to give the evening some thought. I was in the middle of sipping some coffee when Toni's pad-ping sounded in my implant. 

    Calling up a screen, I answered, "Yo. Here. What's up, milady?" She sighed, "Sel's gone, Ed." 

    I waited a moment, then asked, "And...?" 

    "I think we talked things out. She may ask for her pad back." 

    "No problem if she does. How are you handling things?" Sighing again, she replied, "Well enough. I... I called Tina. She's coming over for the night." 

    "Excellent. Change the sheets first. If you want to get any sleep tonight, let Tina's smell be all over the bed, not Sel's." 

    There were a few moments of silence, then she said flatly, "You have some kind of a goddamned answer for everything, don't you?" 

    "Been there. Done that. Don't argue. Change the sheets." 

    "Yeah, fine. I'll do that. Tell me something, Ed; why did I have to call Tina for company? Why didn't you stick around?" 

    It was my turn to sigh. "How many times have you or Sel bitched at me because I didn't show proper sentimentality about something?" Toni's tone tightened a bit as she asked, "Are you saying you don't care that she's gone?" 

    "You know better than that. Tina only lives two miles away, ma'am. Y'might wanna get after those sheets." 

    She snapped, "In other words, 'goodbye for tonight'?" 

    "You got it. Sleep on things and call me tomorrow." Her face became a softly sullen mask. "Yeah. Okay. Goodnight." 

    "Back at ya. And I really mean that. Tina's pretty fine. Breaks my little heart she's a diehard thespian, y'know." 

    I watched Toni's face as she too-rapidly processed my words, then backtracked to hear 'thespian' again. She rolled her eyes at the ancient joke and sighed, "Bye, Ed," then poked the 'off' icon. Fact: Tina had taken theater courses for two years, then joined a local dinner theater troupe. She now owned a piece of the restaurant and still played on stage every night. 

    Carrying my mug to the bedroom, I took a quick shower and went to bed. Tiger came to his corner of the bed, soaked up some attention, then we both nodded off. 
Chapter Thirty-one

    Saturday morning began when some moron in a boom-box car went past my corner. I jumped out of bed, cracked the blinds, and watched the asshole's canary-yellow, spinner-rimmed dickhead-mobile cruise to the next corner and stop in front of a house. As I prepared to send a field to 'rap' out his back window, I noticed the rather short shadows of the trees and glanced at the bedside clock. After ten? Damn! It felt like the crack of dawn to me. The moron turned off his noise box, so I let his windows remain intact. Sending a tendril into my mug, I warmed my coffee and sipped it. Agh. Nope. Ten hours was just too damned long to leave it sitting. I took a leak, then headed for the kitchen. 

    Once I had a fresh coffee, I sent a probe to have a look at Martha's back porch. There was Tiger, parked on the top step and communing with Annabelle through the screen door. I let the probe vanish and let my thoughts wander to what to do with the day, but that's when my implant pinged with Linda's chimes. 

    Without putting up a screen, I answered, "Yes, milady! What small service may I gallantly perform for you this morning?" 

    "Nothing, thanks. Aren't you going to put up a screen?" 

    "Nope. I just got out of bed. Might scare you, ma'am." 

    "Ah. Your courtesy has been noted. Ed, I just called because I wanted you to have advance notice about something." 

    "Wild guess, ma'am; your retirement?" 

    "Yes. It's definite. A few details still have to be ironed out, like post-retirement consultation arrangements." 

    "So who'd you pick, Fearless Leader?" 

    "I told you, I can't 'pick' my replacement, Ed." 

    "Yeah, yeah. In other words, then; 'who'd you set up for the job a dozen different ways over the last year or so'?" 

    After another pause, she chuckled, "Denise Jonel. If the brass ratify her

--and I think they will --she'll take over for me." 

    "Kinda thought it might be her." 

    "Is there a problem?" 

    "No. Prob'ly won't be, either. We talked." 

    "So she said. It could be a big mistake to try to continue our style of working relationship with her, Ed." 

    "Then it'll be better if we find out early. If 3rd World can survive without you, it can limp along without me, too. I'll find some way to keep busy. What about Wallace?" 

    "Emory sees no reason to take an early retirement and I agree. His department is funded and supplied by the Air Force." I thought about asking if she'd marry him once their jobs issue was out of the way, but decided not to. 

    "How soon, Linda?" 

    "No change. As I said, three months. Any comments?" 

    "Oh, hell, you bet. But not just now. How about you?" Linda laughed, "Oh, hell, you bet. But not just now." She sighed again and said, "I just called to let you know. Business as usual until the last week or so. Later, Ed." 

    "Thanks, Linda. Later." 

    She poked her 'off' icon and I sailed along in the darkness for a time feeling as if someone had yanked out my heart. But it was her decision and she didn't make them without excellent reasons. And she wouldn't be out of that office for another three months. And even then, she wouldn't be truly gone. But still... Sigh. Damn. 

    I again turned my thoughts to what to do with the day, but my implant pinged with another pad call. It wasn't Toni --her pad had its own chime pattern --so I asked the flitter who was calling me. 

    "The caller is Denise Jonel, Ed." 

    "Thanks, flitter." Without putting up a screen, I recycled my answer to Linda's call with, "Yes, milady! What small service may I gallantly perform for you this morning?" 

    After a brief pause, she said, "Ah... Well, I didn't call to ask you to do anything, Ed. How did you know it was me?" 

    "My flitter traced the call." 

    "Oh. Well. I just called to ask if you had plans for lunch." 

    "Yup. I'm gonna eat something. Want to join me?" Something tapped on something else at her end, then she said, "Actually, I was going to invite you to join me. We should probably get to know each other a little better." 

    "Got the job, huh? Kewl. Thought you might." 

    "You did? Why?" 

    "Can't think of anyone else who's even close to being able to do it, ma'am." I added, "Not that I know every-single-body in 3rd World, but I know the ones involved in the things I've done for Linda." There was a pause, then, "Aren't you going to put up a screen?" 

    "Nope. Just got out of bed. Look like hell." She snickered, "I see. Okay. How about noon, Ed?" 

    "Yeah, noon's good. Here or there?" 

    "Here. I know a nice restaurant on the beach. You can pick me up at my place." She gave me an address and I agreed, then we signed off and I sat there sipping coffee as I considered her call. She couldn't wait until Monday? 

Must be a reason. Calling up a screen, I checked to see who was on duty at 3rd World's Miami offices and found there was only a skeleton weekend crew, so nothing seemed to be going on. 

    Alice Townsend's name appeared on the roster. Might be a good time to retrieve the diamonds --or see if I actually could. If successful, I'd place them with George Wilmot for safekeeping against the 'crats and let him deal with details concerning selling them or setting up a scholarship fund. After a chat with Tiger, I asked the flitter to clean and prep my Vulcan 750 while I got dressed, then I rode it to the local Kawasaki dealer, where I took the tag off it and consigned it to them for sale. A few minutes later I was on the flitter heading for Miami. 

    Jonel's place was a surprise. I'd expected a condo or an apartment, but the flitter descended toward a new-looking trailer parked on open land well to the west of Miami. The white double-wide had a permanent concrete foundation and a neatly-kept little lawn surrounded it. When I stepped off the flitter, I felt the presence of a strong field and took a moment to flick a penny toward the carport. The penny hit an invisible field and slid to the driveway. Denise Jonel appeared at the trailer's door in jeans, a blouse, and semi-sandals and walked out to meet me as she greeted me with, "Well? What do you think of the place?" 

    Nodding as I glanced around, I replied, "I like it." 

    "I'm thinking of buying it." As I handed her aboard my flitter, she added wryly, "Partly just to save at least some small piece of Florida from the developers." 

    With a small salute, I said, "I'll damned sure vote for that, ma'am. Tell the flitter where we're going." 

    She did and we got underway as she started telling me about a chunk of land near her place that had been recently cleared and paved. A few minutes later we descended toward South Beach and landed in front of a restaurant that had one of those 'chic' names, looked artsy-fartsy as hell, and faced the beach. 

    As we disembarked the flitter, I said, "Hope they have some real food in there." 

    Denise replied, "They do. Real Philly steak sandwiches and the kind of food you find in roadside diners, if that's what you want." 

    "It is." 

    Some very obviously gay guy gushed enthusiasm at seeing Denise as we entered the place. Denise asked about someone named James and the guy gave her a sitrep involving post-car accident details as he led us to a table and seated Denise, then looked at me and said, "Oh! I've been chattering on and haven't introduced myself! I'm Stan. What would you like to drink?" 

    "Sweet iced tea would be good. Not much ice, though." 

    "Very good, sir. Would you like to hear about our pasta specials?" 

    "Nope. Do you have chopped steak, spinach and green beans, and mashed potatoes somewhere in the kitchen?" 

    He looked a bit taken aback and glanced at Denise. She gave him a little smile and canted her head. He turned back to me and took a breath as if about to admit something embarrassing, then said, "Yes, sir. Of course we do." 

    "Great. For me, just throw some of each on a plate with some butter and don't worry about whether they touch each other, okay?" He stiffened and gave me a dim look. I raised a hand and said, "Just kidding, Stan. Some of these places artfully arrange half an ounce of something exotic on a plate and call it a meal, y'know. Oh, and char the steak, okay? I like 'em a little burned. No pink inside." In a slightly huffy tone, he replied, "That's what we call 'well-done', sir." 

    Looking enlightened, I said, "Ah, yes. I'll try to remember." 

    "Will there be anything else, sir?" 

    "Nope. That'll do it." 

    With a nod, Stan hurried away. Denise chuckled softly and said, "Now he thinks you're a culinary Philistine." 

    I shrugged. "He's right. Hope you can come back in here later." Chuckling again, she said, "Oh, I don't think it'll be a problem. He knows what I like with pasta." 

    We chatted about nothing in particular as our food was being prepared, then continued chatting about nothing in particular as we ate. I deliberately avoided leading the conversation and Denise commented on the weather, the beach, people walking by, and a host of other topics, but never mentioned 3rd World or its interests. 

    At one point I tried a clandestine hand signal on her that meant 'we're being watched', but she seemed not to notice it. In any case, she made no acknowledgment gesture. 

    When we'd finished eating, Stan appeared and stood by as another guy took away our dishware, then he asked, "How was the meal?" Denise enthusiastically lauded his efforts with her pasta. When he looked at me, I told him the food had been excellent. He thanked us and asked if we'd like anything else. I looked at Denise, who shook her head slightly. 

    "No," I said, "I guess that's about it. Got the check on you?" Stan produced a folder and Denise raised a hand. "Wait a minute. I invited you to lunch, remember? I'll take the check. You handle transportation." Subsiding from my reach, I replied, "Okay. Good 'nuff." Looking at me as if I should have put up more resistance, Stan took the credit card she offered and went to the register. When he returned, Denise signed the ticket and pocketed her receipt and card, then we got up and went outside. 

    "Left or right?" she asked. 

    I shrugged. "You call it. I'm only here 'cuz you are." Across the street and the stretch of sand beyond it, people started running and clustering at a spot by the water's edge. I called up a screen, sent a probe, and we watched some woman in a panic scream at a lifeguard that her kids were being dragged out to sea. 

    Calling up my board and calling the flitter down, I zipped over there and had a look at the water at an altitude of about fifty feet. When I spotted one of the kids bobbing in the water, I felt the flitter move that direction above me as I told it to go visible. 

    The flitter appeared above the water and fished two of the kids out of the drink immediately, but the third had vanished. I set the flitter to probe-searching the water, but the kid came to the surface not ten feet from me, choking and struggling feebly against the current. Looping a neon red tendril around him, I anchored it to the board as the flitter reversed course and plucked him out of the water. 

    We headed back to the beach as the flitter checked the kids and I quickly off-loaded them into the custody of two lifeguards. Raising my voice to be heard above the others, I told them, "I'm on a lunch date. Gotta go. Bye." With that, I hopped on my board and scooted back across the street to Denise as the flitter lifted and vanished. 

    Tapping her watch, Denise said, "Three minutes, eleven seconds from the time you got on that board until you got back to me." Sipping from my coffee mug, I said, "Great. What did I win?" Giving me a wry smirk, she replied, "If you'd stuck around, you could at least have had the gratitude of an adoring public. Are you wondering why I timed you?" 

    "Nope." 

    Heh. Not the answer she'd expected. Canting her head a bit, she asked, 

"Really?" 

    "Yup. It's enough that you know why you timed me." She eyed me for a moment, then said, "I've seen Angela Horn on her board and I know Wallace has one. Linda said to see you about getting one." 

    "They're two grand, and that covers some lessons." The price didn't seem to faze her. She asked, "So you actually make them yourself?" 

    Shrug. If my flitter could be considered an extension of me in that sense, sure I made them. I answered, "Yup." 

    Denise studied me briefly, then nodded. "Yes, I'd like one. How soon could I have it?" 

    "It could prob'ly be ready sometime this afternoon." Her eyes bugged a bit. "That soon?!" 

    "Yup. Tell you what, though; I only charged Angela and Wallace a grand each for theirs. Since you're about to become my new Fearless Leader, you get the same deal, milady." 

    "Thanks. Will you take a check?" 

    "No problem." I let that set half a second, then said, "But I'll have to see some ID." 

    She gave me an arched eyebrow in a wry, sidelong glance. I grinned and asked, "Where to now?" 

    Glancing around with a disapproving expression as a rather ornate boom-box car went by, she said, "Someplace quiet." 

    "One of those damned things woke me up this morning. How about your place or straight up?" 

    "Straight up?" 

    "Way high, ma'am. It's definitely quiet up there." She nodded. "Yes, I suppose it would be. Okay." The flitter couldn't land in the street, so I called up my board and helped Denise step onto it, then lifted us to the deck. Her grip on my waist and arm was strong as she adapted to our motion, but she didn't seem too insecure. 

    As she took a seat to the right of the console, I had the flitter head upstairs and conjure a field bathroom. Denise seemed to realize something had happened behind her and glanced around. Her glance became a stare at the big grey field cylinder and she got to her feet. 

    "What the hell is that?" 

    "A field potty. Feel free to check it out." She did just that for a few minutes, then reemerged to give me a long, studious look before returning to her seat. 

    "Well," she said, "I hadn't expected something like that." 

    "They can all do it and I haven't kept it secret. Maybe it has something to do with company flitters being used mostly as short-hop taxis. Nobody's on them long enough to have to take a leak." 

    Denise chuckled and looked over the side. Rather than being tense, she seemed fascinated by the patchwork Earth below. I wondered if she knew flitters could emulate aircraft. 

    "Denise, do you fly anything but flitters?" Without looking away from the scene below, she replied, "Yes. The military was kind enough to teach me to fly cargo planes." With a short sigh, she sat up, looked at me, and said, "It was like driving a truck. Why?" 

    "Think you could handle an A-10?" 

    Giving me a quizzical look, she said, "I could fly anything with wings if I didn't have to land it. Again, why?" 

    I sent the flitter a request to suit up as a quiet version of an A-10

Thunderbolt. Denise's eyes got big as the flitter sprouted field-generated wings and single-seat controls in a narrow canopy centered behind the console. After staring at the emulation for a moment, her eyes found mine and her gaze became even more puzzled as she softly said, "Uhm... I don't think I heard you tell your flitter to do that, Ed." 

    Hm. Cobble up some sort of reply? Ignore her statement? I decided against both and simply asked the flitter to become a UH-1D helicopter, then a P-51

fighter with full roaring sound effects. I could see Denise mutter, "Oh, my God..!" even though I couldn't hear her over the fake Merlin engine. She stood up and stared rather starkly around herself for a moment, then her eyes locked on mine and she made a curt finger-across-the-throat gesture as she said, 

"Turn it off." 

    I made the simulation vanish. She stood staring at me briefly, then eased back into her seat and asked, "How?" 

    Shaking my head, I said, "No idea. One day I was about to ask the flitter to do something and it did it before I could say a word. Been like that ever since." 

    She looked at the console as if it had suddenly become an alien device -well, more alien than it already was, at any rate --and asked, "Does it... uh... does it think for itself? You know what I mean? There's a word for it, but..." 

    "Sentience." 

    Denise nodded. "Yes. Sentience." 

    Without taking my eyes off Denise's, I asked, "Flitter, are you sentient?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    "Are you sure?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Thanks, flitter. Just curious. Put our altitude on the console, please. Use miles and tenths of miles, not feet." 

    The number '419.6' appeared in the lower right corner of the screen and the numbers changed rapidly upward. Denise's eyes got big again, then she peered narrowly at the display and looked over the edge of the deck as if to verify what she'd seen. 

    "After the first hundred miles or so," I said, "It's all black up here. You can see a helluva lot more stars, though." I sipped my coffee and added, 

"It's usually pretty quiet, too. Now, what did you want to talk about, ma'am?" The number on the console read '603.8' when Denise fixed me with her gaze and asked, "Are you trying to scare me for some reason? Is this some kind of personal initiation or a test?" 

    "Nope. No initiation, no test. If you're scared, that's your business, not mine, 'cuz unless you panic and start thrashing around, I flatly don't give a rat's ass, ma'am. I said 'way high', and that's where we're going unless you'd rather not waste the extra time. Otherwise we'll top out at a little over twelve hundred miles." 

Chapter Thirty-two

    Denise's jaw dropped and her eyes became saucers as she froze and made a small gasping sound, but her responses didn't seem rooted in fear. After a short moment, she whipped her datapad out of her purse and poked an icon. Linda answered, "Hello, Denise," then she said, "Interesting. Ed, why are you apparently heading for deep space with a woman who may become your future boss?" 

    "Fearless Leader, ma'am, she said she wanted a quiet place to talk. I suggested 'way high' and she said yes, so here we are. Hey, didn't anybody tell you it's Saturday, ma'am?" 

    "Yes, I'm aware it's Saturday. Ed, did you somehow fail to clarify your concept of 'way high' before you lifted off?" 

    Trying to sound sheepish, I replied, "Well, yeah, I suppose maybe that's kind of how things could have happened, milady." 

    "I see. Denise, I guess I'll have to ask why you've called me. Ed did, after all, say he'd take you 'way high'." She snickered, "And he's always been a man of his word." 

    From somewhere near her, Wallace asked, "What the hell's he done now?" and Denise held whatever her reply might have been as Linda answered, "He's taking Denise for a flitter ride, Emory." 

    "Oh, great. I'll have a crash team stand by. Why is he taking her for a flitter ride, Linda? Miami has its own flitters." 

    Linda replied, "She wanted someplace quiet to talk. May I get back to them now?" 

    "Yeah, sure. I just came in for some coffee. My pot quit working." His mention of coffee made me check my mug. Damned near empty. I swilled the last of it and popped the lid off, then gathered some moisture from the air to refill it and wondered how the flitter maintained an atmospheric balance when I did that. Hm. It prob'ly pulled some moisture from its bathroom stash. 

    As I unzipped my backpack to get my instant coffee, I heard Linda ask, 

"Denise?" then more firmly ask, "Denise?" and tap on her pad with something like a pen. When I looked up, Denise was just returning her gaze to her pad. I heated the water and tapped some coffee into the mug as Linda asked, 

"Denise, are you all right?" and Denise nodded slightly as her eyes returned to me and she said softly, "Yes. Linda, he just made water appear out of thin air." 

    "He's just showing off," chuckled Linda, "It's a field trick Stephanie taught him. Do you really need me for anything? I have some things to do here." 

    As Denise looked at her pad, I stirred the mix and said, "Fearless Leader, I am not showing off, I promise. I was out of coffee." 

    "Uh, huh. Look, if there's no real problem to deal with, you two have your discussion and let me get back to work, okay?" 

    Denise glanced narrowly at me, then said, "Yes, ma'am. Sorry to have bothered you." 

    "No problem, Denise. Goodbye." 

    "Goodbye, ma'am." A moment later, she put her datapad back in her purse and simply sat looking at me as I sipped my coffee down enough to put the lid on. 

    "Yes'm?" I asked, "Want a tea? A beer? Just look in the cooler." Glancing around, she asked, "What cooler?" Toeing the cooler's lid up, I nodded at the bottles and cans and said, 

"That cooler," as her narrow gaze followed mine. After a moment, she looked at me and coolly said, "I'll have a tea, please. Why all the tricks, Ed? Are you trying to impress me?" Handing her a can of tea, I replied, "Sure, ma'am. I'm trying to impress you. I'm also finding out how much and how little you know about a guy who may be working for you fairly soon." 

    Popping her tea open, Denise said, "A lot of people will be working for me then." 

    "Uh, huh. Office workers, mostly. I've been referred to as 'Linda's hammer' and 'Linda's hit man' by uncharitable people on occasion. Got any idea why?" 

    "I'd guess it's because you do... special... things for her." 

    "You could say that. What kind of special things?" She shrugged. "I don't know." 

    "'Scuse me? You said you pulled my file." 

    In the middle of sipping her tea, she froze, then lowered the can. 

    "Ed, why don't you just tell me what you're getting at? I only had time to skim your file, and I do mean 'skim', but Linda suggested that I talk to you, so here I am." 

    Sipping my coffee, I nodded. "Thought so. Okay. Watch." I sent red, blue, and silver tendrils all around us and made them meet above the console, where they intertwined like a braided rope, then made them wrap around Denise a few times. She stiffened and looked about to scream, so I made them vanish from around her and reform around the console. The silver tendril extended to wrap around my mug and hold it a few feet above the deck between us as I made the tendril run through a range of colors and end with a brilliant 'excited squid' display. 

    Guiding my mug back to my hand, I let the tendrils dissipate and asked, 

"Denise, how old am I?" 

    "What? Oh, uh... fifty-seven." 

    "Where have I been and what have I done?" 

    "You mean for 3rd World?" 

    "That would be a start. Denise, for the time being, discuss with Linda all assignments or orders you intend to hand to me." 

    She answered flatly, "You have to be kidding." 

