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Chapter One

    People can do some amazing things with vehicles. In this case, the driver of a silver SUV had somehow managed to roll it onto its side while backing into a loading zone in front of a store. A strong stench of muriatic acid began to fill the area. A guy in the pool supply store shouted something in a language other than English and ran outside to the vehicle, but he was quickly driven back by the fumes. 

    I cast a protective field around the driver as I used the butt of my belt knife to shatter the windshield, then kicked the glass in. Sending a field tendril to pop open the driver's seat belt, I reached to haul the unconscious kid out of there. The kid was suddenly pulled from my grasp and laid out flat in the air as Catherine manifested beside me and said, "I have him, Ed." She moved him just inside the store's front door and set him on the floor as the guy who'd shouted stood staring. I tapped his shoulder and said, "Time to call 911." He turned his stare on me for a moment, then nodded and hopped over the kid to run into the store. 

    As he used his phone, I used a field screen to do the same, telling the 911 operator about the SUV, the driver, and the muriatic acid spill. She wanted to know how bad the driver was hurt. I said, "The driver's unconscious. No serious bleeding. There are eight boxes of plastic gallon jugs in the SUV. Looks as if two or three jugs may be leaking." 

    When she asked who I was, I disconnected and turned to look at Catherine. 

"How's the driver, Cat?" 

    She stepped through the store's door like a ghost and came to stand beside me as she said, "Still unconscious. He has a mild concussion and he'll have a bad cough for a few days, but your field protected him from the worst of the fumes." 

    "Good 'nuff. Thanks for helping, ma'am." 

    The pool supply store was at the very end of the strip mall, so we'd had a few uninterrupted minutes, but now people were hurrying toward us on the walkway and across the parking lot. I waved at whosis in the store, took Cat's arm, and headed around the end of the building, where I called up my board. Cat stepped onto it with me as I hung my coffee mug on a pants pocket and lifted the board skyward. 

    "Ed, there's more to do there." 

    "Yeah, but there's no point. The cops and fire department will arrive soon and take over." 

    "Why were you at a pool supply store?" 

    "I was just walking past it to the end of the building. I'm gonna visit the cement mine and play for a while. It's Sunday, so I should have the place all to myself. Care to join me?" 

    She smiled. "Oh, I suppose I can spare the time." A few miles north of New Port Richey, I aimed the board at the large barren pit that had been carved out of the landscape. Only one car sat in front of the office, as expected on a Sunday. Gazing around, I chose a large aggregate boulder and turned off my PFM implant so it wouldn't pulse a signal when I used my self-generated fields. 

    Sending a sensory field through the boulder, I located several denser spots within the aggregate. Making the narrow field's edge vibrate until softer stone crumbled at its touch, I carefully carved the rocky crud away until the content of one hard spot was exposed. A four-inch chunk of tusk. Freeing the tusk from the rock, I examined it. No idea what kind of critter had owned it. Didn't matter, it was broken at both ends. Setting it aside, I dug out another hard spot and discovered a big tooth, very damaged on one side and about the size of a 'D' flashlight battery. Prob'ly belonged to a young mammoth. I set it by the tusk. 

    Cat asked, "May I ask why you're excavating fossils?" 

    "Practice. Finding them involves tuning my fields to probe through solid stuff. Besides, I might find a good one." 

    "If you'd... 'tune'... your sensing field differently, you'd be able to see what you're sensing without having to dig it out." Lifting and rotating the boulder, I replied, "Yup. I've done that, but it didn't give me colors or the feel of the object and surgically removing it is also good practice." 

    The next object was a darkly colored foot-wide spiral shell. It was in pretty good shape, so I added it to the pile and bored into the rock on an angle to get the next object. Crumbled aggregate flowed out of the hole and piled up at the base of the boulder and I briefly wondered what the local miners thought when they found the remains of one of my practice rocks. Heh. They'd see a multi-ton boulder that looked as if it had been attacked by burrowing animals. 

    Cat said, "Has it occurred to you that removing fossils from private property is considered theft?" 

    I shrugged. "The fossils get crushed along with everything else, but the bits are filtered out as unmarketable debris. If they were preserving them I might give a damn, but they just push the rubble to one side and keep digging." 

    My field found the object and shattered the stone surrounding it, then the object tumbled out of the hole. I caught it and saw it was another spiral shell about five inches in diameter. Giving the boulder a last examination, I felt no other solid spots within it, so I fielded my finds to the next big rock and checked it out. Four hard spots. 