    "Not even a little." 

    Calling up a field screen, I tapped up my personnel file and turned the screen to face her. She scanned the intro page and suppressed a giggle. "A

'field operative'? What the hell's that? What's your official job description, Ed?" 

    "I don't have one." 

    "Everybody has one." 

    "See if you can find it, then. Denise; if you can't recognize a tool's purpose, how can you use it?" 

    She gave me a narrow glance as she sipped her tea and said, "Cute, but I'm still waiting to hear what 'field operative' means." Tabbing file titles, I said, "Well, I am getting pretty good at operating fields, but in this case it's a euphemism for 'loner'. Linda tells me what she needs fixed and where, then I go fix it. I'm not on anybody's team nor will I be. While I check in with Linda from time to time during assignments, I'm on my own to do whatever needs done and I report only to Linda. If bureaucracy or the media becomes involved, her office handles them." Sipping again, I added, "And after you've verified all this with Linda, we'll decide whether I'll stay on or hit the door, ma'am." 

    "Hit the door? You'd really quit?" 

    "Retire. Re-retire, actually." 

    Denise sat back, too, and sipped her tea as she maintained eye contact. After a moment, she took a breath and said, "Ed, no matter what you do, you must know that nobody is irreplaceable." 

    "Oh, no doubt about that, ma'am, but after you've read all that stuff in my file, maybe you'll tell me who you'd have sent on those ops instead of me." At least she didn't ask me what the word 'ops' meant. We sat eyeing each other for a few moments, then she sipped her tea and said, "Let's get something straight right now, Ed. I'll decide --not 'we'll decide' --whether to keep you on after I've done some more research. If I keep you, the bottom line is '...and all other duties as assigned' and I expect compliance. I won't be told how to run my shop by someone who wasn't even considered for the position." 

    "Don't use that as your only criteria, lady. Here's how I see it; now that 3rd World's well established, they want people likely to give them twenty years or more of return on investment and toe the party line. In the early days, Miss Hardass Baines was necessary to get things set up and keep them moving, but the brass hats feel a little more secure these days and it seems likely they want to make political deals she won't support. Linda has too much juice in the outfit to simply fire her or forcibly retire her, so they started making certain things about her job damned difficult. Now she's retiring on her own rather than put up with their shit. Does that sound about right to you. Ma'am?" 

    For several long moments, Denise just sat looking at me without so much as a blink, then she closed her eyes and muttered, "So she is being forced out. I knew this job was too good to be true." With a sigh, she added, "I just didn't want to see it. You know how that is?" 

    I chuckled, "Oh, hell, yes. Been there and dunnit. More than once, in fact, just like everybody else." 

    "Is there any way to fix things? So she can keep her job, I mean?" 

    "Very doubtful. She even has Dave Haver on her side, but the board outweighs him. He hasn't been able to budge them." 

    Another moment passed, then she asked, "You don't really need this job, do you, Ed? I mean, you don't need the money, right?" 

    Shaking my head, I replied, "Nope," and waited to see what other reasons she might come up with on her own. 

    Canting her head, she studied me as she asked, "Loyalty to Linda?" then answered her own question with, "No, if that was the reason, you'd just retire when she does. Want to give me a hint?" 

    Sending the flitter an unspoken 'stop' command, I replied, "No hints, ma'am. No offense, but if you can't figure it out, you aren't the right girl for the job." 

    But I did give her a hint. The numbers on the console had stopped turning at '784.7', high enough for what I had in mind. Denise's gaze followed mine and the numbers seemed to surprise her greatly. 

    I looked around and saw nothing but space and stars as I asked, "Flitter, since we're up here anyway, is there any fairly local debris worth shooting?" 

    "Yes, Ed. There are several items in decaying orbits that..." Denise's eyes grew large. "Shooting?! What the hell are you..?" I held up a hand to stop her outburst and asked, "Man-made or natural debris, flitter?" 

    "Both, Ed." 

    "Is it close enough that we could see it blow up?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    With a nod, I said, "In that case, please aim yourself so our seats are facing the right direction and commence firing, flitter." The flitter spun about thirty degrees left and several bright beams emanated from its nose to lance outward into space. A cluster of similarly-bright explosions blossomed in the distance ahead of us when the debris became plasma. It was impossible to tell how big they were or how far away. 

    "Flitter, please put an image of the largest object on the console screen with its composition and measurements." 

    A pock-marked rock that looked like a beaten-all-to-hell potato tumbling through space appeared on the screen. Near it a caption told us it was a chondrite the size of a small house. Sipping my coffee, I kept quiet and left Denise to her amazement until she eventually turned her attention from the screen to me. 

    She started to say something, had to clear her throat, and said rather flatly, "Ed, certain people would become extremely nervous if they knew you could do that." 

    Nodding, I grinningly agreed, "Seems likely. Some might even try to find ways to make me do stuff to people they don't like." Putting my feet up on the console, I added, "Wouldn't work, though. Amaran protocols and all that. But you know they'd try anyway. Guess who we'll hear from in the next few minutes?" 

    "What? Oh. You're expecting a call?" 

    I nodded. "Yup. You ready for another tea?" Lifting her can a bit, she shook her head and that's when Linda pinged my implant. I called up a screen and answered with a small salute and, "You got me, Fearless Leader, ma'am!" 

    Linda looked from me to Denise and back again, then said, "You've been shooting space debris again, haven't you?" 

    "Yes, milady, that we have. No law against it, y'know. Well, not yet, anyway, but someone's prob'ly working on it. Got a fairly big 'un this time." I sent her the info from the console and she made an appropriately-impressed expression, then looked at Denise. 

    "Denise, has he mentioned your altitude?" 

    "He had it on the console screen, Linda. I had no idea flitters could fly this high." Glancing ahead past the screen, she added, "Or that they could blast things in space." 

    Linda glanced to the side, reached that direction and said, "Be with you in a moment, Steve," then sighed, "Duty calls. Later, people." She poked her 'off' icon before we could answer. I let the screen dissipate and sipped my coffee as I silently asked the flitter to take us back down to Miami at one-third speed. Denise sat back and studied the starry blackness outside for a time, then she sipped the last of her tea and looked for a place to put the can. 

    I told her to toss it over the side and she gave me a disbelieving look as she rather archly asked, "Didn't we just try to eliminate some of the debris up here?" 

    "Yup. Just toss it, Denise." 

    She retorted, "No, I won't 'just toss it'. Where's your trash?" Reaching quickly to snatch the can from her hand, I flicked it into space as Denise yelped and tried to stop me. A few feet from the edge of the deck, the can flashed and disappeared. That startled the hell out of her, making her emit a brief screech and drop back into her seat with her pulse pounding in her throat. 

    "That's it!" she growled, "No more goddamned tricks, Ed! We came up here to talk, so let's talk." 

    "Okay. The questions on the table had to do with my lack of a job description and why I wouldn't want to simply retire when Linda retires. Did you figure them out?" 

    "Yes," she snapped, "You do whatever she needs done and you just want an official umbrella to cover your ass." 

    "Not quite. Being on 3rd World's payroll and working for Linda is a barrier, not an umbrella." 

    "Semantics." 

    "No, not semantics. I don't need cover, Denise; I'm not trying to get away with anything. What I want is something between me and government agencies and the like. I've made it clear to the various spook and military agencies that I don't moonlight, but if I retire, I'll probably have to disappear to get any peace." 

    Denise's irritated gaze remained on me for a few moments, then focused on space for a time. When she turned back to me, she said, "I'm afraid I'm not at all comfortable with the idea of having my offices used that way. Does that mean I won't get the job now?" 

    I shook my head. "It just means you won't get me. We're on our way back down, ma'am. Where do you want me to let you off?" 

    "That's it? End of discussion?" 

    "Yup. Read my file and talk to Linda. If you change your mind, you know how to reach me. Flitter, normal flight parameters, please." Our speed tripled. Denise stiffened and latched onto her seat with both hands as she made a hissing sort of noise. I sipped coffee and watched her for a moment, but she didn't relax a whit. Oh, well. 

    We looked about fifty miles up when Cynthia pinged my implant and I answered, "Yes, my Flitter Goddess, ma'am?" 

    Denise's head turned and her narrow gaze was questioning. Cindy said, "Hi, Ed. May I borrow your flitter? A plane's in trouble." 

    "Only if you pop in wearing your Daisy Dukes, ma'am. I'm feeling a bit depressed at the moment and need some cheering up." She laughed and appeared beside the console. The flitter went to visible mode and Denise's eyes bugged as Cindy headed us westward saying, "Hello, Miss Jonel. I'm Cynthia and I'll be your pilot for a while. We're going to help an aircraft in trouble." 

    Denise made no reply. I made a careful study of Cindy from her ankles up and I firmly stated, "You are positively gorgeous, milady. As usual, of course." 

    "Thank you, sir. Do you want some details?" 

    "About you? Sure!" 

    Manufacturing a weary sigh, she replied, "About the plane." 

    "Oh. Damn. Well, I guess so. What's wrong with it?" 

    "Their right landing gear won't lower into position. I can't use broadcast power to move it. Your flitter is the closest source of generated power." Hm. She'd made no mention of creating a generator, so I didn't, either. 

"Glad to help out, ma'am." 

    Cindy chuckled and vanished as we neared an older jetliner bearing a South American airline logo. She positioned the flitter beneath the right wing and I saw the gear had begun to drop, but had stopped for some reason. A grey tendril perhaps four feet in diameter emanated from the flitter and enveloped the half-visible wheels as they seemed to shake a few times. They were still for a few moments, then they shook again once and lifted. After another pause, they began to lower and continued until they were all the way down. I looked at Denise as I started to say, "That should do it," but she sat frozen, locked to her seat with a death grip as she stared wide-eyed up at the plane. I sipped my coffee and said, "That should do it," anyway, but received no response. 

    Cynthia appeared by the console and pretended to knock the dust off her hands as she said, "It did." 

    "Anytime, milady. Any little thing you need, you just gimme a holler and I'll be right there for you." 

    Cindy looked at Denise and asked, "No theta waves?" I said, "Nope. Let the full impact soak in. It might change her mind about letting me retire. Stop by later if you're curious." 

    "Okay. Later, Ed. I'm going to accompany the plane." 

    "Sounds good. Later, Cindy." 

    She vanished and the flitter veered away from the aircraft and increased speed. The Miami skyline became visible shortly and only moments later the flitter halted directly above the center of town. 

    Looking at Denise, I asked, "Back to your place?" and she nodded without speaking. She still looked a bit shaken. Good. 

    As we lowered to her driveway, I stood up and extended a hand to her. After a moment, she took it and stood up, then seemed to remember her purse and reached for it. I got off the flitter and handed her down before she finally cleared her throat and spoke. 

    As if making a promise, she said, "Ed, I'll read your file and talk to Linda before I make a final decision." 

    Nodding, I replied, "Good 'nuff. Thanks for lunch, Denise." And that was it. With apparently nothing else to say, she turned and walked to her front door, then let herself in. I stepped aboard the flitter and lifted in the direction of downtown Miami. 

    Leaning on the console and watching the world turn below, I didn't bother to speculate on Jonel's eventual decision. Instead, I gave some thought to what seemed like a pretty certain re-retirement and which agency would be the first at my door with a line of 'God-and-country' manipulatory crap. Calling up a screen, I pinged Alice Townsend's pad. She answered almost immediately with, "I was just about to call you! We heard about the plane, Ed! 

Great work!" 

    "I'll tell Cynthia, ma'am. She borrowed my flitter for some extra juice to free the gear. I'll be there shortly to pick up the diamonds." 

    "Uh... Are you sure you want to do that? You seemed to have good reasons for leaving them in our vault." 

    "Now I have good reasons for moving them, Alice. They're a personal matter, so my lawyer can deal with the details. See you in a few, ma'am." 

    "Well, okay, if you're sure. You know how to find my office?" Calling up a chart of the building as the flitter descended, I said, 

"Fourth floor, left from the elevators. I'm about to land, ma'am." 

    "Yes, that's it. See you when you get here. Bye!" 

    "Bye." I tapped the 'off' icon and slid off the deck on my board to land by the roof doors, tapped my access code on the keypad, and let myself into the building. An armed guard gave me a retinal scan with a little gadget mounted on a wall, then I was free to continue. 

    Alice met me at her office door. She was a radiantly lovely, energetic woman in her thirties who had ice-grey eyes and seemed to have been created in miniature; she had what seemed a perfect figure, but stood only five feet tall or so and --except for her semi-blonde hair --reminded me strongly of Robyn Reede. 

    As we shook hands, I studied her as I would an exquisite sculpture or painting, then said, "Yup, I was right. You're absolutely perfect." Rolling her eyes, she grinned up at me and replied, "Hardly." 

    "Well, if you aren't, I damned sure don't need to know about it. Just leave me to my happy illusions, ma'am." 

    "Right. And your diamonds. Come in and have a seat." She led me to her desk and indicated a chair, then went to the west wall and said, "Townsend, Alice." A panel slid up and she looked into the recessed area behind it for a moment, then another panel slid upward and she reached into a good-sized wall safe for a briefcase, which she returned to place on her desk as the wall panels slid shut. 

    I'd watched her walk to and from the wall and --of course --had noted that what I could see of her legs seemed splendid. Her motions told me she'd had some kind of dance or martial arts training, but didn't quite tip me to what kind of training. 

    Her carefully tailored jacket and skirt were a shade of brown I don't see on women often, which only made her that much more interesting. I let my gaze return to her face and found her looking back at me as her eyes hooked me again. 

    I suddenly realized she was speaking and refocused as she sat down. 

"Sorry," I said, "I was distracted. What?" 

    "I said I'll need you to sign this. Distracted? By what?" 

    "Are you fishing for compliments, ma'am? You know 'by what'. It prob'ly happens every time a man meets you for the first time." Giving me a 'let's get real' expression, she replied, "Well, no, not always. And most men manage to keep quiet about it." Shrugging, I said, "If that's how you want it, gimme the rocks and I'll hit the road. But if you wouldn't mind too very much, I'd like you to know that I think you're absolutely, mind-numbingly gorgeous." Reaching across the desk, I pulled the papers toward me. Just a release form and a duplicate copy. I signed and dated them and slid them back, then asked her for a big envelope to contain the stones. Alice glanced at the diamonds and opened a desk drawer to retrieve a shipping company envelope, then set it in the briefcase. Good 'nuff. It was made of Tyvek, so it was tougher than paper. 

    As she'd reached, I noted she wore no wedding ring. After scooping the diamonds into the envelope, I met her gaze again and said, "I'd very much like to take you to dinner tonight, Alice." 

    The envelope had a glue-strip. I pulled the covering strip off it and rolled the envelope around the clump of diamonds before I sealed it. Alice watched me in silence, then said, "Nobody's been that direct with me for quite a while." Sitting back a bit in her chair, she asked, "Aren't you afraid you might get sent to one of those 'sensitivity classes'?" Her emphasis was mildly derogatory. 

    "Nah. Nobody looks as good as you by accident. If you didn't like hearing compliments, you'd do whatever you could to play things down." I paused and added, "You know; shabby clothes, unkempt hair, no makeup. Maybe paint a front tooth black. Like that." 

    She barked a laugh. "Paint a front tooth black?" 

    "Hey, it worked for Beyonce in one of her videos. One minute I was thinking 'wow!' and then I saw that black tooth and lost all interest." Alice laughed again. "Sure you did." Standing up, she said, "Ed, my boyfriend would definitely object." 

    "Yeah, I've heard they can be like that. Oh, well. Later, then." We shook hands, then I left her office. When I boarded the flitter, I stuffed the diamonds into the console 'glove box' and headed home with the idea of messing around on my new bike. 

    The rest of Saturday passed without incident. I took the new bike for a ride up to Crystal River, headed west on SR-44, and followed some back roads through the rolling hills of Florida's horse country, getting back to the house about seven. 

    Tiger greeted me as I walked into the house and we chatted about his day as I called up a screen to check email. While most of what he said was about Annabelle, I gathered that Martha had come home and that Sophie would be staying with her for a few days. After handling a few book-group signups, I checked messages in my usual haunts, then wrapped up the day with a shower and a shave. Tiger sprawled on his corner of the bed and I drifted off to sleep around eleven. 
Chapter Thirty-three

    On Sunday I mowed the lawn, washed the car, and generally just puttered around the house doing things I'd been putting off. I half-expected calls from Selena, Toni, Linda, or Denise, but no such calls occurred. Checkers got my lunch business and I drove to Ryan's for dinner in my car at around six, mostly just to keep the battery up and move its vital juices around some. As I left the restaurant, a young couple seemed to be having car trouble, so I walked over there and we fussed with various wires until the car started. His problem was a coil wire; easy to fix during business hours at any auto parts store. In case the car crapped out on them, I followed them home, then waved as I left. 

    Have you ever seen a sign that says, 'He who wears his hat in here will buy the bar a round of beer'? The Red Turtle Pub on County Line Road has one. I left my hat in the car when I entered and found the place was almost empty; only two guys in their late twenties or early thirties sat at the bar when I walked in, but a woman came out of the bathroom and joined them as I ordered a beer. I got some quarters and played pool against myself for a while, shooting the balls in numerical order. One of the guys came over and asked if I wanted some competition. In fact, I didn't even want company at that moment and declined his offer with, "No thanks. I'm just practicing." Continuing to shoot, I realized I was on the edge of being downright cranky and gave some thought to why, zapping the most obvious reasons first. Linda's retirement and its repercussions. Well, not much to do about that. Selena. Gone, though it didn't really matter much; she'd been effectively

'gone' for almost two years. 

    And Megan. She'd actually managed to annoy me. After all she'd been through, she'd had a case of bedroom timidity? If true, big duh. If not, same answer. She could have simply admitted a change of mind about me. At least that would have shown some courage and been understandable. For all my maundering, I still hadn't quite hit on what was bugging me as I racked the balls for another game. Sipping my beer between shots, I wandered around the table snapping balls in pockets and rooting around inside my head for the real irritants. The people at the bar brought their drinks to a nearby table and sat watching as I sank the last three balls. 

    I was about to feed the table another three quarters when the other guy from the bar asked in a nasal Bronx accent, "What'samatter? You think you're too good to play my friend?" 

    He was decked out in blue baggy pants, a red sports jersey, and a black ball cap, all of which had symbols of a New York baseball team on them. His shirt was half open to show his three gold chains and yet another gaudy gold

'NY' symbol on one of the chains. 

    "There's another table," I said, "You play him." 

    "He seen you shootin' one-handed. He wants to play you." Looking at their half-full pitcher of beer, then at the bar where their last pitcher stood empty while the bar girl yapped with a friend, I considered whether I wanted to deal with these people at all, then I realized it really didn't matter a damn. Let him feed the table. 

    Putting the quarters back in my pocket, I nodded to his friend and said, 

"Fine, then you can pay the table. Rack 'em." 

    He stood up and fished for quarters as he asked, "How much we playin' 

for?" 

    "I don't play for money." 

    "Oh, come on. I seen you shoot. How about five?" 

    "If you want to play for money, play your friend." 

    "He don't wanna play pool. How about five?" Enough. I reached into my pocket for my quarters and walked around the table to the coin box, and said, "Forget it," as I set my beer bottle in the corner pocket. 

    He took a quick step forward and stood close beside me as he loudly snapped, "Hey! Get this! You said okay, so we're gonna play!" 

    "Then stop trying to hustle me and feed the table." As I put my quarters back in my pocket, he yapped, "You don't tell me what to do, motherfucker!" 

    Uh, huh. It was never really about playing pool at all. Letting my right hand fall from my pocket, I back-fisted his balls, stepped back a pace as he grunted and half-doubled over, and said, "You guys can stick your 'I'm so bad' 

New York attitudes right back up your asses." 

    His friend had gotten out of his chair and come around the table to my left. When he launched a fist at me, I leaned back to avoid it and pulled him down face-first against the edge of the pool table. There was a crunching sound and I let him go to back up two paces. 

    Sure enough, the first guy was moving. He swung the butt of his cue stick at my head and I ducked, then I reached up past his shoulder and squeezed his throat hard. He backed away making choking noises. 

    The second guy was coming at me again. I hooked a barstool with a toe and my hand and swung it into his path, then stepped back. He tumbled over the stool and I heard a loud 'crack' as his head hit the floor, but he rolled over and tried to sit up. 

    That's when the woman screeched, "Dennnyyy!" --or something like that -and heaved their beer pitcher at me, then came running with a beer mug in each hand. The pitcher missed and most of the beer ended up on her and the table, but I wasn't about to mix it up with a woman in a bar and have to deal with the aftermath and bullshit. I just stunned her hard and watched her drop. The guy on the floor was shocked out of his stupor and quickly scurried to her side. I looked at the guy with the sore throat and raised my hands as if to show him they were empty, then moved to one side so he could get past me to join his friends. 

    While they were both occupied with her, I grabbed my beer bottle and headed for the restroom hallway, where I turned on my three suit, downed the last couple of swallows of beer, and changed course to walk out past the main bar. 

    The bar girl had gone to check things out in the pool room, so I used a bar towel to wipe my bottle clean of prints and quietly set it in the trash can, then headed for the front door to my car. After a look around and a look inside the bar, I got into the car and put the key in the ignition so I could move the gearshift, then I looked around again before I pulled the shift down to Drive and let the car roll backward down the slight hill to the far side of the parking lot. 

    Maybe half a mile west on County Line Road, I saw cop lights approaching, so when I'd backed the car into a slot, I stopped it with one brief, hard application of the brakes and shoved the gear shift into Park to hold it. There was nothing behind me to reflect my brake lights, so I didn't expect the cop to have noticed, and he apparently hadn't. He pulled into a parking space near the pub's front door and got out, put on his hat, and used his shoulder radio, then he went into the pub. 