    I decided to see how wide a shatter-field I could manage and spread the half-inch thick field as I put it in motion. One foot, then two, then three. The aggregate continued to flow away smoothly. Five feet. Six. The flow of ruptured rock seemed to slow. Seven feet. The flow definitely slowed dramatically. I fed the field power until the rate of flow was fast again and expanded the field to eight feet, the width of the boulder. One of the hard objects became exposed and slid off the surface. Another big shell, but it had a wide crack across one end. I kicked it to one side and continued. A foot or so down, two more shells shook loose. I sent a tendril to catch them and added them to the fossil pile. The next object was only about a foot from the bottom and the pile of debris was almost as tall as what was left of the boulder. I sent a field under the boulder to lift and turn it, propped it against the debris pile, and continued shattering stone. Less than a minute later, an eight-inch diameter reddish rock came loose and tumbled down the cutting slope toward me. I started to catch it with my left hand, but something about it changed my mind and I sent a small field. Good thing I did; my little field buckled and I had to reinforce it to hold the rock off the ground. The damned thing was a lot heavier than the other stuff I'd found. 

    As I brought it toward us, Cat said, "It appears to be an iron meteorite." Glancing at her, I thought, 'Appears' to be? She'd already have run an analysis. It either was or it wasn't. 

    I asked, "What else could it be? It probably hit while Florida was covered with water and punched deep into the mud." 

    Looking thoughtful, Cat replied, "How has it survived intact? Percolating moisture should have rusted it completely." 

    There was a flurry in the debris pile as she retrieved what had immediately surrounded the meteorite. The loose cloud of stuff floated in front of us as she said, "This detritus amounts to less than nine percent of the original mass of the object, Ed." 

    More debris flurried as her field sifted it, then she created a field image of the boulder as it had been, split the image in eight pieces, and rotated them slowly. 

    She asked, "Do you see any indications of penetration?" 

    "No, but this rock was all ocean muck back then, ma'am. Shoot into really wet mud and it just settles back in place." 

    "There should at least be minute patterns of displacement." 

    "Maybe. Or not. Could be this thing hit while Florida was being pushed up to the surface. A whole lotta shakin' goin' on back then. Does it really matter?" 

    Giving me a sidelong glance, she said, "Perhaps not, but it does present something of a puzzle." 

    Uh, huh. In other words, it would bug her until she figured it out. Fielding the lump of iron to Cat, I asked, "See anything unusual in it?" She shook her head slightly. "No." 

    "You want it for study?" 

    "No, I've recorded its data. What will you do with it?" Shrugging, I replied, "Give it to a museum. Are there any more meteorites around here?" 

    Cat launched a group of probes. A few moments later, she said, "I've detected no other meteorites." 

    "You sure you don't want this one?" 

    She nodded. "Thanks, but I'm sure. The puzzle is how it survived the eons in this sort of location." 

    I fielded the meteorite to the pile and said, "Well, I hope you figure it out, milady," then called up my board. 

    Cat asked, "You're finished here?" 

    "For the moment, I think. I'm running short of ideas that can be tested this close to town." 

    Giving me a fisheye, Cat asked, "Such as..?" Calling up my board, I sat down on it and shrugged. "I dunno, really. I can almost match you AI ladies for raw power, but I still can't transmute stuff without help to get a handle on the elements involved. Can't self-transport like you, either. I can turn on my p-field and lift at various angles and speeds, but for any real distance, the flitter is still the way to go." 

    Taking a sip of coffee, I said, "In fact, I thought about asking to have a field-generated flitter program added to my implants. Is there room for it?" She shook her head. "The basic flitter programming, yes, but it would require generator programming, as well." 

    "No problem. I'd be the generator. The fake flit would only be for short-term emergency use, not cross-country travel. All I'd have to do is feed it while I direct activities." 

    Her left eyebrow arched slightly. "Do you really think you could power a flitter, Ed?" 

    Calling my flitter down, I replied, "We can find out." When it arrived, I tossed my Pleistocene souvenirs aboard, let my board vanish, and handed Cat up to the deck. 

    "Flitter," I said, "You know I can focus field energy. Is there a way I can feed you power if your generator is off-line?" 

    Could a supposedly-nonsentient flitter be offended? I wondered about that as the flitter hesitated a split second before replying, "My generator is never off-line, Ed. It is contrary to my programming." 

    "Try to hypothesize, please. I know you can utilize alternative energy sources. Would I be able to generate enough power to run your systems?" There was another split-second pause, then the flitter replied in what seemed a cautious manner, "Perhaps in a minimal fashion." I almost expected it to add, 'You aren't serious, are you?' 

    Catherine snickered softly. When I glanced at her, she said, "What you're suggesting is very much outside its protocols." 

    "Tough. If I can't get it off the ground, I can't hurt anything either, right?" 

    She laughed, "That's one way of viewing the matter." 

    "Then here we go. Flitter, how would we go about testing this idea? Where would I have to focus power for you?" 

    This time the flitter's pause was nearly a full second and I almost laughed, but held it. The flitter eventually said, "You would focus anywhere near the deck. My field would absorb and redistribute your energy transmissions as required." 

    "If your engine is off, how would you create a field?" 

    "All flitters have a small emergency generator." Huh. Knew about a power reserve, but not the baby generator. Must have missed that page in the manual. 

    "Let's give it a try, flitter. Shut down your main engine." 

    "I may not perform emergency procedures in the absence of an emergency." Woo. No hesitation at all that time. 

    "I'm overriding your safety protocols for this test." My supposedly non-sentient flitter sounded pretty smug as it said, "You cannot do that, Ed. Some aspects of my programming are inviolable." I looked at Cat. She gave me one of those 'what now?' expressions above a small smile. I considered matters for a moment, then stepped off the flitter. Before I could hand her down, Cat appeared beside me, still smiling. 

    "Flitter," I said, "You know how much it takes to run your flight systems. When I hit you hard enough, say 'now'." 

    With that, I sent a yard-wide tendril at the flitter. Its field soaked up the tendril and I cranked up the feed. Two seconds passed, then three. As I neared what I thought might be my halfway point, the flitter said, "Now." Sipping coffee as I relaxed, I replied, "Thanks, flitter. Was that enough for anything more than minimal flight?" 

    With another of those irritating pauses, the flitter replied, "Yes, Ed." Sigh. It knew what I wanted to know, but seemed reluctant to cooperate. 

"How much more, flitter? A percentage, please." 

    "Thirty-four and one half percent above my minimum operational power requirement." 

    "So we'd fly at about a third of your usual speed?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    Turning to Cat, I said, "Well, now we know." She studied me for a moment, then nodded. "I'll discuss your programming request with Stephanie and Elkor. Do you think you can manage without me for a while?" 

    Looking distressed, I reluctantly replied, "Well... I guess so... but my world will fade to shadows, ma'am." 

    With a patronizing little smile, Cat chuckled, "Of course it will, you poor thing. Later, Ed," and vanished. 

    A third of normal speed. That would be around thirteen hundred miles per hour. Good enough. For now. Stepping back aboard the flitter, I took a seat and asked, "Flitter, have you added me to your alternative energy sources?" 

    "No, Ed. You aren't an authorized source." 

    "Uh, huh. We'll discuss that again sometime. This session's info isn't to be shared with anyone but my AI friends." 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    Sipping coffee, I leaned the seat back and considered what a third of a flitter's flight power might translate to in watts or some other more familiar measure of energy. Past a certain point, horsepower had little meaning. How many horses would it take to equal a big jet engine's thrust? If you can't envision something conveniently, it's a meaningless comparison. Did I even need a form of comparison, or should I simply think 'one third flitter power'? 

Yeah. Good enough. 

    I was about to sip again when it occurred to me that I might be able to add my thirty-plus percent to the flitter's regular power base. When I posed the question to the flitter, it replied, "Yes, Ed." 

    "Would you be able to make use of it?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "How much extra power could you handle, flitter? Answer with a percentage, please." 

    "One hundred and seventy-two percent, Ed." 

    Hm. That probably meant someone had long ago decided not to issue full-power flits to export and factory worlds. 

    "Flitter, can you think of anyone on Earth or on the factory station who'd know a flitter could handle so much power?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    "Is this information in any records accessible to 3rd World? In old design specs, maybe? Something that might make some reference to a bigger engine for a flitter?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    "Thanks, flitter. Until I know why this info wasn't available, we'll add it to the info we won't share." 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    A cloud of dust developed to the east, most likely a security patrol vehicle on the mine's access road. I lifted the flitter to a hundred feet and sat considering what I'd learned, but after a time lunch seemed more immediately important. 

    Calling up my board and three suit, I started to head for a buffet restaurant in Brooksville, but a couple of shouts at a car wash below caught my attention. A woman was waving at two blacks and a white guy standing next to a highly customized mid-seventies Buick Wildcat sedan two bays from hers. Showing a lot of 'I'm-so-bad' attitude, the two black guys struttingly ambled over to her bay, where she appeared to be frustratedly fussing with the timer box. The bigger black guy moved in close to study the problem. She produced a gun and shoved it into the guy's gut. Swatting his right hand away from his left side, she pulled a snub revolver out of his belt and backed him up against the SUV. 