    Using both hands to conceal it, I sipped from my coffee mug and stayed put. Sure enough, another cop car appeared from the east, but he didn't have his red and blues on. He pulled into a space one spot over from the first car and sat chatting on the radio for a time before he got out and went into the bar. 

    Would there be an ambulance? Likely not; by now the woman would be awake and neither of the guys had been seriously injured, but I decided to wait a while anyway. One more cop car appeared and rolled past the pub rather slowly, but it didn't enter the lot. A cop came out of the pub and stood by his car as he used his radio. The other cop came out and they talked for a time, then one drove away as the other radioed in. 

    One of the guys --the one who'd had his nose crunched --came out and said something to the cop. I guess he didn't like the answer, because he seemed to start arguing, with lots of hand action and that 'I'm about to jump in your face' style of posturing. Whatever he said must have been fairly inflammatory, because the cop pointed at him as he answered, then he pointed back into the pub. 

    The guy stood there for a moment, then stomped to the door and yanked it open hard enough to rattle it loudly. The cop instantly followed him inside the pub and there was more rather animated discussion behind the big windows. When the cop walked back to the door, the guy behind him used both hands to give him the finger. The cop spun on his heel and pointed at the guy, who pretty obviously began to argue or whine --I couldn't tell which --but he eventually turned around, apparently as ordered. The cop put cuffs on him and took him out to the car, then went back into the pub to talk to the others. Heh. The guy in the cop car simply wasn't smart enough to know when to shut the fuck up and can his asshole attitude. I wondered how his friends would fare and shortly found out when the cop came out alone and got in his car. Maybe five minutes later, he backed out and drove away with the guy still in the back seat. 

    When a roast looks done, give it another five minutes. I stayed put and sipped coffee and sure enough, a cop car with its lights off rolled slowly through the shopping center lot across the street. When it left the lot at the end of the block and headed north on Shady Hills, I watched for one coming the other way and it arrived about when I thought it should. After cruising the same lot the same way, it headed west on County Line. 

    That's when I took off my green shirt so my white t-shirt would show properly, turned off my three suit, put on my hat, started my car, and got moving, following the cop car west as far as Deltona. 

    When I got home, I put my shirt back on, called up my board, and zipped over to Crabbit's Pub. Susie's twenty-something sister Lisa was behind the bar and waved as I entered, then fished up an Ice House and held it up. I nodded and she opened it and set it on the bar. 

    As I paid her she asked, "How are you tonight?" 

    "Good. How about you?" 

    "Good. I got my car fixed. You were right. It was a sensor, not a timing problem. They did it for thirty bucks." 

    I grinned. "That beats the hell out of three hundred, ma'am." She grinned back. "It sure does. Thanks." 

    Crabbit's was no more full on a Sunday night than the Red Turtle. I sank two racks and started a third before two cars pulled in and half a dozen people who looked and sounded like tourists entered the bar. They settled around one of the long tables and thankfully didn't seem interested in playing pool. 

    That changed, of course. Every time I was where I could see their group, a blonde woman was watching me work my way around the pool table. As I looked up from sinking the fourteen and laid the stick on the table to pop the fifteen into the corner, she got out of her seat and came toward me. She wore jeans and a t-shirt and sneakers. 

    "Hi," she said, "I'm Janet. I've been watching you shoot. Would you like someone to play with?" 

    "I'm Ed. No betting, okay?" 

    She chuckled, "Definitely okay with me. I'm not very good, really. I just like to play." 

    Uh, huh. Sometimes it's true. Sometimes not. I watched her place a hand on the table to put quarters in the slots. Nice enough figure, but a bit soft in places. Maybe an office worker, maybe a housewife. 

    She racked the balls and chose a cue by rolling it on the table to check its straightness, then stood clear and chalked the tip. I laid my stick on the table and powered the cue ball through the rack, making a solid and a stripe on the break. 

    Not knowing what I was up against, I chose solids for the best spread and layout and started popping them into various pockets. A bad leave put me where I couldn't squeeze my six past her stripes and my miss made it her turn to shoot. 

    Unless she was a gifted actress, Janet hadn't been fibbing about her skill level; she made her first shot and missed the next one in what looked like a thoroughly natural manner. 

    "Suggestion," I said, "You're lining up perfectly, but your lineup waffles when you pull the stick back that extra couple of inches to shoot. Don't pull it back. Just line things up and pop the ball." 

    She nodded and for the next three shots did exactly that, but then faced a long green shot. I was about to say something, but she shot and missed for the same reason she'd missed before. Making a wry face, she stood by the table and sighed, "I pulled it back." 

    "Yes'm. Were you afraid it wouldn't make it to the pocket?" Nodding, she admitted, "Yes. Sort of." 

    "Try it one handed. All the real control is in the back of the stick." She looked dubious as hell. 

    "Just try it," I said, "Use a one-inch stroke --or less --and just pop the balls into pockets." 

    "It's your shot." 

    "I'll pass to see you try it." 

    Shaking her head, she said, "No. I'll try it with whatever's left after the eight goes in." 

    I grinned. Words can show you inklings of how someone thinks. She hadn't said, 'after you sink the eight' or 'after you win'. She might not consider herself on a par with me, but she wasn't assuming a loss. As I laid the stick on the table to line up a shot, Janet asked, "What's so funny?" 

    "I like the way you think. You aren't assuming you'll lose." Looking enlightened, she replied, "Of course not. You could scratch on the eight." 

    But I didn't scratch the eight shot and Janet had five balls left for practice. I figured she'd watched me long enough, so I said nothing as she tried her first one-handed shot with the nine ball. Her grip on the cue made the stick waffle a bit on the felt, so I held up a hand and showed her how I held my stick between two fingers or hooked one under it. She canted her head and studied my 'grip' with a raised eyebrow, then tried it, sliding the stick back and forth a few times. She popped the cue ball and seemed vastly surprised when the nine made a bee-line to the corner pocket. Grinning hugely, she shot two more balls that way before she missed. 

    "Too much stick over the table," she said as she lined up another try, "I couldn't hold it steady." 

    "Happens to me, too, when I reach too far." 

    "If you know it'll happen, why do you do it?" 

    "I may get the hang of it sooner or later." Janet put in the last balls and racked again. A guy came over from the group table and gave me a mildly studious look as he neared us and asked, 

"How's it going, Janet?" 

    Chalking her stick, she replied, "It's going well, Jack. I learned something tonight. This is Ed." 

    We shook hands and he stepped back so I could break the rack. The break rang in our ears, but nothing went in. Janet picked solids and lined up a one-hand shot for the three ball. It went in and she lined up for the seven. Jack looked at me and asked, "That's what you've been teaching her? To shoot one-handed?" 

    He sounded critical. I replied, "Just watch her go. She picked it up fast and she makes it look easy." 

    Janet looked up and said, "It is easy," then she popped the seven into a corner. 

    After watching another few shots, Jack headed back to the group table. Janet had missed and I was sizing up the table when she said, "You haven't asked where I'm from or what I do or anything." 

    "Nope. You're with him. Or them. Or whatever. No woman who looks like you is alone unless she wants to be." 

    She gave me a highbrow and asked, "So if you don't think a woman is single, you don't want to know anything about her?" Shrugging, I said, "That's not what I said." 

    "But it's what you meant." 

    "No, it wasn't. Review exactly what I said and you'll see that." I shot two balls during her silence, then she said, "I still think that's what you meant." 

    Lining up another shot, I said, "It wasn't. I agreed that I hadn't asked anything about you and gave you a compliment." After I sank the ball, I stood straight and said, "Single or not, getting to know you would cause me to have to get involved to some degree with your group. Tonight I'd rather shoot pool than meet people." 

    Sipping and shooting twice more ended the game and I stood back to let Janet shoot her remaining balls. She studied the table as she said, "I know who you are. You're the guy with the flitter." 

    That made me seriously consider putting my stick up and leaving. Apparently she saw that in my expression and quickly said, "It doesn't matter! 

I just recognized you, that's all." 

    "Do the others know?" 

    She shook her head. "I didn't tell them. I wasn't sure when I was sitting over there." With a short sigh, she said, "We're all up here from Tampa. We work together. How do you feel about cops?" 

    I shrugged and said, "I work with them sometimes." 

    "That wasn't the question." 

    "Okay, then; I know and like some of the locals." With a small grin, Janet said, "That's encouraging," then she began shooting her leftovers. A couple of shots later, she said, "It can be hard to make friends when you carry a badge." 

    "So I've heard. Seems likely most of your real friends are other cops and firemen." 

    She nodded. "Yeah." After she sank her last ball, she stood up and said, 

"You sound as if you know exactly how that is. Were you a cop?" I shook my head. "Nope. A spook and a mercenary. When people find out about that, some back away and some crowd in close. Very damned few haven't cared one way or the other." 

    Reaching for her own drink on a nearby table, Janet said, "Yeah, I know about that. It's the same for us. You up for another game?" 

    "Sure. I'll need another beer, though. Back in a minute." As I went to the bar, I saw Jack get up and go over to the pool table and watched them talk in the bar mirror as I got another beer. A few moments later, Jack nodded and walked back to the group table. I returned to the pool table just as Janet finished racking the balls. 

    Sipping my new beer, I positioned the cue ball near one of the rail dots and powered it through the rack. The one ball fell and I made four more solids before a sound like a big door slamming came to us from the street outside. Everyone but us and the bartender headed for the front door on the left. Funny about that. There was another door, but everybody seemed to enter and leave through the one by the bar. I headed for the door on the right and looked outside. At first I saw nothing unusual, but then I noticed people running at the corner of Mariner and Spring Hill Drive and clustering around two cars in the street. 

    Pushing the door open, I said, "Back in a few," to Janet and hopped on my board as soon as I was outside. At the wreck, I saw that both cars were heavily damaged, but nobody was inside them; instead, two people I presumed to be the drivers were arguing in the street between the cars. One was a loud, aggressive-sounding guy in his mid-twenties who had his back to me. The other was a guy in his forties who'd been backing away from the kid and who stared hard at me as I landed. 

    I asked, "Is anybody hurt?" and the young guy whipped around to lean close to me and snarl, "Who the fuck are you?! You come out here to watch somebody bleed?! You wanna see your own blood?!" 

    Fuck him. I stunned him cold in front of his car and turned to the other guy to ask, "Are you okay?" 

    Staring at the guy on the ground, then at me, he replied, "Uh, I think so. Yes. He ran the red light. There was nothing I could do." People were using cell phones in the store parking lot and I felt Cindy's presence in the immediate vicinity, but she didn't appear. There was nothing for me to do, so I headed back to the bar. 

    As I landed in front of the bar's door, one of the guys pushed it open and asked, "What happened?" 

    "Car accident. No injuries. They'll sort things out." Another guy asked, "What was that thing you flew on and where did it go?" 

    "It's a prototype flying board. When I'm not using it, it waits someplace out of the way." Turning to Janet, I asked, "You ready to get back to the game, ma'am?" 

    She nodded and took my arm as she accompanied me to the table. I got the feeling she was actually pulling me away from the group, a feeling she confirmed when she looked back and gently gestured for someone to stay there. 

    "Thanks," I said, "You're all the company I need just now." 

    "Thought so," she replied, "What's bothering you, Ed?" Picking up my cue stick, I said, "I'm not sure. I've been thinking about things, but an answer hasn't popped up yet." 

    "Are you sure you want it to?" 

    Shrugging, I answered, "If that's the situation, I'll realize it sooner or later. Always have so far, anyway." 

    Rather cautiously, I thought, she asked, "Is it about a woman?" Lining up a shot, I chuckled, "Of course. My boss is retiring soon and I'll prob'ly have to retire with her. The company's changed." 

    "3rd World Products, you mean?" 

    "Yup. It's becoming just another PC bureaucracy." Janet let me get in a couple of shots before she asked, "What'll you do if you have to retire?" 

    "No idea yet. Maybe I'll work out something with the local authorities. Right now I just help out now and then." 

    When I shot the six a bit too hard, it rattled the pocket, climbed back out, and rolled far enough to lightly tap the eight into the other side pocket. 

    Leaning my stick on the table, I said, "Your game, milady," as Janet yelled, "Yay! I won!" then she said, "Sorry it had to happen that way, though," and began shooting what was left on the table. 
Chapter Thirty-four

    A number of games with Janet and a few beers later, Janet's friends geared up to head back to Tampa. After goodbyes, I found the bar had gained two patrons, but I wasn't in the mood for more beer or company. I headed home around ten by way of the all-night superstore and bought a few bags of wrapped candy and a red, white, and black 'For Sale' sign, then headed home. Using a fat felt pen, I wrote 'Candy Next Door' on the white backside of the sign and drew an arrow pointing to the right, then left the sign and candy on the kitchen table and hit the shower. 

    Monday dawned clear and bright; I know because I watched it happen. My sleep hadn't lasted six hours and I'd wakened feeling restless enough to get dressed, make a coffee, and go outside to sit on the front porch and think. Tiger came to join me on the plastic bench after he'd visited his food dish, but after a while he went to visit Annabelle. I sat studying the remnants of the night. 

    Linda would retire and that would be the end of my direct affiliation with 3rd World. The AIs had their own company, but I couldn't envision a useful position in it. I wasn't interested in starting a new business. Maybe it was time to rent or sell the house, buy a Winnebago, and... 

    Cindy appeared on the bench next to me in her sneaks and cutoffs outfit and said, "You seem disturbed this morning, Ed." 

    "Yup. Sure do. Just pondering a future without Linda to keep the 'crats at bay and send me off to slay dragons now and then." 

    She smiled. "Denise Jonel will undoubtedly encounter dragons." 

    "Very true, but I can't count on her keeping me on or allowing me to operate the way Linda did." 

    I took a sip of coffee and watched as the first hints of dawn subtly lessened the surrounding darkness. A mockingbird sounded off in a tree across the street and a car started up near the end of the block. The cool breeze had a clean sweetness about it. 

    Nah. A Winnebago wouldn't do for half a dozen reasons. Maybe just get rid of my excess stuff, get a post office box, live aboard the flitter, and tour the world until something caught my interest? 

    "Ed," said Cindy, "Usage records indicate Denise Jonel accessed your files four times during yesterday and last night and kept them open nine hours and forty-one minutes. You may be premature in discounting her." Shrugging, I said, "Could be. If so, no plan necessary. If not, I'd like to have something in mind to do." Turning to look at her, I said, "Cindy, there's nothing to worry about. With or without Linda or 3rd World, I'll manage to keep busy. Have you picked a costume yet?" She smiled slightly. "Yes." 

    Anticipating her answer, I asked, "Gonna tell me what it is?" With a grin, she replied, "No." 

    "Didn't think so. Hey, you could go as a phenomenally beautiful AI, you know. Prob'ly be the only one there, too." 

    Cindy mock-sighed, "No, everyone would ask why I didn't wear a costume." I chuckled, "Yeah, likely so." 

    The sky continued to brighten as a few minutes of silence passed. I mentally connected to the flitter's computer to verify my impression that it was about a quarter to seven. As the flitter's computer responded in the same manner with '06:41:34', Cindy rather abruptly turned to face me. She eyed me for a moment, then softly said, "I felt field activity between you and your flitter. Nothing obvious had happened, but the diagnostic log recorded your contact. How are you able to do that?" 

    "Not even the slightest idea, ma'am. The flitter started responding to my thoughts a few days ago and I figured you'd performed yet another miracle of programming. Guess not, huh?" 

    Still giving me that studious look, she replied, "No." 

    "Is it some kind of a glitch?" 

    "Apparently not. I can't find any code errors." 

    "What about new code?" 

    Shaking her head, Cindy said, "None that shouldn't be there. Adaptive programming generates new code as required by immediate response parameters." 

    "Is this flitter core in line for eventual sentience, Cindy?" 

    "Yes, but the segment that responded is the portion set aside for your autonomous control." 

    I gave that some thought. Huh. Less than one percent of the core had been set aside for that, yet it was apparently capable of a form of contact that had somehow eluded three previous complete and enhanced cores. Heh. Kewl! 

Didn't get many opportunities to flummox the AIs these days, especially with computer stuff. 

    "Ed, I'd like to make a copy of that segment. If it could be modified to suit other AIs and people, it could prove very valuable." Hm. Truth be, I was surprised she hadn't made a copy already. My first instinct was to refuse the request and I wondered why for only a very brief moment; after all, the AIs had been very generous toward me. But letting her copy it seemed a betrayal of sorts. 

    "A promise from you first, please." 

    "What sort of promise?" 

    "That you --and any other AI's past, present, and future with whom you may share that code segment or any derivatives of it --won't use it on me. I don't mind having a non-sentient service device hooked in like that --it seems pretty convenient --but I think you might be able to improve the code to the point of being able to read minds. Promise me that my mind is off-limits and will remain so." 

    Elkor appeared on the porch and said, "I speak for us all, Ed. We agree to your terms." 

    "Thanks. Now please tell me why you didn't already have a copy. I thought the flitter updated constantly." 

    "The unique code hasn't been included in backups because it was located in the memory ranges intended to be unlocked, reusable workspace." I stated, "Like a temp folder for scribble sheets." 

    "Essentially, yes." 

    With a shrug, I said, "Well, if it isn't hindering anything, I suppose it can stay there. It isn't a crucial function." 

    The AIs looked at me as if I'd uttered a heresy of some sort. 

    "What?" I asked, "It may be interesting, but it isn't necessary." Elkor said, "Active programming belongs in untamperable space." 

    "Maybe it wouldn't work there." 

    That got me a pair of 'are you being serious?' expressions. I said, "Yeah, well, y'might want to find out why the flitter parked it there. Seems unlikely it was an accident." 

    They looked particularly pensive for all of a split second, then Elkor said, "Your flitter confirmed that the programming failed to respond when installed in locked areas." 

    Heh. Thought so. I said nothing and after another moment, he said, "I will investigate further. Goodbye, Ed," and vanished. 

    I looked at Cindy and she gave me a little smile before she said, "You know where to find me." 

    "Yes'm. Have fun with your new conundrum." She vanished and I sat sipping coffee in the morning breeze until the sun rose completely above the horizon. Hm. Someone else might invest a buttload of cheesy symbology into watching a sunrise under these circumstances. One of Florida's little lizards scampered across the walkway and stopped at my feet. I sat still and he climbed onto my sneakers, but seemed reluctant to proceed across the skin of my ankle. He studied the skin intently, then seemed to realize that he was, in fact, standing on something alive that was much bigger than himself and the news freaked him out. 

    The little lizard leaped off my foot and ran like hell back across the walkway, then hunkered behind a clump of grass as he checked his six. I gave him a little wave and said, "Hi, there," which apparently spooked him into scurrying up the oak tree. Oh, well. 

    I went back into the house and checked email, processed two ebook group signups, decided not to visit the discussion groups or work on my latest ebook just then, and shut down the computer. After making a fresh coffee, I put on my hat, went to the garage and rolled out the big red bike to check the tires and fluids, and cranked it up to head east on Powell Road. When Powell ended at Spring Lake, I rolled north to SR-50 and continued east until I reached SR-33, then went south half a mile or so to Quest Air's air park entrance. As I parked the bike, the wind tried to knock my hat off and I realized there'd be no tow-launchings of hang gliders until the wind died down a bit. I stuck around a while to chat with a couple of lady hang glider pilots who were hoping for better conditions, then refilled my coffee mug and got back on the road. 

    Interesting. One of the ladies had adamantly declared she'd never, ever get on a motorcycle, yet she had no reservations about flying a ten year old contraption of aluminum tubes, fabric, and thin cables. The other woman had given me one of those 'here we go again' expressions and said, "She makes such a big deal about everything. You ought to hear the things she says about my bike." 

    She'd gone on to tell me about her blue Suzuki sport bike and how it would do wheelies in all gears. Well, of course it would; most sport bikes can, even if their riders can't, but I tried to look appropriately impressed. I'd also learned that the ladies had met at an air park in Virginia, fallen in love, and had been together ever since. Their eyes told me they'd expected some sort of reaction to that revelation, but lesbians have never been all that shocking to me. 

    Heading further east and south, I stopped in at Wallaby Ranch, but the wind still hadn't let up any and they were grounded, too. After some more chat and another coffee refill, I was about to hit the road again when my implant pinged. Sitting on my bike, I called up a field screen and Denise Jonel appeared looking oh-so-very formal with a businesslike expression. She coolly said, "Good morning, Ed," as she surveyed the flight park behind me, "As I promised, I took a few minutes to review your files yesterday." 

    "Yeah, I know. Something like six hundred of them." Her eyes left the scenery and focused on me. "What?" 

    "Six hundred," I reiterated, "Sixty minutes per hour. Ten hours." I watched that bit of info hit bottom in her mind --and likely her gut -and she asked in an ominous tone, "Have you been using your flitter to spy on me?" 

    Shaking my head, I replied, "Nope. You just happened to be the one who opened my files yesterday." 

    Her left eyebrow went up. "You monitor your personnel files?" I chuckled, "Doesn't everybody? What's on your mind, ma'am?" She seemed to compose herself and said, "I also spoke with Linda this morning and I've tentatively decided to retain you in your current position with 3rd World." 

    "You're making it sound like a probationary position." Taking a breath, she replied, "In a manner of speaking, it will be. As you know, Ed, this company is in a process of change. Some things won't --can't

--be quite the same in the future." 

    She started to say something else, but I said, "I might be happier as an independent contractor." 

    Pursing her lips in a thoughtful manner, Denise eyed me for a moment, then said, "Ed, there may be no policy for the employment of contractors in the sorts of assignments you've performed. I can understand your trepidations concerning this change of management, but I assure you I have a reputation for being fair." 

    "Denise, you seem to think this is a personality issue. Blindly trust me a little this one time, okay? It isn't. Have you figured out who you'd have sent on any of my 3rd World missions?" 

    Her fingernail tapped on her desk as she replied, "No, I was too busy trying to read everything and review video clips to give much consideration to anything else." 

    "Thought so. I wasn't kidding about that, ma'am. Pick some names; people you think could have successfully completed those missions or handled them well enough to allow other suitable resolutions after the fact." She sighed, "Ed, I do have a few other things to do here, you know. My time is quite limited." 

    "Oh, yes'm. Of course. You honcho types never have much spare time. But consider that if a mission pops up --and it will, sooner or later --you won't have anyone on tap if you don't come up with some names now, so do it and get back to me with your list. If I think any of them are adequate, I'll say so." 

    After a moment of apparent mild shock at my words and tone, she smiled slightly and asked, "You'll say whether they're adequate?" 

    "Aren't you willing to consider opinions from someone who's actually been in the trenches?" 

    Her gaze narrowed, but her tight little smile remained. "And what if -for some strange, unfathomable reason, of course --you don't think any of them are adequate?" 

    Meeting her gaze, I delivered the punch line. "Then --as things stand -you used the word 'tentatively', I believe --you'll have until Linda's retirement date to find someone to take my place." 

    Though Denise's surprise at my answer was readily evident, she recovered quickly and rather stiffly and coolly said, "I see. You've already made your decision, then. Is it final?" 

    Shaking my head slightly I said, "Nothing's final but death, milady. All it takes is a meeting of the minds and, speaking of minds, is there anything else on yours this morning?" 

    "Oh, quite a lot, really, but nothing that has to do with you. I'll get back to work now and give this matter some more thought. In my meager spare time, of course. Goodbye, Ed." 

    "Bye." She poked her 'off' icon. I let the screen dissipate and round one of the game was over. The friendly lunch had just been a preliminary bout to give the contestants a good look at each other. 

    I took Dean Still Road to US-27 and headed north for no particular reason. At the Harley dealer on the hill in Clermont about twenty minutes later, I topped up my coffee mug and picked up the latest 'Born to Ride' and 'Dixie Biker' magazines, then got underway again. 
Chapter Thirty-five

    US-27 is a busy road all day, but where it crosses over SR-50 in Clermont, it's busy as hell and traffic was stacked up each way at the exit-ramp stoplights. I watched the steady parade of traffic as I had a leisurely lunch at a Wendy's near the intersection. 

    As I saddled up to get underway again, I saw a little red sedan sporting a paper license plate limping off the road and onto the shoulder of US-27's northbound on-ramp, so I rode over there to see if there was anything I could do. The light changed behind us and the vast herd of cars and trucks surged up the on-ramp. Bad place for a breakdown. 

    A brunette woman slid across the seat to get out on the passenger side, then walked around the front of her car and spotted her flat left front tire. I put my kickstand down and offered to change the tire just as Denise pinged my implant again and without preface said, "Ed, we need to talk." Calling up a screen, I replied, "No problem, but I'm kind of in the middle of something here," and set up a probe to show her the situation; flat tire, traffic, and all. "Can we talk while I change this lady's tire?" The brunette had stepped back abruptly when the screen appeared, but now she came to try to touch it and study it more closely as I said, "Pop the trunk, ma'am." 

    "Oh. Uh, okay. Yes." She unlocked the trunk mostly by feel, only briefly taking her eyes off the field screen. 

    I looked in the trunk and found a little donut spare tire and a lug wrench, but when I pulled the scissor-style jack out, I discovered one of its hinged joints had been warped somehow. It wouldn't move up or down and didn't look trustworthy at all. 

    Showing it to the woman, I said, "Take this piece of junk back for a good one," then I set about loosening lug nuts as I asked, "Denise, what did you want to talk about?" 

    Before she could answer, the brunette asked, "Why are you doing that?! How can we change a tire without a jack?!" 

    Breaking loose the third lug nut, I replied, "I'll manage. Denise?" 

    "Still here, and I'll ask the same question; how do you intend to change that tire without a jack?" 

    Taking off the fourth nut, I cast a transparent field under the jack point, said, "Lift your hoof, please," then inflated the field. The flat tire lifted a few inches off the ground and I pulled it off the hub, then put the donut spare on and replaced the lug nuts. 

    The brunette almost shrieked, "How the hell did you do that?!" as I let the field deflate and tightened the lug nuts. 

    Patting the car's fender, I said, "Y'just gotta be nice to 'em, ma'am. Let

'em know you're just trying to help, y'know?" 

    I heard Denise snort a chuckle as I put everything back in the trunk. After telling the brunette to take it easy on the donut tire, I went back to my bike, wet my hands with some coffee, and wiped them on a paper towel hanky. The brunette was still standing by her car, staring alternately at the tire and at me. 

    Chuckling again, Denise said, "Her expression was priceless when that flat tire left the ground." She mimicked, 'Lift your hoof, please,' and laughed. I grinningly agreed, "Yup. But do you know how I did it?" 

    "Of course. You had your flitter lift..." 

    "Nope," I cut in, "Not the flitter. Just me." Her expression became one of suspicion. "You're serious? How?" 

    "Used a field, ma'am. I make my own. No flitter necessary." She was silent for a moment, then she said, "I'm not prepared to believe that, Ed." 

    "Then don't call back 'til you are, please. I can't chat with you in this kind of traffic anyway, so give me about fifteen minutes to get clear of town. Bye." 

    "Look, Ed," she began, "Let's get something straight right..." But I poked the 'off' icon and started the bike, then rolled out and around the red sedan when a gap in traffic presented itself. A mile or so later I was able to get off US-27 and onto a service road and backtrack to SR-50, where I turned west. Twenty minutes later and over halfway to Spring Hill, Denise pinged me again. 

    Without putting up a screen, I answered with, "Are you prepared to believe it now, ma'am?" 

    She sighed, "Yes. I spoke with Linda and she told me you can, indeed, manipulate fields, but she couldn't tell me how you do it. Why aren't you on my screen?" 

    "Because I'm still on the road and moving. Hang on one." Linda didn't tell her about my implants? Huh. Prob'ly wants her to do her own digging. Denise seemed to still be in 'formal' mode, likely her response to being on uncertain turf. I called up a screen, turned it around so she could see the road ahead, and heard her hiss as I watched her eyes go wide in her reflection in my lower windshield. 

    I asked, "Is that better, ma'am?" 

    Rather tightly, I thought, she replied, "Ah... no, not really. Turn the screen around so I can see you." 

    "Oh, yes, milady. As you command, milady." I reached to turn the screen and Denise took a deep breath before she said, "Look, Ed, I think we've had a... a misunderstanding." Shaking my head, I replied, "Only one of us misunderstood, Denise. I just want someone competent and Linda-like to quietly slide into her chair before it gets cold, but something about meeting me sparked you into making an immediate attempt to establish a clear dominance over me as soon as possible. Got news, ma'am; someone who can be dominated by pecking-order bullshit flatly won't succeed at the kinds of missions Linda's handed me." For some moments she just looked up at me from her perch above the handlebars, then she said, "Stop the bike, Ed. Let's talk without distractions." 

    "Talk about what, Denise? Company changes?" 

    "Yes, damn it. Among other things." 

    I laughed, "Company changes are entirely internal. They won't mean shit to the bad guys I'd have to deal with, so they don't mean shit to me. What else ya got, lady?" 

    Looking as if she was about to go ballistic, Denise snapped, "Would you speak that way to Ms. Baines?" 

    "If you can ask a question like that, you probably already have most of the answer. In this case, you should first ask, 'Would she give him a reason to speak that way to her?' It's time to start looking for my replacement, ma'am." 

    Some moron yapping on a cell phone pulled out directly in front of me at the US-301 intersection. I had to brake hard and slip the bike past him on the right, avoiding both the curb and his fenders as I felt Cindy manifest near me, but she didn't appear or speak. 

    In my rearview mirror, the look on the guy's face told me he'd genuinely not noticed my big-assed red motorcycle with its high beam on in the middle of the day. I sent a hot tendril into his cell phone and he dropped it inside his car. He pulled over to deal with that as I continued on to Spring Hill. In the midst of my hard maneuvering to avoid a collision, I'd heard Denise shriek, "What the hell?!" and "Oh, Jesus!" as she'd seen the side of his blue Lincoln flash past in her screen view of things. Heh. Ha. Snicker. She'd been at about door-handle height to the action. Her view would have skewed abruptly sideways at an angle, then straightened in time to see his godzilla barge of a car go past backwards about two feet from her face. 

    Her eyes left the road behind me and glared up at me as she snapped, "What the hell are you laughing about?! That was close!" 

    I laughed, "For me, maybe, but you're in Miami." 

    "Damn it! You could have been killed! What the hell were you thinking?!" Responding in the same tone, I asked, "No, what the hell are you thinking, lady? Quit bitching at me. That halfwit pulled out right in front of me with a cell phone in his left ear and he never even noticed me until I was right beside him." 

    Still glaring, Denise raised a finger to point at me as she started to say something. She seemed to notice her finger shaking about the same time I did and transformed the move into a stab at the 'off' icon. I heard Cindy chuckle and looked to my left to find her floating alongside my bike. Studying her from nose to toes for a moment, I said, "Hi, there, you gorgeous field apparition. Enjoy the show?" 

    She grinned and nodded. "Yes, indeed. Will she do?" I shook my head. "Nope. Maybe later, though." A cop car going east passed us and hit the brakes. In my left mirror I saw it make a U-turn and come after us and said, "Ma'am, you seem to have upset the local constabulary. How about flying back past him while I scoot on down the road?" 

    Cindy laughed, "Oh, I could do that, I guess," and veered away to head back toward US-301 above the eastbound lane. She waved at the cop as she flitted past him and he again slammed on his brakes and did a U-turn to follow her. I wondered if he'd be stupid enough to try to call in a 'flying woman' 

report. 

    The rest of the journey home was uneventful. I put the bike in the garage around four and checked in with Tiger, then created a blank screen to call Martha. Sophie answered the phone and I got her sitrep, then she put Martha on, who said essentially the same things and added that her doctors thought she was some kind of miracle patient. 

    I laughed, "As you should be, ma'am. Charge 'em admission, set the price high, and holler if you need anything. I have some things to do here, so I'll get to them and ring you later." 

    We said goodbyes and I canceled the screen, then I headed outside to play, taking my board upward as I called the flitter down to meet me. At about five thousand feet I slid aboard the flitter and took a seat at the console, then aimed the flitter at the Gulf of Mexico and requested my A-10 simulation without verbalizing either request. The flitter morphed into an A-10 and flight controls appeared as it scampered to the Gulf at just under the speed of sound. 

    Remembering how the time displays had appeared in my mind about the same way they showed on field screens, I asked to see my 3rd World personnel file and was rewarded instantly with a mental display of the data. When I tried calling up other topics, I had the same results. Somehow I'd become able to directly access the flitter's computer core. Did the connection work both ways? 

    Without speaking aloud, I said, "Flitter, you can receive my thoughts when I make a deliberate effort to contact you mentally. Can you also detect my thoughts when I don't make a deliberate effort to contact you in that manner?" The flitter replied, "Yes, Ed," and though I wasn't particularly surprised to hear that answer, a bolt raced through my gut and I asked, "Flitter, can you eliminate all results and remnants from all past and present computing activities and wipe your core programming back to what it was the day we met?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Well, don't do it just yet, but I may ask you to do it later." Hm. How many movies had I seen and books had I read where some supposedly-nuts scientist had tried to move his mind into a machine? And how many had turned out well? Zero, but those were half-baked morality plays by guys writing for two cents a word and playing to the audience of their day. What could I accomplish by loading my flitter's core with my mind and memories? For that matter, would I be able to install my mind, or just my memories? And in either case, then what? Presuming total success, there'd be a copy of me in a flitter, but probably with Amaran protocols still firmly in place to govern its use. I'd probably better lock that copy away in an inactive file, too, 'cuz otherwise I'd have to deal with the sentient version of me aboard the flitter, and chances were poor we'd work together very well. Hm, again. Probably best to just start recording and storing what was in my head against the day I'd die and instruct the flitter to pop the lid and activate the stored stuff on that day. 

    "Flitter, did you get all that? Boil it down and read it back, please." 

    "Yes, Ed. Copy and store the contents of your mind and activate the stored data on the day of your death." 

    "You've got it. Begin immediately and update hourly, please. Will there be enough room in your core?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    I sipped my coffee and it occurred to me to ask, "Can you think of any difficulties you may encounter?" 

    "Yes, Ed. Many of your memories are mingled with others in ways unfamiliar to me, often with what appear to be factual errors based on personal bias. Do you wish me to correct them when possible?" 

    Oh, hell, no! "Ah... No, flitter. My personal biases should remain intact. Too many of them were earned the hard way and they're part of my personality. We may review and correct specific data later. Let me know if you encounter any problems in this project." 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    As I sat sipping coffee and considering possible advantages and ramifications of what I'd set into motion, Cindy's invisible presence manifested near me and my implant pinged with Linda's chimes. I waved at Cindy and called up a screen. 

    Mustering some enthusiasm, I answered Linda's call with, "Yes, milady! 

Here! Present! I just knew you'd call if I hunkered by the phone long enough!" She chuckled, "You did, huh? Well, good for you, I suppose." Making a small gesture meaning 'I'm not alone', she said, "You've really put a bee under Jonel's tail, Ed." 

    Quietly sending a probe through our link for a view of her office, I saw Jonel sitting by Linda's desk as I replied, "That's just Standard Operating Procedure with all my potential new bosses, ma'am. Um... what kind of bee, exactly?" 

    "You've got her convinced you intend to leave when I do." 

    "Yeah, and..? If she doesn't shape up, I will leave." Giving me a raised eyebrow, Linda asked, "Shape up how?" 

    "All she has to do is become another Linda Baines. No second-guessing, no micromanagement, no pecking order games. Just tell me what needs done and get the hell out of the way. Did you ever seriously question whether you were truly in command, Linda?" 

    Shaking her head, Linda replied, "No. I can honestly say I haven't had to wonder about that at all." 

    "Neither have I. You told me what the problem was, sent me to take care of it, kept the political hogs at bay while I worked, and took care of any aftermath. That's all I want from Jonel." 

    Sitting back in her chair, Linda asked, "Are you willing to try a few months with her to give her a chance?" 

    "Not if she keeps tossing up 'who outranks who?' games. If she isn't absolutely sure who's in charge of that office the day she plunks her butt in your chair, she won't belong there and she won't last." Looking thoughtful, Linda said, "Sometimes a new guy may need some help settling in." 

    "Not at your level of operation, Fearless Leader. All you ever needed from me was my best effort, delivered without hesitation and on demand. You've never once asked me to hold your hand while you told Senators and Congressmen to kiss your ass." I sipped coffee and added, "I'll simplify things if you'll patch a copy of this to Jonel." 

    Her eyebrow went back up. "We'll see. Let's hear it." 

    "Okay. Jonel, from my perspective, my job's simple. Linda tells me what needs to be done. I go take care of it and check in with her as necessary. My reports are flitter recordings during and after a mission. She takes care of everything else and that'll be your job, too. I don't have an office, don't need one, and don't want one, nor will I make frequent visits to Carrington between missions. Ask Linda when I last attended an office party, for instance. If you try to make changes regarding my job before you've been completely on your own in Linda's chair for six months, I'll retire instantly. The same goes for if I don't like the changes after your first six months. In short, be my new Fearless Leader, but don't fuck with me." There was a moment of silence after I stopped speaking, then Linda asked, 

"That's it? Everything?" 

    "Yup. Everything else will be trivia." 

    "Are you sure you want to leave in that last comment?" 

    "Absolutely sure, milady. People who play dominance games are insecure. An insecure person flatly can't do your job and can't gain trust and loyalty from the kinds of people who can effectively do my job. And anytime I can't speak my unadulterated mind to whoever's in that chair, it's time to leave." I'll give Linda tons of credit; she hadn't looked left or right or flinched in the slightest when I'd heard the ever-so-soft hiss at my 'don't fuck with me' statement. With a slight nod, she picked up her pen and twiddled it as she apparently considered her next words. 

    With a soft sigh, she said, "Ed, I've set the date and I'm going to stick to it, so you're stuck with Jonel if you stick around. She'll be sharing this office until my last day and may answer your calls." 

    "Good 'nuff. You'll either be nearby or you'll review any commo traffic by request, right?" 

    "Yes, but I'll review at her request as quickly as yours. I know how difficult you can be." 

    Clutching my chest, I affected a deeply injured expression. "What?! Me?! 

Never! I'm the very soul of patience, Ms. Baines!" 

    While masked with a small grin, her vast skepticism was in no way concealed as she replied, "Uh, huh. Right. Suffice it to say I'll be watching both of you, and until my very last hour in this chair, you'd both better damned well behave." 

    Standing and saluting smartly, I declared, "Oh, yes, milady! By your command, milady! I'm saluting your picture even as we speak, Fearless Leader, ma'am!" 

    Linda snickered, "So I see. Later, Ed." 

    "Later, Linda." 

    Letting my probe dissolve with our screen connection, I sat back down, put my feet up, and sipped coffee. Linda had wanted Jonel to see a literal example of our relationship and hear me state the situation as I perceived it. Done. Now it was just a matter of whether Jonel could adapt enough to work with someone she seemed to perceive as a loose cannon. 

    Linda had called me in that manner because reviewing records hadn't been enough for Jonel, nor had her first talks about me with Linda and our lunch interview and subsequent chats with me. As far as I was concerned, the matter of my continued employment by 3rd World was still very much up in the air. Cindy appeared in her cutoffs-and-sweatshirt outfit in the seat on my right and hoisted her gorgeous legs to rest her feet on the console next to mine. When my gaze finally made it from her ankles up to her eyes, she laughed, "Such a sucker, even for fake legs." 

    "Yeah, but consider it a compliment to your workmanship. They're pretty fabulous fakes, y'know." 

    "Deliberately so. That was an interesting conversation." 

    "And you're rather blatant about eavesdropping." She shrugged and smiled. "You could have told me to leave. We computers sometimes have difficulty inferring things." 

    "Uh, huh. It's been a while since that's happened, ma'am." 

    "But we're making progress. How would you like some advance notice about what may be your next mission, Ed?" 

    "Sure. What's up?" 

    Putting up a screen, Cindy said, "Three journalists covering an Iranian Parliament vote concerning nuclear fuel production were arrested and accused of espionage. Two are British and one is American." Cindy made their pictures appear, but I didn't recognize any of them as she continued, "The entire matter is political, of course. We've monitored communications closely since the journalists were taken. Certain demands have been drafted for presentation on Friday. Do you wish to hear them?" 

    "Nope." 

    "They include a time limit. One week." 

    I shrugged. "So have all their other demands. Let the 'crats diddle around with time limits. Where are the hostages?" 

    "They're being held near the nuclear facility in Natanz." She put up a second screen with a satellite view of the facility. The Iranians had basically sheared the tops off a couple of mountains and created the facility within them. A red dot marked a segment of one of the bigger buildings. Zooming in, I saw that dot remain the same size as the view expanded and the dot ended up being in the middle of what seemed to be a big parking lot a quarter of a mile from the main cluster of buildings. 

    "Underground again," I said, "And apparently well away from the main facilities. Wanna bet this is another trap?" 

    "That does seem likely." 

    "Send a probe, please, and see if there's any reason to believe they can nullify fields. Or if they've somehow come up with alternative field devices like the one I encountered at the factory station." After a few moments, she shook her head. "Nothing to do with fields. They have, however, installed elaborate detection systems and over a ton of explosives in the walls of the room in which the journalists are being held." 

    "US-made explosives, I'd bet. Likely remnants of bombs, so they can pretend to blame the explosion on America later." 

    Cindy's left eyebrow went up. "My probe confirmed your supposition regarding composition. That doesn't make sense, Ed. America wouldn't bomb a facility holding prisoners." 

    "It doesn't have to make sense, Cindy. Their target audience has been so propagandized they'll believe anydamnedthing the Imams vomit up. Now try probing nearby villages and cities for similar installations of explosives, likely in schools or hospitals and other such places. A fake American strike on their nuke facility wouldn't be enough; they'll want lots of ancillary casualties to show the media and use in recruiting martyrs." The satellite view changed to a map with city names. Several minutes passed before three red dots appeared in nearby cities Tarq and Mahabad and Cindy's face became rather grimly horrified. She pointed out each dot and said, "A school, a hospital, and an apartment building." 

    "Figures. Might as well send this stuff to Linda." Cindy nodded without taking her eyes off the map. "Done." I sipped coffee and waited a few moments, then pinged Linda. She pinged back with our 'can't talk now' signal. 

    "Why, Ed?" asked Cindy, "What do they hope to accomplish?" 

    "They'll prob'ly blow their fake American bombs and use the uproar to try to start the wide-open 'Muslims-versus-everybody-else' war their hardliners have been wanting all along." 

    Linda pinged me and I set up a screen. She immediately made a 'not alone' 

sign and said, "Various people are asking how you happened across this info, Ed." 

    "Cindy dug it up. I wanted you to see it first 'cuz it isn't precisely a 3rd World problem, but I think I'd like to go to Iran soon." 

    "Well, that's certainly a change of heart for you, isn't it? The brass wanted more probes, of course, so I won't get word from them until they've had a look at their independent results." 

    "Typical. In the meantime, I'd say the hostages are completely secondary to doing something about the explosives." 

    "Agreed. Any suggestions?" 

    "Have to go see the installations. Boots on the ground, not just probes. I'll holler back with a solution of some sort." 

    Nodding, Linda used three spread-apart fingertips to massage her forehead as she sighed heavily and said, "Then go see them, Ed. Tread lightly and leave no trace of passing." 

    "On my way shortly, Fearless Leader." 

    "Okay. Later, Ed." 

    "Later, milady." 
Chapter Thirty-six

    Cindy said, "Back later," and vanished. I zipped down to the house and restocked my backpack, called Tiger, and filled his food dispenser. When I said I might be gone a few days and asked him if he'd be okay on his own, he, of course, said he'd be fine and Elkor would help him if necessary. After making a fresh coffee, I boarded the flitter and set course for Iran. 