    Standing a bit to one side of him and keeping her gun tight against him, she back-pocketed the revolver and said something, but I was still too far away to hear her well. The other guy joined his friend at the SUV. Both men turned around and put their hands on the vehicle and she quickly and carefully frisked them, then ordered them into the SUV. 

    As the second guy was getting in, the white guy who'd been by the Wildcat came into the bay, stopped cold, and then turned to run. The woman spoke sharply. He froze, then reluctantly approached. She frisked him and sent him to the driver's seat, then retrieved a pair of big black zip-tie handcuffs from the sliding door's panel pocket. 

    After ordering the black guys to take the front and rear passenger seats, she gave both of them handcuffs. Once they'd connected the ends and put their hands through the loops, she pulled the cuffs tight and tossed the driver some keys. 

    The SUV pulled out of the bay and rolled as far as the bay containing the Wildcat, where the woman tossed another set of keys to the ground by the sedan's driver's door. The guy on the rear seat started yelling. The woman knocked him cold with her gun, then ordered the driver to get them moving. I shelved the matter of lunch and followed the SUV as it headed north on US-19. They turned right on Hudson Avenue and continued a few miles to the Shady Hills area, then again headed north on one of the few unpaved lime rock roads. 

    After another few miles, the SUV stopped between two low hills. The woman opened the side door and got out, then ordered the men to exit the vehicle through the same door. They argued a bit and the white guy actually pleaded with her, but she aimed her gun at him and ordered him to shut up. Once they'd wakened the sleeper and all three were out of the vehicle, she had them walk toward a gate in a fence along the road. She ordered them to climb over the gate and rather adroitly vaulted over it herself, then they followed a winding dirt driveway for what seemed like a bit more than a hundred yards. The group stopped in a small clearing in a thickly overgrown area, where she had each of them back up to a tree. Once they'd reached backward and around their trees, she quickly re-cuffed them with more plastic zip-ties. 

    Standing well away from them as she kept them covered, she briefly pointed her gun at each man as she spoke his first and last name, then she said, "You boys conned a woman aboard a boat last month, raped her for two days, and traded her for coke." 

    One black guy's face became a mask of shock and terror and he started some kind of protest. She shoved the gun in his mouth and raised her voice a notch to snap, "One more word and you die! Right here, right now!" I drifted down behind a big tree, turned off my board and three suit, and peeked around the tree to ask, "Can you prove that, ma'am?" She instantly aimed the gun --a black Beretta 92F, I noted --at me and shouted, "Get out here and get down! On the ground! Now!" 

    "First I have a question, ma'am." 

    "Fuck your questions! Get out here!" 

    The guys started yelling for me to call the cops and such. Gesturing to point at the guys behind her, I stunned them. The sudden cessation of noise made the woman glance back, then turn slightly to stare briefly at the limp guys hanging from their cuffs, but she kept the gun on me the whole time. She straightened and asked, "What the hell did you do to them?! And what the hell are you doing here?!" 

    "I've been watching you, ma'am. I heard what you said to them, too. What're you gonna do with these guys?" 

    Ignoring my question, she nodded at the guys and asked, "How long will they be out?" 

    Shrugging, I replied, "Fifteen minutes or so. I can zap them again if necessary. How long do you need them to be out?" 

    She coldly replied, "I don't. I'd rather they be awake." 
Chapter Two

    Stepping out from behind the tree, I said, "Just wait one, okay? How could they have done all you said they did and not be in a jail cell? Didn't the woman press charges? If not, why? Are you absolutely sure you have the right guys here?" 

    Her frustration morphed to rage in an instant. "What the fuck do you want?! Pictures?!" 

    I just met her gaze in silence for a few moments. Some of the heat left her eyes and she swore again as she turned slightly sideways, still keeping the gun pointed at me. "Okay," she snapped, "I'll tell you what happened." Pointing at the white guy, she said, "She said he invited her to a party on his daddy's boat. When she got there, he said some people would be late." Her voice turned harsh and her tone became bitter. "He made her a drink and when she woke up, she found this guy" --she pointed at the bigger black guy

--"On top of her." Pointing at the guy who'd tried to run, she said, "Then him. Then combinations." Her voice turned to acid as she asked, "You want all the juicy details?" 

    "No. What happened then? How'd she get loose?" After a moment, she said, "They kept her on that boat for two days." Pointing at the big black guy again, she said, "Then she heard this one suggest dumping her at sea. That one" --she indicated the smaller black guy

--"Came up with the idea of trading her to a Cuban dealer for some coke. He made a call and another boat met them. She spent the next week chained to a tree stump on an island and can't remember how she got away from him." Taking a breath, she added, "The Cuban's the one who beat her. These assholes are going to tell me who he is and where to find him. Now, what the hell do I do about you?" 

    I shrugged. "Nothing. I'd be doing about the same thing. But like I asked before, got any proof?" 

    With deep sarcasm in her voice, she replied, "Not with me. I didn't think I'd run into some nosy bastard in the woods." 

    "In that case, would you mind if I talk to them?" She looked at me as if I was crazy, yelped, "Hell, yes, I mind! I..." Pausing to glare at me, she then stepped to one side and snidely laughed, "No! 

Sure! Go for it! Knock yourself out!" 

    That told me something, too. Either she didn't want to kill someone who -in her eyes, at least --didn't deserve it, or letting me talk to them was a way to buy some time to try to figure out what to do about me. Stepping forward, I nonetheless didn't quite turn my back to her as I flicked open my belt knife and woke the white guy. Holding my knife near the side of his face and linking to the flitter to monitor what he might say, I asked, "Did you guys take a woman for a boat ride and rape her?" Giving the woman a panicky glance, he whispered, "It don't matter what I say, that crazy bitch is gonna kill me!" 

    "Maybe. Right now, I'm the one you have to worry about. Yes or no. Did you guys do what she says you did?" 

    In an intense whisper, he hissed, "No! Hell, no! She was already all fucked up when she got there! We left her on the dock to sleep it off!" I silently asked the flitter if he'd told the truth. Nope. I stunned him again, stood up, and put my knife away as I stepped back. "He lied. They're all yours, ma'am." 

    Unzipping my fly, I said, "Hang on a minute," as I stepped behind his tree. I called up my board, quickly lifted away from the tree, and rezipped a hundred feet up. The woman had moved to her right to keep me in sight and realized I was getting away. She dashed forward swearing mightily and aimed the gun, but she didn't shoot at me. 

    Did I want to stick around or interfere? No. As I said, I'd likely be doing the same if it had been my friend. Besides, I didn't want to be a witness if it became known I'd been there. I followed the road north until I came to an old convenience store at a crossroads. Their coffee was good and the place was full of mementos of other decades, so I had a good look around. Pictures on the wall showed the place as a gas station surrounded by groves back in the twenties and thirties, but there were no longer pumps outside. The woman behind the counter said, "Back then this was the only paved north-south road between nineteen and Orlando. This place was built in 1921. Nothin' but groves and woods for fifty miles in any direction. Well, 'cept to the west, that is. It ain't but about twenty miles to the Gulf." Looking at her, I nodded. "Be nice if it was like that now." She shrugged. "Sometimes I think that, too, but more traffic means more money for me." 

    Nodding again, I continued browsing the walls. Interesting stuff, some of it. Old tools and kitchen gear. Some old toys and more pictures of the old Florida. I topped up my coffee again and started to hand her a buck, but she shook her head slightly and said, "Forget it. Most people buy sodas and water. I'll end up dumping most of that pot at closing time." I thanked her and stepped outside just as a small herd of motorcycles arrived. It was a 'ride to find restaurants' group. They dismounted to check out the store and I meandered around the bikes. One of the guys eyed my hat and said, "I've seen you at some of the bike nights. Where's your bike?" 

    "At home." To redirect him, I asked a few questions about his bike. He happily recited a litany of bolt-on modifications he'd made until a woman in the store called him from the doorway. Excusing himself, he headed toward her. The sun was about an hour from setting, which made it about seven in the evening. I called up my board and headed for a buffet restaurant in Brooksville. After dinner, I really couldn't think of anything to do or a place to go that seemed particularly interesting, so I cruised home and checked the TV schedule. Rats. Not a damned thing worth watching. A movie, maybe? Nah. Didn't feel like sitting around that long. Pool? Nah. Didn't feel like drinking, and beer seemed to go hand in hand with pool. Tiger wasn't home. I pinged him and found him at his friend Annabelle's house. After greetings and a brief chat, I dropped the link and considered what had me so unsettled. Heh. Easy answer; I was bored and it was getting harder to entertain myself. But that wasn't the real answer. My mind kept tossing up pictures of the woman in the woods. Late-thirties. Brunette. Fairly attractive, but I hadn't paid much attention to that aspect of her while she'd aimed her gun at me. 