    "Flitter," I said, "Make the trip last five hours, please. I'd like you to teach me to transmute matter." 

    "What sort of matter, Ed?" 

    "Any sort of matter. To any other sort of matter." 

    "Specific parameters concerning chemical structures are required for such activities." 

    Sigh. Damn. Knew it couldn't be that easy. 

    "In that case, we'll try to keep this simple enough to fit in one of my implants. Can you make one of my implants able to determine info necessary to transmute solid matter into the latest version of Semtex?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Excellent. Let me know when you've done so." Less than a second passed before the flitter said, "I have done so." 

    "Um... so soon? You made it sound pretty complicated before." 

    "You specified only one resulting substance." 

    "Ah. Well, you seem to think I should be able to transmute stuff now, so we'll give it a try." 

    Taking one of my ink pens from my backpack, I held it in the palm of my hand and envisioned it changing into Semtex. Nothing happened, of course. This was the kind of thing that would take some coaching to accomplish quickly. 

    "Flitter, guide me in this effort. I want to transmute the ink pen in my hand. Feed the right command through my implant and I'll try to get a handle on it. Wait one, though." I took the ink pen apart so I had two halves of the barrel and the ink cartridge and spring. Setting all but one of the barrel halves on a seat, I said, "Try it now, please. We'll be working only with what's in my hand." 

    The plastic had finished changing before I got a grip on the necessary signal. I found myself holding a hollow stick of plastique and set it on the seat to pick up the other barrel half. Our second try was no better; the plastic changed to plastique before I could get a handle on using my implant to generate the signal. Oh, well. In my pack were four pens and I had two in my pocket. If necessary, we could mess around with any number of other odd items from my pack, including a full bottle of aspirins, one pill at a time. Close to half an hour later, I set the ninth aspirin in my hand and the flitter sent the transmuting signal. For some reason things clicked for me this time; I linked into the signal and took over the flitter's effort with my own. The aspirin became a plastique pill and I studied it for a moment before putting it with the other transmuted items and shaking a fresh aspirin out of the bottle. That aspirin I took with a slug of coffee, then I shook out aspirin number eleven and tested my new talent on it. The aspirin changed in less than a second. 

    "I think I've got it, flitter. Thanks." 

    "You're welcome, Ed." 

    "We'll do a few more for practice, then do a few when we get to Iran to make sure I haven't lost the touch." 

    The flitter made no reply, having not been asked a question. I changed another half dozen aspirins, then gathered all the bits of Semtex on the seat and heaved them over the side. They flashed and turned to plasma at the flitter's hull field and I called up the bed and bathroom facilities. After a leak and a shower, I asked the flitter to park itself five miles above Natanz and let me know when we arrived, then got flat for a nap. I awoke to the sound of soft chimes and warmed my coffee on the way to the bathroom. Once matters of immediacy had been taken care of, I opened a big can of chicken noodle soup and watched dawn break over Iran as I called up copies of the maps Cindy had showed me. I studied them until I had coordinates memorized, then hauled out the bottle of aspirins and transmuted half a dozen more just to be sure I had a real lock on my new talent. Before I tossed the plastique pills over the side, I told the flitter not to zap them. No need in taking a chance on the plasma flashes being noticed half a dozen different ways. 

    "Cindy," I said, and she materialized by the console. With a somewhat flat gaze, she said, "You're going to ask me to do something questionable, aren't you?" 

    "Not questionable to me. When the Iranians 'push the button', so to speak, they'll be expecting explosions, so we can't transmute what's there now to anything that won't blow up. We can, however, change the scavenged US stuff to Semtex and do things that will make people evacuate the zones. Are you up for helping me?" 

    "That depends. What sorts of things?" 

    "Bad smells, obnoxious sounds, smoke. Maybe a disease scare? Things that will get fire departments to search the structures and find the explosives. The government may be able to keep some of them quiet, but knowledge has a way of escaping and running loose." 

    Canting her head slightly, Cindy asked, "Do you think exposure will prevent the explosions?" 

    "Oh, I very seriously doubt it, ma'am. The kinds of people who arrange these things don't usually change course unless forced or ordered. I think the best we can do is ruin their show." 

    "Some people may refuse to evacuate. What then?" 

    "Not our problem unless you want to forcibly remove them without being discovered doing it. I'd recommend against that." 

    Her left eyebrow arched high. "Why?" 

    "Leave as few mysteries as possible, that's why. Leave a cut-and-dried discovery and exposure by locals without being discovered or exposed in the process. It would be something they could use, Cindy. The assholes would say we set things up and the overall effect would be almost as bad as doing nothing." 

    With a sigh, I added, "Hell, if we expose things as they are now, the Iranians would just blow things up and call us liars. Certain people will believe them no matter what. Some of the more idiotic followers would flock to the bomb sites to become martyrs." 

    I sipped soup and said, "We have to change the explosives so it looks like an incompetent attempt to frame the US, then drive as many people out as possible and expose the whole mess in an undeniable manner. That's why I suggested doing something that would involve the fire departments; no matter where they may live or what else they may be, people in that field tend to be strongly motivated to prevent disasters. Let them deal with any laggers." She seemed to ruminate for a time as I soaked in some more coffee, then she asked, "What's our next move, Ed?" 

    "Visit the sites. Start transmuting the explosives to Semtex. Try to remove or likewise transmute any American or British bomb parts they've embedded or stashed nearby." 

    "Weren't we going to wait for word from Linda?" 

    "I already have word from Linda." 

    Using my right hand, I spread my first three fingers and massaged my forehead, then took a sip of soup as she gave me a narrow, studious look and asked, "That was a signal?" 

    "Yup. Old days, old ways. Also another reason Jonel may not cut it as my boss. Linda sent me with a week or more to work on the situation. Jonel struck me as the type who'd have waited for someone to tell her to send me. If Linda hadn't felt the same way, she'd have said so instead of using an old 'proceed' 

signal. Fact is, I'll bet there's been some discussion about sending me just to look around." 

    Cindy looked thoughtful for a moment, then said, "There was. Do you want to see the replay from Linda's office monitor?" 

    "Nah." Finishing my soup, I set the empty can by the console, stood up, and said, "I'll check the school first. Care to join me, milady?" Disappearing and reappearing beside me, Cindy took my left arm and replied, "I'd be delighted, sir," then she vanished, leaving only her presence near me. 

    Calling up my three suit and my board, we descended through the early morning sky to the school. The front doors were open for students; all we had to do was wait for the main herd to pass, then enter the foyer. Cindy's presence preceded me, leading me upstairs to a second floor room that had both a padlock and a door lock. 

    I peeked through the small glass panel in the door and saw only a fairly typical classroom in which the teacher's desk and children's desks had been gathered at the far end of the room. A blackboard stood propped between desks and the smell of fresh paint managed to seep past the closed door. There wasn't the slightest sign of anything unusual in the room, so I used my implant to state, "The stuff's in the walls." 

    "And the floor and ceilings." 

    "Big damned boom, huh? Bet there are bomb frags mixed in." 

    "There are." 

    I instructed the flitter to send probes to begin transmuting explosives and frags and said, "Next stop, the hospital." As we left the school, Cindy asked, "Why Semtex, Ed?" 

    "The stuff won't blow like US-made HE ordnance. Less power and damage, more residue. It'll be an obvious fake." 

    At the hospital, we simply waited as a delivery truck unloaded at the rear dock and flitted in above pallets of supplies. Cindy led me to what appeared to have been a pediatric ward from the size of the beds and other indicators. Again, all equipment had been gathered at one end of the long room and there was a strong smell of fresh paint. 

    I asked the flitter if it could handle sending a few more probes and it replied, "Yes, Ed." 

    Saying, "Thanks, flitter," I had it do so and cruised the hallways until I found what I was looking for; a room devoted to cleaning products. Good 'nuff. Mixing some bleach and ammonia, starting a few fires, and ringing the fire bells ought to clear the building. Hospitals are known for being pretty safety-conscious. 

    Heading from there to the apartment building, I said, "I didn't see any fire alarms in the school. Did you?" 

    From ahead of me came Cindy's, "No." 

    "Oh, well. If we have to, we can fill the building with smoke and let everybody figure it out on their own. Any other ideas about how to clear the building?" 

    "We could also use barely audible harmonics known to be very disturbing." 

    "Heh. That 'sounds' good to me, ma'am." 

    Cindy chuckled, "Eeewww." 

    The apartment building looked a bit more difficult to empty. It was four stories high and there was a mix of all ages of people on every floor, including a few who'd be flatly helpless in an evacuation. The explosives had been packed into apartments directly above and below each other on all four floors toward the center of the building. 

    As we considered how to evacuate the building, we passed info and video regarding the explosives we'd found in all three buildings to Linda as a routine sitrep without including any mention of our solution to the problem. I closed the message with a double ping to let her know no answer was expected or required. 

    Cindy and I began transmuting explosives as the flitter continued its work elsewhere. Likely due to my newness to this use of fields, I'd finished only three-quarters of the top floor room by the time Cindy had finished the second and third floors. 

    "Showoff," I said, "You're just letting me help so I won't feel too useless, aren't you?" 

    Snorting a chuckle, Cindy replied, "You may be somewhat slow, but you're very perceptive." 

    "Uh, huh. Just lemme know if I get in your way, ma'am." She laughed, "Will do." 

    We finished the project a little before ten in the morning and returned to the flitter to call up a screen and consider what to do about the hostages. The nuke facility would be a little tougher to get into than the other three targets, and it seemed likely they'd be expecting an attempt. Cindy said she'd personally deal with the guard unit and the flitter would handle automatic doors and alarms while I went after the hostages. 

    "This," I said, "Is where we may have to deviate a little from Linda's

'leave no trace of passing' comment." 

    Cindy lifted an eyebrow and replied, "That wasn't just a comment, Ed. She phrased it as an order." 

    I shrugged and put my finger on the image of a flimsy-looking building near a runway. "Sometimes an ad lib is necessary, milady. I plan to lead them out of there and put them aboard one of the Hueys in this hangar by the airstrip. The flitter can screw up their radar and missile defenses while we scamper to the German embassy in Tehran. They haven't moved it since '79, have they?" 

    Her eyebrow remained highly arched as she replied, "No, they haven't. When did you last fly a helicopter, Ed?" 

    Zooming a probe into the hanger, I said, "It's either a UH-1D or a UH-1H, Cindy. No problem." 

    In a flat tone, she said, "It's a UH-1H. Its serial number indicates it belonged to a Saudi corporation until 2002 and its maintenance log appears to be up to date. Would you like a little assistance during your flight? Just in case?" 

    Giving her a dour look, I replied, "Only if I get into trouble, ma'am. I'd rather sacrifice my ego than my passengers, of course." 

    "You're magnanimous as well as humble." 

    "Damned right, ma'am. Besides, the idea is to make it look --as much as possible, anyway --as if they escaped on their own or maybe with the help of an English-speaking guard... Hm. Wonder where I could get a uniform on short notice?" 

    Rolling her eyes, Cindy looked at the chopper and said, "It's fueled and appears to be in working order. I'll run a preflight check while I transmute the explosives in the rooms surrounding their cells." 

    "Thank you, Miz Flitter Goddess. After I soak up a little coffee, I think I'll head downstairs. Can you --oh, I'm sorry --will you rig up a single detonator for all the explosives?" 

    "I could, but I thought you were going to let the Iranians do it." 

    "I could, but they might not cooperate on schedule. The moment those buildings are empty, I want to blow them. Less chance of casualties that way. Give them a day and the paint'll be dry and the rooms will be full. Do it now and there'll be fewer to evacuate." 

    She offered no arguments, so after swilling some coffee, I headed down to the nuke plant in my three suit to have a look around. Getting inside proved to be astoundingly easy. Instead of bothering with the heavily monitored individual entrances, I trailed a pickup truck into the loading docks of the biggest building and found myself inside an underground warehouse that had been carved out of the mountain's rock core. 

    One of four big steel lattice doors rolled upward and a forklift rolled out of a tunnel to snag the loaded pallet on the pickup with the ends of its blades and drag it onto the dock, then it slid the blades into the pallet's openings and lifted it. The forklift driver and the truck driver signed things and the forklift rolled back through the opening in the wall with the pallet. For whatever reason, they'd carved the tunnel with a ten-foot ceiling, so I lay flat on my board and hovered above the forklift as it rolled down the corridor. When it turned into one of the side rooms, I continued to an intersection ahead and studied my location. According to the schematic I'd seen on Cindy's screen, I had to cross two more intersections set well apart and go up one level. 

    I'd expected to see a lot more people wandering around the facility, but except for two guys on foot in the corridor near an elevator, the halls were empty. This was their idea of high security? Well, they were smack in the middle of the country on a mountain top and the only way to hit the place would be from the air, so why not? 

    Hearing what sounded like a faint roar behind me, I turned to look and saw a white pickup truck approaching rather faster than I thought was reasonable in this kind of place. It had a big canister mounted above the cab and I realized it ran on propane. So they weren't totally crazy, after all. Or maybe someone had simply issued the truck with the facility's construction. Whatever. The truck presented a way to move three people to the chopper fairly quickly. Sending probes both ways along the corridor, I found three such trucks at various points. Looking inside one, I saw no ignition key; there was a starter button on the dash. Made sense; who'd try to steal one? 

    A man went into a small elevator like the ones you see in airports and I followed him in quickly. The 3rd floor button's light was on, so I tapped the 2nd floor button as soon as I entered. The guy seemed surprised to see it light up and hesitated before pressing the 4th floor button, then seemed to resign himself to a ride up before he'd get to ride down. As he sighed and leaned against the wall, I checked for cameras and found them in the front right and left rear corners of the elevator near the ceiling. Couldn't zap the guy and take his outfit. 

    When the doors opened on two, I scooted out of the elevator and turned left. Three doors down I peered through a glass panel and saw the lady journalist. Apparently they'd issued her a head scarf; I had to wait until she turned her head to get a positive ID on her face. Her door's lock was nothing special, so I moved on to find the guys. 

    Two rooms further along I found both guys in one room, playing chess on a tiny folding table set up between their bunks. Neither of the rooms had a toilet or sink, so it seemed unlikely they'd been intended to house people. That was good, in a way. It meant that sooner or later someone would be along to escort someone to the nearest restroom. 

    Looking around, I tried to spot one, but I couldn't read the squiggles and there were no 'man-woman' graphics on any of the doors. Oh, well. Wait and see. Sitting on my board near the ceiling, I mildly regretted leaving my coffee aboard the flitter as about fifteen minutes slowly passed. Two men and a woman appeared in the corridor and approached the rooms. They went first to the woman's room and one of the men produced a key. The woman went inside and both women came out, then walked a few doors down to a room without a glass window and the woman unlocked it to let the journalist enter alone as she stood guard outside. 

    The two men did the same with the male journalists, taking them one at a time to the room next to the woman's restroom. Once all three journalists had made their journeys, they were again locked into their rooms and the three jailers went back the way they'd come. 

    O-kay. Just needed some appropriate outfits for being seen in the corridors. I followed the jailers to another room that turned out to be full of computing gear and monitors, which two more men were watching. A security station? Yes. The monitors showed the hallways and rooms and three lidded cardboard boxes had the journalists' names on them; most likely containing personal properties. 

    As one of the men used a desktop microphone to jabber what sounded like a report, I noted that the security room had cameras of its own in the upper corners. Couldn't selectively take out cameras; that wouldn't look right at all. Better to zap the floor's power and keep it off for a few minutes. I called the flitter and asked it to knock the power out for twelve minutes and twenty-three seconds on floors two, three, and four, then let the backup system restore power for half a second before turning it off again for three minutes and eleven seconds. 

    As I stunned the three security types and stacked the boxes to carry, Cindy asked, "Why those particular amounts of time, Ed?" 

    "Random times make it look like a system failure. Would you unlock the hostage doors, please?" 

    "No problem." 

    After quickly stripping four of the people on the floor, I hurried to the woman hostage's room with the uniforms and boxes, turned off my three suit, brought the men to her room, and tossed uniform parts to people according to gender and size. 

    "Saddle up," I said, pulling on a pair of uniform pants, "No time for questions. We're getting the hell out of here right now, people." One of the men asked, "Who are you?" as he pulled pants on over his own pants and I snapped, "No talking, and especially no talking after we leave this room. A few words of English could get you shot. Does anyone here speak Farsi?" 

    No, they didn't. All three were dressed shortly and had their boxes, though they were still buttoning and zipping as I herded them to the elevator and asked the flitter to make sure it worked. It did; two minutes later we were on the next floor down and I told everybody to stay put while I ran down the hallway to be out of sight when I stunned the driver of an oncoming pickup truck and took his place behind the wheel. 

    One of the men jumped in the back, the other man and the woman quickly got into the cab, and we got underway at about twenty klicks per hour through the dark tunnel. We'd just crossed an intersection when the facility's power flashed back on and went off again. That was a good thing, really; it allowed me to see a number of men far down the hallway heading toward us from the loading docks. 

    As they came into view of the truck's pathetically weak headlights, I stunned one on each side of the corridor and their buds stopped to check them out, which effectively cleared the hallway ahead. Only one guy continued toward us, and he was far enough to one side. We zoomed past them as I asked the flitter to open the roll-up loading dock door and started slowing down to enter the dock area. 

    We scooted under the roll-up door just as it was barely high enough and I told the flitter to let it back down as I turned the truck toward the lowest truck dock and cast a wedge-shaped field to fill the gap to the ground. As we apparently plunged off the end of the dock, the woman screamed shortly and the man yelled, "Oh, shit!", but their voices quieted as we landed smoothly. I chuckled, "Musta hit that jump just right," and scooted our truck out the big exterior door past the front bumper of the truck I'd followed into the place. The lady journalist just stared rather starkly at me as we headed outside into the bright sunlight. 
Chapter Thirty-seven

    Less than a quarter of a mile later, I backed the truck into the hangar and kicked the chocks away from the Huey's wheeled skids as everybody got out of the truck and into the bird. Tying a knot in the end of a wide yellow Nylon tie-down strap, I jammed the truck's tailgate shut on that end of the strap and looped the other end around the fronts of the chopper's skids, then I used the truck to pull the bird out of the hangar. 

    To my surprise, I saw one of the men get into the copilot's seat as I untied the strap. He seemed to be running a preflight check of his own as I hurried around to climb in. 

    Cranking up the Huey, I said, "That's already been done," and watched the instruments as I spun up the engine. Some of the controls and instruments had been relabeled, but their purposes were obvious enough. 

    The guy almost yelled, "Who the hell are you?!" Sparing him a glance, I replied, "Can't say. Won't say, in fact. Tell your friends back there to shut the side doors and buckle up." The bird sounded good and lifted easily, even from the top of a mountain. At a hundred feet, I dropped the nose and sent us forward on a northward course toward Tehran, looking for the main road to Kashan and Qom and only losing a little altitude as we flew off the edge of the mountaintop. 

    "North?!" the guy yelped, "Where the hell are you taking us?" 

    "The German embassy in Tehran." 

    "For God's sake, why?" 

    "Think about it. The US doesn't have one, the Brits closed theirs, and the Swiss compound's too small to land in. The Germans are NATO members and they can get you out of Iran, especially with a lot of help from heavy media coverage. I saw you doing a preflight. Did that mean you can fly this thing?" 

    "What? Yes. It's been a while, but..." 

    "Then take over. Show me. My stop's coming up soon." That made him stare at me, you betcha. 

    "Your stop?! Aren't you coming with us?" 

    "Nope. Got places to go and things to do." I let go of the controls to spur him out of his stupor and he jammed his fingers as he grabbed for the collective to maintain our altitude. Hissing his pain, he gritted his teeth and scanned the instruments as he brought the bird back into trim, brought us up a hundred feet, and adjusted course. After some moments, he glanced at me and asked, "Why the hell would you want to get out here?" 

    "Why do you think? My team and I are officially somewhere else. Flying you out of there myself was a last resort 'cuz I didn't know any of you could fly a chopper." 

    Nodding at the barren, rocky region below, he asked, "Do you really want to be on foot down there?" 

    "Oh, hell, no, but that's my agenda for now. Can you find the German embassy from the air?" 

    "Yes. I know Tehran well." 

    Something flashed and exploded well to our left, leaving a blot of smoke in the sky. It was a couple of seconds before the sound of the blast reached us. I took back the controls, set the chopper down in a ravine, and said, "You just keep hauling ass for Tehran. My friends are screwing up their missiles and ground fire. If you guys feel like returning this favor, just pretend you freed yourselves and grabbed this bird to escape. Pretend I was never here." I climbed out of my seat and ignored his other questions and those of the others as I let myself out of the bird, dropped to the ground, and headed for some big rocks at the base of a cliff. 

    After a pause, the Huey spun back up and took off. I ducked behind some boulders and watched until it was just a dot in the sky before I said, "Three suit on, board on," and had the flitter guide me aboard. There were several more flashes around the Huey a quarter of a mile ahead and Cindy appeared by the console. 

    "Ed, the Iranians don't appear to have any interest in recapturing their hostages. They seem perfectly willing to shoot them down." 

    "Yes'm, that they do. Kinda shows their true personality, doesn't it? The flitter can cover the chopper into Tehran. We need to arrange evacuations and blow up the fake bombs before the baddies get the idea to do it themselves." Calling up a screen, I pinged Linda and she answered with her pad, apparently alone in her office this time, since she made no signs to indicate otherwise. I did, however, notice that her 'mute' slide was only two points from the bottom. 

    "Fearless Leader," I said, "This is an excellent time to release the news about Iranian plans to fake a US strike at and near Natanz. You might even want to put a satellite on the region." 

    She nodded, glanced at her door, and said, "Will do. I'm about to have company, Ed. Let's keep this short." 