    Anticipating the kind of trouble she was likely to get into, I hadn't even made a serious effort to get her name. On the other hand, her image wouldn't go away. Her face kept popping up in my mind's eye and I re-heard bits of what she'd said. Something about her had definitely caught my attention. I checked email and other messages, then thought about editing my latest book and soon closed the file. Later for edits. Taking my coffee mug to the kitchen, I made another coffee and took a sip just as a dark-colored SUV

rolled slowly past my house. It stopped near the corner, backed up, and pulled into the drive behind my old Mercury Marquis. A few moments passed, then the driver got out and came to the front door. My visitor was the lady gunslinger. Linking to the flitter, I sent probes to the woods where we'd talked and found the three guys naked, but alive. Each was still handcuffed around a tree, his back to the trunk and his front exposed to the environment. They weren't struggling very much. Probably already exhausted from contending with bugs. The flies, sweat bees, no-see-um bites, ants, and mosquitoes would drive them crazy. 

    I adjusted a probe to check the woman. No gun in hand or in sight. Sending a probe to the car wash, I saw the Wildcat was gone, as she'd undoubtedly intended. Canceling the probes, I opened the front door with a grin and said, 

"What a coincidence. I was just thinking about you, ma'am." Damn, she looked tired as hell. Washed out tired. 

    Giving me a fisheye, she said, "Great. Mind if I come in?" Gesturing her into the house, I said, "The door's open. Want a coffee? 

Tea? Beer? A cot in a corner? Mi casa su casa." 

    She stopped in the alcove and turned to study my face as she asked, "Why do you seem so happy to see me?" 

    Closing the door, I shrugged and answered, "Hell, I don't know, but you've been bugging me for hours, ma'am. Couldn't stop thinking about you." As I moved past her to the kitchen, she asked, "How hard did you try?" As if confessing something, I replied, "Well, not very, I guess. Unless you're here to kill me, why shouldn't I be happy? Again, ma'am; coffee, tea, or beer?" 

    "Coffee, I think. You haven't asked how I found you." Getting her a cup and a spoon, I set them by the instant coffee and said, 

"Nope. I figure you're bright enough to use Google. Here y'go." As she opened the coffee jar, she said, "That's exactly what I did. I stopped at a coffee shop and searched for 'flying board' and 'Hernando County'. You popped up in a dozen articles. Then I found your websites and an order form with your address." 

    Once her coffee was ready and she'd sipped it, she turned around and said, 

"You haven't asked why I'm here, either." 

    I chuckled, "Nope. I'm just glad to see you." Her gaze narrowed. "Obviously. Again... why?" 

    "Well, I figure it's because you impressed me. You seemed to be a bit more than a pretty face with a gun out there. And maybe because you didn't panic and shoot at me. Some people would have, y'know." 

    Taking a seat at the kitchen table, I gestured at the seat across from mine. After a moment, she pulled the chair out and sat down. She sipped in silence for a time, then said quietly, "I didn't kill them." Shrugging, I replied, "Okay." 

    Looking up sharply, she asked, "That's it? Just 'okay'?" 

    "Yup. I asked if they did what you said and he lied. At that point, I didn't give a rat's ass what you'd do to them. Did you find out what you needed to know about the Cuban?" 

    Her pupils tightened and she seemed to retreat without moving in the slightest. I took that as a probable 'yes', but said nothing and waited. After a moment, she said, "Let's talk about something else." 

    "Okay. What's on your mind, ma'am?" 

    She just stared at me for a moment, then set her cup down firmly and snapped softly, "I'm more concerned about what's on your mind, damn it. That's why I'm here." 

    I chuckled, "I thought we covered that already. You're what's on my mind, ma'am." 

    With a show of irritation, she snapped, "Why?" 

    "Didn't I mention you're kinda cute?" Her gaze narrowed to a glare, her left hand clenched, and she looked as if she might dive across the table at me. I sipped coffee and prepared to stun her if I'd misjudged her. After a moment, she took a breath and seemed to force herself to relax. With her second deep breath, she sighed, "You can be more than a little irritating." 

    "Yeah, I've heard that before, but I'm not trying to be irritating. You asked and I answered." 

    "You're serious?" 

    "Yup. You're an exciting, attractive woman. Something about you got stuck in my brain, lady. I wasn't kidding, I've been thinking about you off and on all evening." 

    She just stared at me for a moment, set her cup down, and stood up. I thumbed south and said, "End of the hall on the right. The towel on the right-hand side of the rack is fresh." 