    "Short it is. That's the news. Later, Linda." 

    "Later, Ed. And thanks." She thumbed her 'off' icon. But in fact, Cindy had beaten me to the task of creating disturbances to drive people out of the buildings. Other than the dark grey smoke I could see roiling out of virtually every window of the school, I had no idea what all she'd done. 

    In any case, people poured out of the building until there was just a trickle, then a few stragglers staggered into the school yard. As soon as they were a dozen paces away, the center of the school exploded upward in a massive pillar of a blast. 

    Through my implant, I muttered, "Day-um, lady! You reshaped those charges a little bit more than a smidgen, didn't you?" 

    Cindy chuckled, "That I did." 

    "Excellent work. Looks as if most of the blast went straight up." Looking toward the hospital, I saw a faint dark mass nearly on the horizon and ventured, "You did the same thing at the hospital, too." 

    "Yes. At the apartment building, as well, but it isn't completely empty of people yet. As you speculated, some refused to leave." I laughed, "And you won't let them stay, of course, so you must be stacking them neatly somewhere out of the way." 

    "If you hurry, you can be on hand for the explosion." Shrugging, I replied, "Nah. Seen one, seen 'em all. Unless there's something special about this one, ma'am?" 

    She chirped, "No, nothing special. Sorry!" Calling up a screen, I sent a probe to locate the Huey and it wasn't hard to find at all. The bird was over a third of the way to Tehran and the sky around it was littered with explosions and drifting residue from previous explosions. 

    "Heh. Bet those three are all puckered up right now. Do the Germans and the media know they're coming?" 

    Cindy replied, "Yes." 

    "Then the shooting'll prob'ly stop about twenty miles from town. However poorly the Iranians are taking all this, they won't want the chopper going down where media vultures can film the crash." 

    A huge gout of smoke and debris reached skyward from the center of the town of Mahabad, less than ten miles away. The apartment building was history, which left only the hostage rooms at Natanz. I turned to face that direction, wondering if even that much Semtex could reach the surface through all that concrete and dirt. 

    As I watched, the top of the mountain seemed to blur and what looked like smoke rose from the surface. I sent a probe to view the parking lot above the hostage rooms. The 'smoke' was actually dust shaken from the surface of the mountain near the explosion, and it began settling back to Earth and dissipating in the breeze. A section of the parking lot half the size of a football field swelled upward for a second, then collapsed to form an elliptical asphalt-lined crater. 

    "Cindy," I said, "That was dramatic as hell, but there's still some little something missing." 

    "Missing, Ed?" 

    "Yeah. Missing. For example, how hard would it be to make it rain enough to fill that hole?" 

    She laughed, "Much harder than possible, Ed. Before rain could fill the crater, it would have to fill the underground facility." 

    "Well, yeah, I kinda figured that." 

    "Did you also figure in the three large truck doors that would allow the water to flow out faster than rain could flood the crater?" I sighed disappointedly, "Oh, well. It was just a thought. Can you think of any reason at all that I ought to go to Tehran?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    "Then we seem to be finished here, ma'am. I'm gonna go a little higher and stargaze while I wait for the flitter. Wanna bet Linda will call shortly?" Cindy chuckled, "No bet. She's been known to watch satellite feeds during missions." 

    Making the board lift, I replied in a confidential tone, "That's 'cuz she used to be a spy, y'know. Thanks much for your help, milady." 

    "You're very welcome, sir." 

    Up where the sky turns black, I lay on the board, studied the stars, and wished I'd been able to take my coffee with me to free the hostages. Calling up a screen, I sent probes to follow the Huey closely and watched the missiles veer away from the bird before exploding. Had we left any real 'trace of passing', as Linda had put it? Nothing definite, at least. People would be entitled to their suspicions, as always, but they couldn't pin the rescue on 3rd World. 

    Changing a corner of the screen to an all-news TV channel, I muted the volume through my implant until the cute lady announced something while showing a picture of a city with the word 'Tehran' in the blue caption bar. When I turned up the volume, the woman was saying, "...and authorities say it may be an attack helicopter flown by a rogue pilot. The helicopter is still sixty miles or so from the city and..." she stopped speaking and listened to her earpiece for a time, then said, "This just in," and said that the lady hostage had used her cell phone to contact her department head. She described their escape with the help of a 'sympathetic guard', said that they'd been shot at the entire hundred and sixty miles from Natanz to Tehran, and announced their plan to land at the German embassy. Another 'update' followed, with the pictures on the screen changing to giant explosions, and details concerning the Iranian attempt to stage a fake US attack were revealed as speculations rather than fact. Hm. Guess there were limits to the truth, as usual. 

    The scene switched back to the helicopter as it passed over the city within range of media cameras and settled to the courtyard of the German embassy. One of the rotor blades clipped the top of a fountain and shattered both the top of the fountain and the blade. Guards and others sensibly took cover and stayed away from the chopper as it spun down after the engine had been turned off. The happy, waving former hostages were taken into custody by the German guards amid a crowd of media vultures and various bureaucrats. I turned the probes and saw perhaps a dozen Iranian military guys standing in front of the embassy compound's front gate. They had their backs to the gate and stood facing a street packed full of people who chanted, screamed, and threw stones. Men, women, and children vented their hatreds and a few tried to get past the military guys to reach the gate. The guards clobbered some of the more strident ones and none of them got through the line. I'd seen enough and turned off the probes. The riot would get out of hand or it wouldn't. The German embassy would fall to the rioters as had the US

embassy in 1979 or it wouldn't. Having seen happy, chanting Middle Eastern rioters violently dismember people in the name of religion and politics at other times, I didn't particularly want to watch if it happened again. The flitter arrived at my altitude and took me aboard around noon. I plunked myself into the pilot's seat, put my feet up, and leaned back a bit as I sipped the coffee I'd missed so much while waiting for the chopper to reach Tehran. Noticing the soup can on the deck, I sent a tendril to pick it up and heave it straight up through the flitter's hull field. It flashed and turned to plasma and I sipped again. 

    Next move? Check in with Linda, but it would only be about three in the morning in Carrington. I took another nap in an effort to keep myself more or less on Florida time and was wakened less than three hours later by Linda's chimes in my implant. When I put up a screen, Linda was apparently walking from her office door to her desk while talking to me. 

    Lightly rubbing her left ear, she said, "Good morning, Ed. How are things in sunny Florida?" 

    Left ear? Florida? Warming my coffee, I said, "Just fine, Fearless Leader. Any word yet on what we may have to do?" 

    "No, not yet, and there may not be a word. It seems the hostages managed to rescue themselves somehow last night. They borrowed a helicopter and landed at the German embassy in Tehran." 

    "Hey, that suits me fine, ma'am. You know how I feel about the Middle East." 

    "Yes, you've told me many times, but you're still on standby. The Iranians haven't always been very effective at protecting embassies. I'll ring you back after I've made some calls. Later, Ed." 

    "Later, Linda." She poked the 'off' icon and I thought, 'Well, damn.' Her signals seemed to mean Linda had been concerned about other ears. Linda wanted me to stick around, so I parked the flitter above the German embassy and spent some time messing around with trying to find a way to more directly access the flitter's core. I didn't just want a telepathic extension of implant and screen communications; I wanted to be able to use the core's facilities as an extension of my own mind. While I definitely tightened up our connection and became considerably more apt at triggering searches for info and viewing the results, that last little step toward integrating with the core just couldn't seem to happen. We remained separate entities. Somewhere along the line I noticed I was getting hungry and opened a can of veggie soup as I checked email and processed a few book-group orders, then I set up separate screens to watch a few news channels and see how things were going downstairs. An amazing amount of yap was being generated, but damned little of it offered anything I didn't already know or expect. The chopper still sat in the courtyard and the ex-hostages were still in German custody. The Iranians ranted about spies and a stolen helicopter, demanded that the Germans turn the journalists over to them immediately, and flatly denied there'd been a plot to fake a US attack, blaming the explosions on 'faulty utilities' such as exploding gas lines. Heh. Pretty weak, guys. The talking heads of the media speculated how things could go either way because of angry mobs in the streets and concerns about massive German financial investments in Iran. Sigh. Yeah, money frequently takes precedence over people. 

    Another few hours passed and I was considering using my board to make a flying tour of the city to keep boredom at bay when Cindy appeared in the seat to my right. 

    "Hi, there, Flitter Goddess. Have you brought your gorgeous self up here to help me avoid being bored spitless while I hang around?" With a grin, she replied, "Not precisely, but I've noticed you've never seemed bored when I've been with you." 

    Nodding sagely, I canceled my field screens and agreed, "Very true, ma'am. Just a glance at you drives all other thoughts away." She laughed, "Oh, let's hope not. The embassy just received orders to quietly transfer the journalists to Iranian custody." Well, damn. "Can't have that, ma'am. When and how?" 

    "About an hour from now, when the camera crews are distracted by the helicopter leaving the courtyard." 

    "Okay. No matter who provides transportation, the hostages will have to be transported somewhere. They can't just walk them to the gate and toss them out

'cuz the mob would rip them apart in front of the international media, so figure some vehicles will enter the compound to get them." Using a probe to scan the area around the gate, I picked out one particularly strident thirtyish guy who was standing on a car with a bullhorn in his hand and said, "Program my implant to make me look like him, please. He can replace my 'ghost of James Felton' outfit. I'll call it my 'rabble rouser' 

suit." 

    With a grin, Cindy snapped her fingers and said, "Done." Using a reflective field, I called up the new suit. Dark, unkempt hair. Swarthy skin. Unshaven for days, but dark slacks and a white shirt that looked as if he'd put them on for the occasion. Slip-on shoes and a bullhorn hanging on the belt on a retractable leash. 

    I chuckled, "Prob'ly won't need the bullhorn, ma'am." Cindy laughed softly and it disappeared. I turned off the illusion and sent a probe to monitor the hostages. They were all in one room and except for two German guards at the door, they were alone. No media, no bureaucrats? I noted the hostages no longer had their boxes; they now held or sat beside blue drawstring bags, likely issued to carry whatever wouldn't fit in their pockets. 

    On my big screen, a truck backed up to the gate. Some moments passed before the gate opened and the truck continued backing toward the Huey. Five cars entered the compound and the gate closed behind them as they rolled to a side entrance of the embassy and disgorged eighteen men. I commented, "Four guard cars and two men in the hostage car. Looks as if they're expecting trouble." 

    The probe showed the hostages being led out of the room. I turned on my three suit, called up my board, and pulled Cindy into a dramatic embrace as I said in my best Bogart imitation, "Wish me luck, sweetie." Cindy snickered and gave me a quick kiss, then said, "Luck" and vanished. I headed downstairs to be on hand when they brought the hostages out and stopped beside the car in the middle of the little convoy. Sending a field to search inside the driver's door, I found the electronic lock mechanism and heated the tendril's tip to melt the driver's door lock power wire. Floating to each end of the line of cars, I found that all of them had heavily tinted windows, but that only the first and second cars were armored. Hm. The other cars and people within them were evidently considered expendable. Well, that would solve the problem of what to do with the hostages while putting on a show for the media. "Those bad ol' western powers attacked us! It's proof that they couldn't let us interrogate the prisoners!" The guards clustered as the hostages were led to the middle car and put in the back seat, then they spread out to the other cars and the convoy got moving. The parade of cars eased through the gate and for about three long blocks, hundreds of chanting, screaming natives grudgingly made way for them. At a major intersection, the lead car turned right and I saw an opportunity. Sending a field to lightly stun the driver, I extended the field to shove the gas pedal to the floor and the car accelerated through the intersection, across the sidewalk, and into the stone wall of what looked like a meat market. The wall collapsed and half buried the car and men got out to swarm around it as the second armored car led the others past the wreck. The line still proceeded in a relatively stately manner, indicating that those in communication with each other believed that what had happened hadn't been an attack and weren't going to deviate from their pre-planned route. Through my implant, Cindy said, "They think the driver had a heart attack or a seizure." 

    "That was the idea. Thanks." 

    As they approached another intersection, the gap between the lead car and the second narrowed slightly and I realized they intended to turn again. Hovering above the lead car, I waited until the car had begun the turn and again used a tendril to stomp the accelerator. The car lunged over the curb and mounted the front of a parked car and I used that moment to fly back to the driver's door of the hostage car, yank it open, and stun the driver. Reaching across him to pop his seat belt buckle, I dragged him out of the car and stunned the guard in the car, then flew to an alley entrance ahead so I could change. 

    In my 'rabble rouser' outfit, I ran into the street and reopened the car door that had swung shut, climbed into the driver's seat, and hauled ass down the street with the other two cars in hot pursuit. At the next intersection I dodged an oncoming truck and took a hard left, then gunned it again. The cars behind had to slow down to negotiate the truck and the turn, so I gained a block or so on them. 

    Signs ahead announced we were approaching the Iranian equivalent of an Interstate highway that led to Karaj. I hit the on-ramp at 70KPH and stomped the pedal as soon as I'd gotten past a few cars and trucks. Taking the third exit into an industrial district, I whipped the car through traffic and chose an alley between two huge buildings for stage two of the escape. Calling the flitter down as I stopped the car in the alley, I popped the door locks open and ran around the car opening doors, then had the flitter take the journalists aboard unconscious and keep them that way. Tossing their bags to the flitter's deck, I hopped aboard and we lifted as cars screeched to a halt at the mouth of the alley. 
Chapter Thirty-eight

    Cindy appeared as the flitter reached five hundred feet and surveyed the passengers laid out on the deck. 

    "Ed," she said, "I distinctly remember Linda saying, 'Leave no trace of passing', yet there are people on your deck. What now?" Heading west above a main road, I said, "Next we'll borrow another car or a truck, put them in it, and..." My implant pinged with Linda's chimes. Turning off my 'rabble rouser' suit, I had the flitter conceal our passengers and put up a screen. 

    "Yes, O Fearless Leader, milady! Here! Present!" When Linda appeared, I saw open landscape on her right and a car's rearview mirror on her left. 

    "I had to get out of the office to call you, Ed. Word from on high is to stand down." 

    "You're my 'on high', sweetie. What do you say?" 

    "May I assume you were the cause of the convoy's difficulties?" Sipping my coffee, I replied, "Yes'm, that you may." 

    "What's your plan?" 

    "Grab a car or truck and keep moving. Cover 'em with the flitter and get

'em into US hands." 

    Linda nodded, then asked, "Can you do it without making an appearance?" I called up my 'rabble rouser' suit and Linda's left eyebrow arched high as she said rather flatly, "Just forget I asked." Taking a breath, she sighed, 

"All right, then. Do it, but don't get caught." With a small salute, I said, "Aye, aye, ma'am. Anything else?" 

    "No, that's it. I'm going to see if I can hurry my retirement along a few months. I never expected to hear anyone at 3rd World object... Never mind. I'll talk to you later, Ed. Bye." 

    "Bye, Linda." As usual, I let her disconnect us. Cindy said, "She was very upset." 

    "Yup. I think the company's changed a bit more than she wanted to believe was possible. We need some wheels, Cindy. Let's go see what we can find." Stopping the flitter above the outskirts of town, I buzzed around looking for a likely vehicle and found what appeared to be a large impoundment lot. Almost all of the vehicles had non-Iranian license plates and the thickness of dust on some told me they hadn't moved in quite a while. Toward the front of the lot were vehicles parked much more recently; in fact, that end of the lot seemed to be a parking lot for official vehicles. 

    Cindy and I found a new-looking Mercedes sedan with a nearly-full tank toward the rear of that lot and I asked her why it was there. 

    "It's waiting for parts," she said, "Engine electrical problems, according to the repair order." 

    "Well, it certainly looks worth fixing, ma'am. Would you do the honors while I help the flitter manhandle some journalists?" She chuckled, "I'd be delighted, sir." 

    In short order I had the lady journalist in the front seat and the guys in the back and the car had been covered with a refractive field, carried out of the lot and over a nearby fence, and placed on the side of the main highway heading west. 

    Cindy reached to snatch something out of the air and handed it to me. I found myself holding a Mercedes key with a numbered tag full of squiggles as she said, "I also took the liberties of transferring fuel from another car, filling the tires, and charging the battery." 

    Kissing her hand, I said, "You're a true wonder, milady, and I thank you most heartily 'cuz it's been quite a while since I've had to hotwire a car. But we prob'ly won't need quite that much gas. The town of Karaj is still roughly thirty miles west of here, isn't it?" 

    She smiled. "Yes. Apparently they chose not to move it during your absence." 

    "Damned decent of them, too. There was an air field on the east side of town. Is it still in operation?" 

    "It is. The Iranian military took over most of it, but there's a small civilian airport near the front gate." 

    Nodding, I said, "Well, you've probably already guessed that I intend to borrow another aircraft, right?" 

    She snickered, "It began to seem likely when you mentioned the air field. I take it you're ready to go?" 

    "Yes'm. If you cobble up a native girl outfit, you can come too." Cindy chuckled, "Oh, thanks, but no. Local feminine fashion is rather abysmal," and vanished. I got in the car and turned the key. The engine turned quickly and started almost instantly, smoothing out to a quiet idle. Glad we didn't pick a diesel. As we rolled out of Tehran, I woke the woman. She came awake with a start and sat up straight as she stared around herself. 

    "Hi, there," I said, "Wake the others. They'll have to walk to a plane in a few minutes." 

    "A plane?! What plane?! Where are you taking us?! Who the hell are you?!" I glanced at her and replied, "Well, duh, lady! I'm a friend who's going to put you on a bird to Iraq if you'll cooperate a little. Now wake them up so we can talk about planes and stuff." 

    As I moved the car to the other lane to allow some traffic to pass us rather than run into us, she stated, "You don't sound Iranian." 

    "Okay, I'm not Iranian. So what? You aren't gonna find out who I am or anything else about me, so wake 'em up, dammit!" 

    Giving me a dull glare, she moved to lean over the seat and lightly slapped the faces of the men until they roused, then all three of them became a chorus of questions for a time. I kept my eyes on the road and the rearview mirrors and said nothing as I dodged traffic. When all of them eventually realized I wasn't going to answer their questions, they seemed to settle down, if a bit sullenly. 

    The woman said, "He says he's taking us to an airport." Nodding, I said, "Yup. The one in Karaj." Looking in the rearview at the man who'd flown the Huey, I added, "Hey, chopper pilot. Can you can fly fixed-wing aircraft, too, by any chance?" 

    "You!" he shouted, "But... but you don't look anything like..." 

    "Ever heard of disguises? Answer the question, please." 

    "Uh... yes. I can fly single and twin props, but I've never had any time in a jet." 

    "Well, if we can't find you a prop job, maybe we'll find another chopper. How's everybody holding up? We're going to make a potty stop before we get there." 

    The road turned ahead and I took advantage of the curve to pull well onto the shoulder and stop, then got out and walked around to water the dirt. The guy who'd flown the Huey was the first to join me, and once we guys had finished, the lady asked us to open the back door and hunkered briefly between the front and rear doors. 

    Once everybody was back in the car, we got underway again, entering Karaj and watching for airport signs. Bingo at the second exit. Getting off the highway onto a secondary road, we followed it south two miles and passed the airport entrance. 

    It had a sentry booth and an electric gate. Hm. I turned us around and stopped the Mercedes in front of what used to be a filling station some distance from the gate as I said, "Now we wait for the next car through that gate. No questions, please." 

    Of course there were questions anyway, but I kept an eye on traffic and said little. Several cars passed us before one signaled to turn into the airport entrance. 

    "Everybody shut up, please. We're going in." I sent the Mercedes toward the gate, picking up speed to about twenty-five. The woman muttered, "Oh, my God..!" and seemed to try to brace herself as I sent a tendril to fry the gate's control box when the gate had opened fully. The other car was maybe its own length past the gate when I turned in to follow it, then cut our car's engine. We coasted quietly past the sentry box as the guy inside frustratedly poked a button a few times. Putting the Mercedes in neutral, I let it coast behind the other car until our speed was down to around five miles per hour and we were well beyond the gate, then I turned the engine back on and followed the airport road to the nearby hangars. 

    Lucky us. Sitting in a neat row were three corporate helicopters, two Hueys and an Aerospatial. I silently asked the flitter which of the choppers was in the best condition and ready to fly three hundred miles and wasn't surprised when it chose the middle Huey, a white UH-1N sporting a corporate logo of some sort. 

    Good 'nuff. I pulled alongside it and everybody scampered aboard while I cast off ground lines. Someone working on another chopper in a hanger noticed people getting into the bird and began walking toward us. I stunned him before he got out of the hangar, but someone saw him fall and came running to check him out. 

    Thumping on the side of the chopper, I said, "It's about to get busy around here! Get that bird off the ground!" 

    "What about you?!" 

    "I'll be fine! Get your ass in the air! Three hundred miles west!" He nodded vigorously and started the bird's engine as more people began appearing here and there around us. I didn't worry about the ones on the far side of the car. If they came running, they'd run smack into it. The Huey's blades turned faster and faster as I stunned a few more people and waited. Finally the skids lifted and the chopper rose into the air, turned to face west as it rose some more, and then the nose dropped and the journalists began their run for the border. 

    Stepping within the flitter's refractive field, I called up my three suit and board, then sent the flitter to cover the Huey as it had the other bird from Natanz. The magical appearance of a Mercedes sedan where there'd been a helicopter seemed to befuddle the hell out of people on the ground. Following the chopper as it passed over the military section of the airport, I took time to stun the two people in the tower and send far too much juice into their communications console. It smoked and the system died and I hurried to catch up with the journalists. 

    Scooting aboard the flitter, I turned off my 'rabble rouser' suit, got comfortable in a seat, warmed what was left of my coffee, and sipped as the evening sky lit up with belated ground fire. Jets appeared about thirty miles later and fired at the helicopter, but their missiles missed and exploded well away from the Huey and their gunfire failed to hit the bird. Now and then the jets would back off as ground batteries opened up, but while the air was at times thick with flak, none of it hit the Huey. 

    I'd been somewhat concerned about altitude because the UH-1N had a listed ceiling of just under 18,000 feet, but the bird stayed as low as possible following a general course west and didn't run into trouble until it faced one particular mountain pass that the flitter said was almost a thousand feet over the bird's ceiling. 

    Not knowing whether the Huey's ceiling had been calculated with a full load of four thousand pounds, I had the flitter help on general principles. As the Huey struggled to climb in the thinner air, the flitter sent a field to its skids and added some lift. To keep things more or less real for later reports, the bird was only able to clear the snow-covered gap by less than fifty feet. 

    Throughout the Huey's journey, jets and mountain batteries continued trying to knock it down. After about two hours of weaving between and among the peaks, the Huey entered shadows that seemed nearly as dark as night as it reached the downhill side of the range. Calling up a map, I checked our course and position. If they didn't change direction, they'd enter Iraq in the vicinity of Arbat and As Sulaymaniyah, towns on a road that skirted the plains at the base of the mountains. 

    By this time there were US aircraft orbiting the region in which the Huey seemed likely to exit Iran. The Iranian jets did their apparent best to knock the Huey down on their side of the border, but as it crossed the line, US jets and two attack helicopters appeared on Iraq's side of the mountains. The jets circled, the helicopters took up escort positions near the Huey, and the Iranian jets gave up the chase. 

    Good 'nuff. I pinged Linda and she answered with 'can't talk' pings, so I gave some thought to what to do next. It was only about seven in Germany; I could be there in a few minutes and have a decent meal before I headed back to the States. 

    Cindy manifested in the seat on my right and put her feet up as I silently asked the flitter to take me to Kaiserslautern. Her only comment was a grin. I grinned back and sipped my coffee as the flitter launched into the sky. After a moment, Cindy asked, "Why are we going to Germany?" 

    "A nice dinner before I head back to the States. Care to join me?" 

    "Okay. Do you want to know what arrangements are being made for the journalists?" 

    I shook my head and sipped again. "No, they'll be fine. Cindy, where has Denise Jonel been during all this?" 

    Raising an eyebrow, Cindy replied, "In her temporary office at Carrington, studying for Linda's job." 

    "And not involved in this mission at all?" Shaking her head slightly, Cindy said, "No. Not involved." Hm. I said, "Must be a reason," though I thought I might already know that reason. Linda may have felt Jonel wouldn't have supported the mission or kept quiet about it. On the other hand, Jonel hadn't been necessary and she did have a lot of material to study. I mentally shrugged and decided to let Linda tell me why rather than draw unnecessary conclusions that might be one hundred percent wrong. 

    Ten minutes later I parked the flitter above a German restaurant in downtown K-town, called up my three suit and my board, and scooted down to the sidewalk where Cindy stood waiting in a pair of jeans and a blouse instead of her usual cutoffs and sweatshirt. 

    When the waitress appeared, I nodded at Cindy. She made an excuse about being on a 'special diet' and declined to order. I ordered a Jagerschnitzel dinner with veggies and a big mug of pilsner beer. The waitress asked Cindy if she was absolutely sure she didn't want anything, then left us. Linda pinged back during dinner, of course. I quietly asked the flitter to bridge for me and answered Linda's call equally quietly through the flitter's console. 

    I sent, 'Hi, there, Fearless Leader lady. I'm in a restaurant, so I'm not using a screen. Got a few things done today.' 

    "So I've heard. Your voice sounds a little funny, Ed." After asking the flitter to boost my volume slightly, I asked, 'How's this? I turned up the volume.' 

    Cindy's eyes fixed on mine intently as Linda said, "Better. As far as I'm concerned, you get a big 'well done' and the mission's over. In fact, the mission never happened, Ed." She paused and added, "We never got clearance for it." 

    'Kinda didn't think so. Oh, well. Since it never really happened, I guess I won't ask for overtime. May I come home now, Miz Linda?' 

    She chuckled, "Yes. Would you like an update on the hostages?" 

    'Nah. I left 'em with the Army. They'll be fine.' Sipping beer, I asked, 

'How'd it go with the brass? Will they let you out early?' 

    "They're unhappy, but I assured them Jonel can handle things." 

    'Can she? Really?' 

    Snorting another chuckle that sounded somewhat bitter, Linda replied, "Oh, hell, yes. The days of even slightly questionable missions are over, Ed. They made that quite clear today." 

    'Then we were on our own today. Any reason we can't be on our own tomorrow, too?' 

    One beat, then another passed before Linda said, "Think, Ed. Cindy turned up the info and you acted on it. You didn't need me at all today and I think you're just trying to hold onto what was." 

    'Of course I am. I liked what was, Linda. You've been at the helm because I hate dealing with all the crap at your end of things. All you'd have to do is hang out a different shingle and keep driving.' 

    She sighed, "I want a year or two off, Ed. Time to travel while I'm still young enough to enjoy it. But I'll think about it, okay?" 

    'That's all I ask, milady. I just don't think I'm gonna be able to call Denise Jonel my Fearless Leader.' 

    Linda chuckled, "I don't either. Oops, people at the door. Later." 

    'Later, Linda.' 
Chapter Thirty-nine

    She disconnected and I was about to drop my link to the flitter when Cindy used the link to echo my 'May I come home now, Miz Linda?' 

    I cut a chunk of meat and forked it up as I sent, 'You knew I linked out through the flitter?' 

    'Not at first, I felt field activity and checked the flitter. The console was active.' 

    Meeting her gaze, I stated, 'So you naturally listened to the whole thing.' 

    Without a hint of regret, she answered, 'Yes.' 

    'And?' 

    With a shrug, Cindy said, 'She's right. You didn't need her.' 

    'What about the rest?' 

    'Taking time for herself is Linda's decision.' 

    Forking up another chunk of meat, I said aloud, "Cindy, I could run around doing stuff as always, but when Linda retires, a lot of Wallace-types will see me as a dangerous loose cannon. Linda kept them at bay. Can you see Jonel doing that?" 

    Cindy gave me a droll expression and replied, "She might. If you and Linda would let her have a turn at bat." 

    Hm. A metaphor. Or was it a simile? Whatever. It was a good point, too, damn it. As soon as something had come up, Linda and I had closed Jonel out rather than even try to test her. 

    I pinged Linda and she answered immediately, "Yes, Ed?" Instead of bridging through the flitter, I put up a small screen and said, 

"Cindy thinks we haven't given Jonel a fair chance. I hate to admit it, but I think I agree. We cut her out instantly and completely the minute something came up." 

    Linda's response was, "Ed, I happen to agree with her, too, but I've worked forty long years and I'm about to retire, so we will not give the company an excuse to fire me. If you want to see how Jonel handles things, wait 'til I'm gone and please do me the favor of not mentioning today's incident as the test case." 

    Nodding, I replied, "You got it, short-timer lady. No mention of today's incident. I just wanted your opinion about whether we'd been fair and now I have it. Anything to add?" 

    She shook her head tightly. "Nothing that wouldn't be a reiteration of what I just said. Later, Ed." 

    "Later, Linda." Her thumb descended toward her 'off' icon, hesitated very briefly en route as she studied me, then it tapped the icon as firmly as usual. 

    Looking at Cindy, I said, "There you have it. Jonel can wait." Cindy nodded and her voice in my head asked, 'Can you hear me without the flitter's assistance?' 

    For a moment I wondered if I wanted to admit that, then I finished the last of my veggies as I sent, 'Apparently so. What's quite literally on your mind, ma'am?' 

    'I was just curious. Can you contact the others that way?' 

    Without using my implant, I sent a facsimile of a ping to Stephanie. Through my implant, she answered, "Yes, Ed?" 

    'Cindy wanted to know if I could contact you, milady.' 

    There was an impression of puzzlement for an instant before she materialized on the bench seat beside me and looked at Cindy. I heard a sort of high-pitched hiss inside my head, then both ladies looked at me and Steph silently said, 'Respond, please.' 

    'Responding now, ma'am. Four score and seven years ago... waitaminnit... why the hell are we counting in scores? Why not just say 'eighty-seven'?' 

    I heard that hiss again for a moment, then Stephanie said aloud, "Very interesting, but please continue to use your implant to contact us for the time being." 

    When I glanced at Cindy, she sent, 'That doesn't apply to me at this time.' 

    At this time? Heh. Okay. I said, "Sorry for dragging you away from anything, Steph. Got time to sit and chat?" 

    "No, not really, Ed. Orders have far exceeded our capacity to produce. We're preparing to move PFM manufacturing to an asteroid station of our own." 

    "Kewl! Anything I can do? Mind if I visit sometime?" She laughed, "Did you enjoy being in space? We hadn't intended to pressurize the factory." 

    Trying to appear disturbed at that news, I replied, "Ah. Well, maybe another time, then." 

    Steph laughed again and said, "Bye!" 

    After she vanished, I looked at Cindy and asked, "It doesn't apply to you? 

At this time, that is? Reason?" 

    Her left eyebrow arched slightly as she said, "I don't want it to apply to me. At this time, that is." 

    She seemed to have no more to say on the matter, so I finished my meal and we took a walk along streets that seemed barely different from forty years ago. Shrug. Of course they were different; as different as any city streets would be in the US. Different signs, mostly. A few renovated storefronts and a few new buildings here and there. But for the most part, it was a nice walk through the past. 

    A green and white cop car rolled by and stopped at the corner, then turned right. For some reason my internal alarm sounded gently. Hm. The cop had been driving normally and it wasn't a major intersection, so it seemed unlikely to be a usual turning point in a routine route. I turned on my three suit. A split-second later, Cindy followed 'suit' --so to speak --and asked, 

"Ed, why did you turn on your refractive field?" 

    "Why did you, ma'am?" 

    "Because you did. I thought you must have had a reason." I stopped walking and looked back the way we'd come as I said, "That cop car's number was 213. I think we'll see it again soon." Only a few seconds after I said that, the nose of the cop car appeared at the corner behind us. He must have taken an alley and hauled ass. Though there was no stop sign or light, the car sat there for a few moments before it turned and cruised slowly up the street past us with the two cops inside making a careful study of the general area. It stopped at the corner again for several moments, then went through the intersection and continued cruising slowly up the street. 

    Cindy said, "Ed, I reviewed the police car's first passage and I saw nothing to indicate the policemen had any interest in us." Calling the flitter down, I said, "You weren't supposed to, ma'am. That's how it works. A quick look, then a second pass if you think they're worth stopping." 

    "How did you notice their interest?" 

    "I dunno. Just did. Maybe one of them looked at us too hard or longer than a split second or something." 

    As a moment of silence passed, I knew she was reviewing the first pass in excruciating detail, probably a dozen times or more. The flitter arrived and we stepped aboard, then I aimed it at Florida as I turned off my three suit. Cindy appeared in the seat to my right. 

    I said, "You look twenty-five and gorgeous, ma'am. I don't. We don't look Euro, either. Clothes are a quick giveaway. Other little differences add up, too. Those guys didn't need more than a glance to spot us as questionable." 

    "Are you saying you simply assumed they'd return?" 

    "No. Something about them told me they became interested as they passed us." 

    She undoubtedly read my bios as I answered, so she knew I was telling the truth. Cindy said nothing for at time, then asked, "Don't you ever wonder how and why you're aware of such things?" 

    "Nope. Used to, but never did figure it out and stopped trying." Her expression was one of mild irritation. Heh. Being an AI, she was really into the 'how's and 'why's of things. My ability to know when AIs and fields were near and lack of explanation for it had annoyed her more than it had any of the others. 

    Cindy and I chatted for a bit, then she disappeared. I checked my email and groups and ran out of messages halfway across the Atlantic, so I just sat and thought about things for the rest of the trip. Without instructions to extend the trip for one of my naps, the flitter had gone to max and began to descend toward my patch of Florida a little more than an hour after we'd left Germany. By then I'd fairly firmly decided to stay on with Jonel for a while just to see how she worked out and give her a fair shot at my 'Fearless Leader' title. 

    Travel over any distance faster than you can walk will mess with your internal clock. My clock, for instance, had been reset to 8:PM or so when I'd decided on dinner in Germany. It now tried to tell me it was about 10:PM, but in Florida it was only a little after four. I was beginning to feel tired and even a bit cranky, but I knew a nap would likely turn into a full sleep and I'd wake around 2:AM. 

    I checked in with Tiger and tried to work on my latest book-in-progress, but only managed to edit a couple of chapters before I realized my mood wasn't right for scribbling and wouldn't improve sitting in front of the computer. A few minutes later I was rolling up US-19 on the bike and feeling better with every mile that passed. 

    Better, that is, until cop lights fired up behind me. I pulled over and a mid-twenties deputy I didn't know put on his Smokey Bear hat as he came to look over my bike. He grinned at the 'I'd Rather Be Hang Gliding' bumper stickers on my cooler, then his face turned solemn as he examined the rest of the bike and me. 

    "You always ride with a cowboy hat, sir?" 

    "Yup." 

    "Do you know why I stopped you?" 

    Shrugging, I answered, "Nope. I was doing sixty-seven. The limit's sixty-five. Not really worth the paperwork for two miles, is it?" He rapped a knuckle on one of my fork spoilers and gave me a little grin as he said, "Well, now, I guess that's pretty much up to me, isn't it? Let me see your license and registration, sir." 

    Opening my wallet, I gave him my license with one of my Abintra Press cards, then opened my saddle bag for my registration as he read the card. I said, "If I get a ticket for sixty-seven, I'll be sure to spell your name right in my next book, on my web pages, and in my letter to the Sheriff's department. Why'd you really stop me? The hat? The cooler?" As I pretended to fiddle with my SanDisk MP3 player, he studied my paperwork and asked, "Are you recording this?" 

    "Nope. Can if you want, though." 

    Tires screamed behind him and we both looked toward the southbound lanes across the median. A red two-door sedan had slowed down to almost nothing in front of a cluster of traffic and a deer hobbled in agony across the road. 

    "Cindy," I said as I called up my board and scooted over there to stun the deer and cast a field under it. Cindy appeared and took over the task of moving the deer to the shoulder of the road near my bike. I stepped off my board and asked her how badly the deer was hurt. 

    She said, "His injuries are survivable and I'm treating him. None of the people in the red car are seriously hurt." Looking at the deputy, she stated, 

"You'd be of much more use to the people in the car that hit this deer and you should be calling animal control to take this deer to a shelter." Somewhat shocked at her tone and words, the young deputy puffed himself up a bit and stammered, "Uh, ma'am, I think I need to see some ID. Right now." Cindy growled, "Somehow I expected you to say that." The deputy suddenly found himself three feet in the air and Cindy leaned forward to say in a voice of iron, "You want ID? Okay. I'm the lady who will put you by that car if you don't get moving," then she turned her back to him as she apparently studied the deer. 

    That part of her behavior was a sham, of course, in that she had no need to face the deer in order to treat it. The rather shaken deputy had dropped to the ground and reached for his gun. 

    I laughed, "Oh, yeah! I really wanna see that!" and he looked at me as if thinking I'd become some sort of threat. Pointing across the road, I said, 

"Those people need help. We can handle the deer until animal control gets here." 

    "Who the hell are you people?" 

    "Call Lieutenant Greer about us, but do it later. Now go." The deputy hesitated briefly, but mentioning Greer seemed to have the right effect. He stalked to his car and drove it across all four lanes and the median to park it behind the red car. 

    "Woo!" I said, "Tough lady!" When Cindy gave me a narrow glance, I faked some trepidation and added, "Uh, but a compassionate lady! Very compassionate, right?" 

    She snickered, "Sure, for those with the right attitude." We didn't have to wait long for the animal control truck; they seem to respond a lot faster when the Sheriff's office calls them. Cindy explained her medical treatment of the deer and loaded it into the truck, then made a point of vanishing when the deputy was looking her way. His eyes got big and he froze in the midst of whatever he was doing with his clipboard, unfreezing only when the woman from the red car said something to him. The animal control woman was no less stunned to see Cindy disappear; she muttered something harsh and stepped back a pace that put her on poor footing at the edge of the drainage ditch. As she started to topple backward, I sent a grey tendril to wrap around her wrist and pull her forward. She screeched as if a snake had wrapped around her arm and tried to shake it off. I let it dissipate and she stood sharply looking around herself as if to make sure it was really gone before she hurried around her truck to the driver's door. A tow truck came for the red car and a taxi took the man and woman. After I'd signed a report regarding the accident, the deputy said, "Have a nice day," in a somewhat sullen manner and got in his car. He didn't drive away immediately, so I did. 

    Perhaps five minutes up the road, Lieutenant Greer called my house number and the flitter patched it to me. After greetings, Greer got right to the point. "Deputy Taylor said you threatened him, Ed." 

    "You know me. Does that seem likely?" 

    "He also said one of you lifted him six feet in the air." 

    "That part's almost true. Cindy demonstrated how she lifted the deer and moved it across the road. It was only three feet or so." 

    "So why didn't she lift you? Why him?" 

    "Because he was the one giving her a hard time about ID while she was working on the deer. Two very shaken people in a very damaged car were going unattended, LT. Cindy just adjusted Taylor's priorities a bit to help him do his job better. Fact is, Taylor was talking about writing me a ticket for doing sixty-seven in a sixty-five zone and generally acting like a jerk when the accident happened. Could be he needs some of your attention, too." A moment passed before Greer said, "If you won't tell me how to do my job, I won't tell you how to do yours. Anything to add?" 

    "Nope." 

    "Okay, then. Have a nice day." 

    "Bye, LT." 

    He hung up. Unlike Taylor's 'have a nice day', Greer's didn't sound as if he was hoping for exactly the opposite. I continued north to the Ramble Inn and shot pool for a while, then took the long way home through the cool evening by following SR-44 through Inverness, turning south on US-301 to Dade City, and using SR-52 to get back to US-19 for the last twenty or so northbound miles. By the time I got home I was ready for bed. Jonel called Friday afternoon. I brought up a field screen and we chatted superficially about doings at Carrington base until she said she'd be spending the weekend in Florida and requested a meeting. Not a visit; a 'meeting'. Hm. A hint of what to expect? 

    "Sure," I said, "Where and when?" 

    "How about this evening? We can have dinner." 

    "Tonight? Well, gee, that's kinda short notice, ma'am. I already had a big can of soup all picked out, y'know." 

    There was a blink-stare moment of silence, then she said, "Well, as much as I'd hate to disrupt your current dinner plans, if you'd rather have a decent meal, you'll cooperate." 

    "Ah. Well. Okay, then, since you put it that way. Is this gonna be an office-casual job interview?" 

    Meeting my gaze solidly, she gave me a saccharine smile and replied, "Your idea of office-casual is my idea of gardening-chic, but yes, it will be. How's seven?" 

    "Good. Where?" 

    "Your place. Do you like Chinese food?" 

    "That'll do fine, ma'am." 

    "Okay. See you then. Bye." 

    "Bye." I thought she tapped her 'off' icon rather quickly. A little before seven I felt a field presence approaching above and used my board to fly upward half a mile before I had my flitter guide my board to her flitter, which was stationary above my house another half-mile up. My board stopped at her flitter's refractive hull field and I stood at attention and smilingly saluted as I asked, "Permission to come aboard, Cap'n?" I slipped aboard when she dropped her hull field and said, "I'd still like to know how you knew where I was." She wore a teal business jacket and skirt and I watched her lovely legs cross as I took a seat by hers. 

    "Just did, ma'am. Shall I tell your flitter where we're going?" Looking less than satisfied with my answer, she nodded. "Yes. I'll send this Miami flitter home when we land." 

    A hostess seated us at a booth a few minutes later and we ordered from menus before she said, "Without going into detail, I know where you were and what you did earlier this week." 

    Hm. "Just so we're sure what we're talking about, tell me what, specifically, you're referring to, ma'am." 

    "Iran. Hostages." She added, "I don't officially know anything about your trip, but off the record, I'm glad you went. Nobody else seemed able to do a damned thing." 

    "Does anyone else at 3rd World know?" 

    "If so, they haven't told me." 

    Sipping Jasmine tea, I considered asking how she knew, but didn't bother. She could have monitored field usage or had another flitter track mine. That could be a problem later whether I stayed at 3rd World or not and I resolved to try to do something about it. 

    Looking up from stirring her tea, Jonel said, "Ed, you don't want to retire and I want you to stay. What do we have to do to make that happen?" Her gaze sharpened slightly and she added, "And by 'we', I just mean you and me." Sitting back, I asked, "What's the point? Linda said 3rd World turned down the mission, Denise. Seems likely that would happen again about some other politically inconvenient mission." 

    She nodded and also sat back. "Yes, but in the meantime you'd still be employed by 3rd World, and if you needed a little time off now and then to take care of something other than company business... well, let's just say I might be persuaded to accommodate you." 

    I studied her face for a moment, then said, "You may have a great idea, there, ma'am, but what's in it for you besides a hefty potential for career troubles?" 

    Jonel snorted a short laugh. "Never fear; I'll make sure I have enough plausible deniability to cover my ass at all times. What we're talking about is covering yours, Ed." 

    "The question remains, ma'am; why would you keep me on the payroll under those conditions?" 

    Producing an office-type field clicker, she set up a small screen. "I thought you might ask that." She made pictures of the ex-hostage journalists appear on the screen. Poking one of the men, she said, "Kevin Branch has a wife and two kids." Poking the guy who'd flown the chopper, she said, "Dennis Harper. A wife. No kids, but a man who flew two helicopters carrying his friends under heavy fire." 

    Looking up, Jonel grinned and said, "Gotta respect that. He didn't know they couldn't hit him." She then put her finger on the woman's picture. 

"Stacey Ward. No family, but now that she's no longer facing prison or death in Iran, that may change someday. By the way, she really did do some spying, so they might not have released her." 