    Giving me an odd look, she said, "Back in a minute." When she left the room, I had the flitter scan her cup for fingerprints. Her info came up as Rhonda Lynn Steiner, 33, of Miami Beach, current employer the Ocean Township police department. Detective third for two years, worked her way up over almost twelve years in four cop shops in two states. Up for promotion to Detective second. Only administrative demerits on her sheet, most due to attitude issues. One note said she called her boss an 'old-school chauvinist prick' to his face. Her reason: he pulled her off street duty to work in his office after she busted four guys for dealing. I read that bit again. It didn't look right the second time, either. She seemed superbly competent and cops are supposed to bust drug dealers, aren't they? Something wasn't being mentioned in the reports. I checked to see if anyone was looking for her. Nope, no wants or warrants. 

    I heard soft footsteps in the hall. She'd come back to check up on me. Sipping coffee, I continued reviewing files through my flitter link. The footsteps retreated and I heard the faint creak as she put her weight on the toilet seat, but I never heard the door close. Some moments later the toilet flushed and water ran in the bathroom sink for quite a while. Maybe two full minutes after the water stopped, Rhonda came back into the kitchen, saw me apparently gazing into space, and waved a hand in front of me. I met her gaze and said, "Hi, there. Just thinking." 

    "About what?" 

    "You, of course." As she stiffened, I added, "And don't get tense, lady. If I hadn't been thinking about you, you'd wonder why the hell not. That's how it always works." 

    After a moment, she snorted a short laugh. "Yeah. I guess it does." Dropping herself tiredly into her chair, she sighed, "Never mind. I'll just finish my coffee and go." 

    "No hurry. You're interesting company." 

    Shaking her head slightly, she said, "No. I have things to do," and sipped her coffee. 

    "Where are you staying tonight?" 

    Her gaze narrowed again. "What?" 

    "You heard me. Want to use my couch?" 

    "Why would I want to use your couch?" 

    "You've obviously been up quite a while already. You came here on a very illegal mission and you wouldn't want a paper trail, so motels are out. Camping in an SUV would be risky anywhere if you don't want to be noticed. Cops check out vehicles with out-of-county plates." 

    Pausing to sip, I added, "I'll bet you even pull up to gas pumps nose-first, pay cash, and back out instead of driving on through. Wouldn't want cameras to see your plate. There might even be a wig and a hat in your car for use in gas stations and stores. If you have a cell phone, it's probably a disposable with prepaid minutes. No GPS toys. Nothing traceable, especially not your gun. The SUV's probably not yours; you'd have rented or borrowed it without any paperwork." 

    She simply stared at me. I could almost hear the wheels of thought turning in her head. I said, "So I'll ask again; would you like a place to crash tonight?" 

    Her gaze turned studious and a moment passed before she replied, "You don't even know me, but you're offering to let me stay in your home?" 

    "Yup. Got everything you need?" 

    Still looking at me oddly, she said, "Yes." 

    "Good. By the way, if something moves in the dark, make sure it isn't a cat before you shoot. Or me, for that matter." 

    "You have a cat?" 

    "Sometimes two cats when she comes home with him." Rhonda sipped her coffee, then asked, "What's your affiliation with 3rd World Products?" 

    "Trade you for a name, ma'am. You already know I'm Ed." 

    "Call me... Rhonda. What's your affiliation?" Interesting that she'd given me her real name. I said, "I'm on their payroll for spot jobs and errands." 

    "That doesn't tell me much." 

    "You haven't told me much, either." 

    "Maybe staying here isn't such a good idea." Shrugging, I said, "That's your call, Rhonda, but if I thought you oughta be busted, it would have happened already. Should I get you some sheets and a pillow?" 

    Another of those long, studious pauses occurred, then she sighed, "Yes. And thanks. I think." 

    I got up and went to the linen closet, then set up the couch. Glancing into the kitchen as I cased her pillow, I saw Rhonda resting her head on her folded arms. 

    "Don't fall asleep in there. I'll help you bring your stuff in." She raised her head and shook it. "There's only one bag." Standing up, she went outside and returned a few minutes later with a small suitcase, which she set by the coffee table as she sat down on the couch. I moved some stuff on the table and laid her suitcase on it. 

    "It's your dressing table, ma'am. Don't get gun oil on my sheets and remember what I said about cats. In fact, no shooting in the house at all, okay?" 

    She snorted a chuckle. "Yeah. Okay. I know it's early, but would you mind if I turned in? I've had a really long day." 

    'More like two or three days,' I thought, but I said, "No problem. I'll keep the noise down for you." 

    Calling up a field screen, I pinged Tiger. Rhonda recoiled against the couch and hissed, "What the hell..?!" 

    Tiger answered, "Hello, Ed." 

    "Hi, Tiger. We have a visitor. The lady will sleep on the couch tonight. If you come home, please don't wake her. She's very, very tired." 