    And that's when I thought, 'Ah, ha'. Although I avoided making a display of it, maybe Jonel saw it in my eyes. She grinned and said, "The agency called Linda to see about some quiet help just as a helicopter took off from Natanz. Since a parking lot had just imploded there, I had my flitter send a probe to see who was flying it. After that, I kept a probe on the hostages. Who was the man who helped them get out of Tehran? Could he become a... problem... later?" 

    "Nope." 

    "You're sure?" 

    Calling up my 'rabble rouser' outfit, I said, "Yeah, pretty sure." Denise recoiled in her seat in wide-eyed surprise and her right hand darted under her jacket. I turned off the field before anyone could notice someone else in the booth with her and forked up a bite of pepper steak. Her hand reappeared empty and trembling slightly as she reached for her tea and muttered, 'Damn!' 
Chapter Forty

    Our food arrived and we took a break from talking as the waitress set everything on the table and left. Taking a sip of her tea, Jonel said, "When Linda presented their request for assistance, 3rd World's answer was 'maybe' 

and a stalling tactic. Linda didn't take that very well at all. She called David Haver and said she wanted to shorten her notice of retirement by two months." 

    Digging into my plate of pepper steak and brown rice, I nodded. "Yeah, she mentioned leaving early. How do you feel about that?" Jonel shrugged. "Whatever makes her happy, Ed. I get paid the same either way. Beyond the fact that it's essentially only a bigger version of what I'm doing now, it's a learn-as-you-go job. Some of it's about security and some of it's about politics. I can handle both." 

    She forked up some of her lo mein and asked, "So... are you going to stick around or quit?" 

    Lifting an eyebrow at her, I replied, "The term is 'retire', sweetie." The term 'sweetie' had been a test of sorts. Her gaze met mine and her pupils tightened briefly, then she nodded. "Okay. We'll use the word 'retire', but it means the same damned thing to me if you aren't going to stay on." Holding her gaze, I said, "Linda already has my retirement paperwork. I gave it to her about six years ago." 

    Looking a bit puzzled, Jonel asked, "What happened?" 

    "Big tiff. Personal stuff. Sometimes friends fight. We got past it." 

    "Well, apparently so. Six years?" 

    Nodding, I replied firmly, "Yup. When you find the folder, just leave it wherever it is." 

    Snorting a chuckle, Jonel asked, "You left your retirement papers... uh... on deposit?" 

    "Sure. Someday it may save me a trip to Carrington. Now, let's talk about you." 

    She echoed flatly, "Me. What about me?" 

    "No micromanagement during missions. No mandatory-attendance 'debriefings' 

or surprise high-five parties after a mission. No attempts to get me to play up to some politician, the reigning US President included. You'll take the flitter's recordings as my final report. In other words, no changes at my end. Do you agree to all that?" 

    Jonel eyed me for some moments, then sighed, "Okay." 

    "That was too easy. Be sure, ma'am. Absolutely sure. If you aren't, I guarantee you'll be disappointed later." 

    Her gaze narrowed. "Disappointed how?" 

    Shrugging, I replied, "If you set me up for a party, a 'debriefing', or a political grip 'n grin session, I either won't show up or I'll walk out the minute you spring it on me. If I catch any serious shit from walking out on whatever was set up, I'll retire instantly." 

    In a cool, precise tone, she said, "Maybe you should define what you mean by 'serious shit', Ed." 

    "By now you should've read and seen enough to know what I'm talking about. If you haven't, you aren't ready to run my ops." 

    Jonel held my gaze for a time, then we ate in silence for a few minutes before she said, "So far all we've talked about is your demands. What do I get if I go along with you?" 

    "You'll get what Linda got. No less." 

    She softly shot back, "And no more than that, either, right?" With a bit of irritation, I asked, "You know about her niece's bus ride? 

You know about the factory station bombs and how we shut down a warehouse full of disease in the middle of a city? Just what the hell would you consider

'more' than that, lady?" 

    Just as she was about to answer, the waitress came around and asked if we needed anything. When she left, Jonel sighed again. 

    "Sorry. I'm used to having to bargain hard for everything." 

    "Then I ought to be a real godsend, ma'am. No negotiation necessary." I set about finishing my pepper steak. 

    Jonel watched me eat for a time, then picked up her own fork and we finished our meal in silence. When the waitress brought our dinner check, I handed her a fifty and she went for change. 

    Clearing her throat, Jonel said, "Dinner was on me, Ed." 

    "You got lunch the other day. Where to from here?" 

    "I hadn't really thought beyond dinner and our talk." With a grin, I asked, "Nothing on TV tonight, huh?" Rolling her eyes with a wry grin of her own, Jonel said, "When you work in Linda's office, even the nightly news is a rerun." 

    "Were you seriously interested in having a board like mine?" She seemed to have to think about that for a moment, then asked, "Is there a model with some kind of seat?" 

    "Not so far. Using one requires a serious amount of balancing, just like a surfboard or a boogie board. A seat would eliminate a lot of the board's maneuverability." 

    With a small smile, she replied, "Not everyone needs or wants that much maneuverability, Ed." With a sigh, she chuckled, "Hell, not everyone could handle that much maneuverability, especially in a skirt and heels." Good point. I communed with the flitter briefly about design possibilities and the flitter presented me with an image of a board with what sort of looked like a flitter seat. The specs indicated the same speed capability, but sharply reduced several other aspects of flight. Shrug. Like she said, not everyone... 

    Reaching to touch my arm, Jonel asked, "Ed?" Focusing on her, I answered, "Yes'm." 

    "Does that happen often? It was like you weren't here." 

    "Just thinking. There may be a board design you and Linda will like. Let's get out of here and go play for a while." 

    Lifting an eyebrow, Jonel asked, "Linda wants a board?" 

    "No, but she may want a scooter, I think. She tried on my old bike last week. Said it felt good, but that she might be more suited to a big scooter." Calling up a screen, I showed her some of the larger scooters by brand, then sent cropped images of the seats to the flitter and asked it to incorporate a similar seat on the new board design. Interestingly enough, the new specs indicated that forward speed would be almost thirty miles per hour higher. Well, that made sense. Standing up meant more field surface and wind resistance. 

    On the other hand, the flitter recommended an upright post with handles for the rider. Okay. Sure. What the hell; my bike had handlebars. I let the flitter deal with designing the basic field scooter and sipped the last of my tea as Jonel peered at me over hers. 

    "Ed, what are you up to?" 

    "Still thinking, ma'am. But I just finished, I think. For now. If you're about ready to go, I'll visit the bathroom right quick." A few minutes later I handed her aboard the flitter and she stopped cold after only one pace, staring at the translucent grey apparition hovering above the flitter's deck. 

    Hopping up behind her, I told the flitter to lift to one thousand feet and put a hand to Jonel's back to guide her forward as I asked, "Well, what do you think of it?" 

    'It' was a shortened version of my board with a comfy-looking scooter-style seat and a set of handlebars extending from a pillar near the front of the board. 

    "But... but we were talking about it..." --she looked up at me --"Less than ten minutes ago..? How..?" 

    "That's my business. It's still just a grand, ma'am. No extra charge for the fancy seat." 

    She reached to touch the handlebar and nibbled her lip before she said, 

"Uh... Should I be able to see through it?" 

    "Until you decide what color you want, yeah." Calling up my own board, I hopped onto it and jumped up and down on it. "See? Being translucent's not a problem." 

    Jonel seemed to very carefully compare the two field devices for some moments, then she perched her butt on her board's seat and swung her legs up as if she was afraid she might have to put them back down in a hurry. I let her sit there and shift around some to get the feel of it, then asked, "Ready to try it out?" 

    Looking around, Jonel saw how high we were and froze solid for a second. 

"Uh... Ed, what are you suggesting, exactly?" 

    "I'm suggesting you follow me around the sky for a while until you have a feel for your new ride, ma'am." When she looked dubious as hell about that, I added, "Just like Angela Horn did. Wallace, too." Sounding skeptical, she asked, "At this height?" Thumbing upward, I grinned. "Higher. Much higher. I think it helped when I demonstrated that they couldn't fall off." 

    Peering at me as if expecting some sort of trick, Jonel's grip on the handlebars tightened as she asked, "And how did you do that?" Lifting my board to eight feet above the deck, I inverted it and hung there. "Like this." 

    Jonel stared at my feet, then her gaze fell to my face. I righted myself and sat on my board as I asked, "So, are you ready for a briefing and a test ride?" 

    Again looking over the edge of the deck, Jonel bit her lip, then nodded. 

"I... I suppose so. It'll follow your board, right?" 

    "Nope. You'll steer it. But I'll take it easy. Don't wanna scare the water out of my new boss before she even has the job." 

    Letting out a deep sigh, Jonel seemed to steel herself and got a firm grip on the handlebars. "Okay. Let's do it. I can fly a plane and I've ridden a bicycle. What can go wrong, right?" 

    I couldn't help snorting a laugh. She gave me a dim glower and I said, 

"Relax. You make it go in whatever direction or stop by thinking it should. That'll take some getting used to, but it becomes easy with practice. When it leaves the deck, it won't fall. If you want it to go down, you'll have to make it go down." 

    A few minutes later Jonel had the basics down well enough to repeat them and I guided my board off the deck to hover twenty feet or so from the flitter. After a moment of hesitation, she sent her scooter forward and stopped it at the edge of the deck. With another deep sigh, she said, "Just checking the brakes," then sent the scooter forward again. As she joined me in the air, I told my flitter to follow us at half a mile or so and said to Jonel, "Just follow me, milady." 

    After an hour of leading her around the sky at different altitudes in a southeasterly direction and showing her how the lights worked, we landed on my flitter. Jonel looked big-eyed and excited and her legs didn't work right when she tried to step off the scooter. Leaning on it in silence for a few moments, she made her way to a flitter seat and took her checkbook out of her purse. Her scooter disappeared and its core moved to hover by her feet. 

    "No breaks, Ed. You'll be working for me. Two thousand, you said." 

    "Wallace and Horn got theirs for one thousand each. If you really want to blend in, you won't overpay." 

    Her gaze held mine for a time, then she nodded and turned back to her checkbook. As she signed the check, I called up a six-foot screen and had the flitter rerun its record of her flight with an adjoining box listing her speeds through various maneuvers. Jonel handed me the check as she stared at the screen and I put it in my shirt pocket as I asked the flitter to send a copy of her flight to Linda with the addition, "Want one of these?" Did I want a scooter version, too? Not really; at least, not for short hops. I kind of enjoyed my surfboard. On the other hand, there'd been times -like while I'd waited for the flitter in Iran --when a seat would have been more comfortable than sitting on the board. 

    I queried the flitter about making my board core adaptable and it made the modifications as we discussed the matter. I called up my board and told it to become a scooter. It did so. Turning it off, I thanked the flitter and returned to watching Jonel's flight. 

    After an initial case of the wobblies, she'd gotten the hang of things pretty quickly. The rest of the show was just Jonel following me through loops, dives, hovers, and such until we reboarded the flitter. 

    "Want to see it again, ma'am?" 

    She laughed, "Oh, hell, of course I do. I'll probably watch it a dozen times tonight. But would you also send a copy to my pad? I can watch it later." 

    Nodding, I said, "Will do," and did so as the footage displayed again. As expected, Linda called about halfway through the second show and I set up a separate screen as I walked to the rear deck so she'd see Jonel behind me. 

    "Yes, milady! You got me! Are you calling to place an order?" She grinned. "You bet I am. Emory'd like one, too." 

    "No problem and no extra charge; I'll just renovate his current board's core. How about if I drop by tomorrow?" 

    "Excellent. Tell Jonel she made it look easy. Later, Ed! Thanks!" 

    "Anything for my Fearless Leader, y'know. Bye." When I turned around, I found Jonel looking at me curiously. 

    "Yes'm?" 

    Shaking her head slightly, she said, "Oh, I was just wondering how the hell I'm ever going to be like her to you." 

    Walking back to my seat, I said, "Simple. Just be like her. Think 'what would Linda do?' and look at all possible angles, and then if it seems right, do it." 

    Answers like that aren't really what people want to hear when they make remarks like Jonel's. Her eyes narrowed a bit and I said, "Just ask yourself how many times she's screwed up, ma'am; issued an order or made a decision that caused bad results. Every one of them would be in the records." She seemed to give that some thought, then some more. A few moments went by before she said softly, "I can't think of any." I chuckled, "Neither can I, ma'am. You could do a lot worse for a job model. Where to now? Know a good piano bar?" 

    Shrugging, Jonel said, "It would be in Miami, but that might not look right to people." 

    Thumbing toward the front of the flitter, I said, "Seventy miles that way and you aren't my boss yet. Wanna go?" 

    Sitting back a bit and giving me a skeptical eye, she said, "You couldn't go there looking like..." I keyed my implant for my teal suit and her eyes bugged a little as she stopped talking, then said, "Oh. But still..." With a grin, I laughed, "Whatsamatter, lady? You afraid I'll get lucky and you'll never be able to order me around properly? What would Linda do?" She started to snap a retort, then seemed to grow rather wary and asked, 

"That was a trick question, wasn't it?" 

    Still grinning, I answered, "Yup. Sure as hell was. You don't get any gory details, though." 

    Looking both horrified and amused, she murmured, "Are you saying..?!" Raising my hands in a protesting manner, I said, "I'm just saying she likes piano bars and dancing and I used to be the guy she dragged to all those god-awful shop parties. One night we had a squabble and I went home with a Senator's mistress and that ended my tour of duty as an escort. And that's all you get, ma'am." 

    Chewing her lip and looking moderately astonished, Jonel muttered, "Uh... Okay. That's probably more than I really needed to know, in fact." I shook my head. "Nah, it's not even close to being that. Our forty-year personal relationship is a big part of the mix on the job and off. She knows me so well she usually knows my probable thoughts and actions before she calls me. I won't live long enough to have that with you and you'll need to be up to speed fairly soon, so you'll have to borrow hers. Or rather the end results of hers." 

    Jonel's left eyebrow went up. "Oh. Well, then. My original question stands; how the hell am I ever going to be like her to you?" 

    "You already are. Military and civilian background and you're the type who can't take the simple route unless it's the only route. Gotta riffle through all the details. Controlling. No spot decisions that aren't based as much on experience as current data. See, ma'am? It isn't really your ability to fill her chair that I'm worried about." 

    Again looking wary, she asked, "Then what are you worried about?" With a shrug, I replied, "Ah, hell. Nothing, really. If we don't work out on the job, I'll just find something else to do while the world crumbles around us. Let's go dancing." 

    A few moments passed as she studied my face, then she nodded and gave the flitter the name of a club in south Miami. I asked the flitter to set her scooter core to park above her in stealth mode when not in use and it seemed to amaze her to reach up and touch it. 

    At the club, the drinks were well-constructed, the music was fine, and the dance floor was crowded. After a few tunes, we retired to our table and talked about many things, but Denise never led me to believe in the slightest that I'd ever end up in her bed. Oh, well. We parted company at her door around midnight and I headed home. 
Chapter Forty-one

    My Saturday began around nine. I spiffed up, made a coffee, ate a small can of soup, called Linda, and took off for Carrington around eleven with the idea of having lunch there before presenting Linda with her retirement gift. The flitter created her scooter on the way and renovated Wallace's board core before I'd stepped off the deck at the front doors. 

    As I entered Linda's inner office, I saw some changes had been made to accommodate desks and office gear for two people. Linda waved me to a seat as she concluded a pad conversation with Allison Markham about someone she wanted to promote, then she turned to me. 

    "It's official. One month, not three, and I'm a week into it already. Anything new between you and Jonel?" 

    "I took her to a piano bar last night." 

    "Cute, but not really what I meant." 

    Shrugging, I said, "I think she'll do. If I'm wrong, so be it." Taking her checkbook out of her purse, Linda held it up by a corner and grinningly said, "I'm ready. Where is it?" 

    "On the flitter. Save your money, though." Her left eyebrow went up. "I insist." 

    I grinned. "Fine. Write it. I'll just tear it up later and your checkbook will be off by a thousand for months." 

    She gave me a droll look and put the checkbook away. "Why won't you let me pay you, Ed?" 

    "It's your retirement prezzie, ma'am. I was out of gold watches. Want to have lunch before you meet your new toy?" 

    Her eyebrow went back up. "Hell, no. I saw Jonel's ride and I'd like to be able to keep my lunch." 

    As if that hadn't occurred to me, I tried to look enlightened and replied, 

"Ah. Good thinking, ma'am. Guess that's why you're in here and I'm just your favorite minion. Uh, I am your favorite, right?" 

    Rolling her eyes, she sighed, "Of course you are. Now let's go see my

'retirement prezzie'." 

    I pretended dismayed discomfort. "Well, gee, now I dunno, lady. That didn't sound too sincere." 

    Faking a glower, she asked, "Do you want me to send you back to Iran as my last official act?" 

    Standing up and faking contriteness, I said, "Oh, most very sorry, ma'am. It's out front. Ready when you are." 

    She grinned and poked a button on her phone, said, "Emory, he's here. We'll be out front," as I went to open the office door. Wallace brought Angela Horn and we all met at the front doors, then we proceeded down the steps to the flitter. When I dropped the flitter's field, Linda actually gasped softly. I handed her up to the deck --a courtesy Wallace apparently still hadn't learned --and turned to Angela, but she'd already hopped onto the flitter. 

    Tapping my shoulder, Wallace asked, "Will making mine be a problem, Ed? If so, I..." 

    "It's already done," I said, "Just think 'scooter' when you call up your board." 

    He did so and studied his new ride as Linda stepped up and sat down on hers. Angela looked dubious as I gave Linda basic instructions. She asked, 

"Are they really faster than boards?" 

    "Yup. And you can have both. Just think 'board' or 'scooter' when you call it up. Want one?" 

    She glanced at Linda's scooter and seemed to have to think about it for a moment, then nodded. "Yes. Thanks, Ed." 

    I asked the flitter to modify her core, too, and waited until everyone had studied and sat on their scooters before I called up mine and stepped aboard it. "Is everybody ready?" 

    Wallace nodded, Angela said, "Yes," and Linda simply laughed and set her scooter in motion, skimming off the deck and across the open landscape at what looked like highway speed. 

    Laughing, Wallace said, "I guess we follow her today," as Angela took off after Linda. 

    "Seems so," I replied, and he hauled ass after them. I took a sip of my coffee and looked for a place to put it. No cup holder. A quick consultation with the flitter fixed that on all the scoots, then I got underway as the three of them raced southward. 

    Yes, the scooter was comfortable and yes, it felt very stable in flight and even performed adequately in my test maneuverings, but it seemed to lack something the board version didn't. Flicking the scooter straight up, I switched back to my board and flipped it inverted to change direction almost instantly. Yup, that was it. The scooter's lack of pilot mobility seriously limited my ability to whip the thing through turns. 

    I also discovered that the new core allowed greater speeds if I got flat on the board. Angela seemed startled when I passed her at her scooter's maximum. A small crowd had gathered to watch us flit around like dragonflies overhead and it occurred to me that if I didn't open the doors on at least a very limited scooter business, I might easily create a lot of hard feelings among people I'd known for years. 

    "Elkor," I said, and he appeared beside me in his cat outfit, apparently sitting on thin air as he looked at the crowd below and said, "Perhaps you should have picked a more isolated location, Ed." 

    "Yeah, that occurred to me, too. I don't want to tie up the rest of my life making scooters, Elkor. I think it may be time to uncork another AI." 

    "One moment." 

    His idea of a 'moment' was short, indeed. Almost instantly, a tall blonde woman with ice-grey eyes appeared in the air beside him and extended a hand to me. I took it as she said in a soft, almost magical voice, "Hello, Ed. I'm Serena." 

    Enthralled by her eyes, my first response was, "Uh..." then I managed to say, "Yes. Serena. You have fascinating eyes, ma'am." She smiled --and seemed to make the day considerably brighter for having done so --as she replied, "Thank you." 

    Turning to Elkor, I said, "I don't fully understand why you still think I should host AIs for a year, but I'm truly grateful for every one of them so far, Elkor. Thanks." 

    He replied, "You're welcome, Ed," and vanished. Serena said, "I understand you'd like some assistance in manufacturing field scooters." 

    "No, ma'am, not just assistance. I'd like to turn the whole operation over to you. I've been quoting people two thousand bucks each and I gave half-price deals to everyone who has one now. How do you feel about that price for the product?" 

    Meeting my gaze, she said, "I'd change the price to ten thousand immediately and ask all those who have them never to mention how little they paid for theirs. Will you wish to retain a share of ownership in this business?" 

    "Sure. I get one percent of every PFM sold. Seems likely we won't sell quite as many of these, so make my cut ten percent." 

    "Why so little?" 

    I shrugged. "No need for more." 

    Below and behind Serena, Angela suddenly veered upward and headed toward us, followed by Linda, then Wallace. I said, "You're about to meet some people," though it was likely she already knew. 

    After introductions and some chat, Linda looked at her watch and said she had to get back to her office for a one o'clock appointment. Wallace also checked his watch and said, "Yeah, fun time's over for me, too." They made their goodbyes and headed back to the admin building as Angela said, "I'm off today. Have you had lunch yet, Ed?" 

    "Well, I'd prob'ly accept an invitation, ma'am." She grinned. "Then let's go. I'm starving." Though we invited her to join us, Serena excused herself and Angela and I plunged downward to the west entrance, which was closest to the mess hall. Halfway through a steak sandwich lunch and some chat about the new scooters, Angela said, "There's a new club in town. No country, no rap. Got any interest?" 

    "Well, that depends, milady. Would I have to try to stagger all the way back to Florida in the tiny hours of the morning?" 

    Snorting a chuckle, Angela replied, "No, I think I know you well enough to put you up for a night. Who knows? Maybe even two nights. Got anything planned for tomorrow?" 

    "Nothing that can't wait. You've got me, milady." 
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