    "Okay. May I see her?" 

    I turned the screen and said, "Rhonda, this is Tiger." Tiger bellowed, "Hello, Rhonda!" 

    Rhonda stared hard and managed, "A... a talking cat?!" 

    "You got it on the first guess, ma'am. Say hello." Looking up at me, she asked, "You're serious?" 

    "Yup. Tiger, try her again." 

    He happily bellowed, "Okay! Hello, Rhonda!" Rhonda stared at the screen for a moment, then replied, "Uh... Hello... Tiger?" 

    I said, "Close enough. Tiger, remember not to wake her." 

    "Okay!" 

    "Thank you. Bye, Tiger." 

    "Bye, Ed! Bye, Rhonda!" 

    Looking slightly troubled, Rhonda stared at him and answered, "Uh... yes. Bye, Tiger." 

    He dropped the link and I let the screen dissipate. Rhonda muttered, "What just happened to... to that thing?!" 

    "I turned it off. Relax. It's just a communications gadget." 

    "Was I really talking to a cat?" 

    "Yup, and if you stick around tomorrow morning, you'll probably meet him." Rhonda noticed her left hand trembling and clasped her hands together. When she looked up, I asked, "Have you had dinner yet?" 

    "Uh... no. Nothing since an early lunch." 

    "People sleep better when they aren't hungry. We'll fix you something after your shower." 

    She looked hard at me for a moment, then asked, "Why are you doing all this? Really? No games." 

    Meeting her gaze, I replied, "Like I said, I'd have done the same thing. Putting them in prison wouldn't work for me." 

    She quietly asked, "What would?" 

    I thought a moment about how to answer, then said, "Extremely personal crimes call for settlements in kind." 

    Rhonda studied me for another moment, then picked up her suitcase and headed for the bathroom. While she took her bath, I took another look at her info and found nothing more on record as a reason she'd been pulled off the streets. Well, history is written by those with power to decide what's history. On the other hand, she was up for promotion, so she couldn't have screwed up too badly. 

    Sending a probe to the woods, I checked on the guys. They looked truly miserable, of course, shaking and twitching to try to keep the bugs off. The white guy was crying, but he choked on bugs and had to coughingly spit them out. I almost felt sorry for them. Only almost. Then I noticed his feet seemed smeared in the faint moonlight. I zoomed the probe on the guy's feet and saw they were bloody, but saw no injuries. 

    Following the blood up his legs, I soon realized Rhonda hadn't just tied him to a tree to feed bugs all night. She'd castrated him. A tight little line of stitches... no, not stitches. Zooming in a bit closer, I saw she'd used plain ol' staples. Damn. I checked the other guys and found they'd had the same treatment. Although as a male I shared an empathetic discomfort, I discovered I felt no great sentiment about their fate. Sexual predators are generally incurable by any other means short of killing them. Speaking of killing them... the bugs, a cold night, hungry animals, or some odd health problem could cause one or more of them to die. If she'd wanted them dead, she wouldn't have stapled them shut after gelding them. If caught, she'd be in enough trouble without murder charges. Using the probe, I sent a cutting beam at the nearest guy's plastic handcuffs. When they parted, he toppled forward to land on his face. The others became excited and urged him to get up and help them get loose. After some moments, he only managed to roll onto his back and lay clutching his crotch. 

    I sent cutting beams at the other handcuffs and soon all three of them were on the ground. At the big black guy's urgings, it wasn't too long before they began staggering toward the road, shielding their new sensitivities with their hands. A car approached and the smaller black guy tried to run a few steps, but tripped and fell. His companions bulled past him and eased themselves over and through the gate as the guy got to his feet and staggered after them. 

    They tore small branches off bushes to cover themselves and began hobbling south on the road. Another car appeared and swerved around them, but didn't stop. I continued watching their progress from a distance, concerned only that one might fall and not get up. It seemed likely to me that the other two would leave him behind. They might go so far as to roll or drag him off the road, but that would likely be all. 

    Maybe five minutes passed before yet another car coming north slowed to a stop in front of them. Two sheriff's deputies got out of the car and both cops covered the men with their pistols as one used his radio. Good enough. After using the probe to incinerate the plastic cuffs, I went to have a look in the kitchen cabinets. Rhonda would have her choice of several 'heat 'n eat' dinners and veggies. Leaving the cabinets open, I went outside to her SUV. Casting a leveling field pad under it, I pushed the right front fender until the car was facing down the driveway and canceled the pad. Her Dade County license plate now faced toward the house. 

    When I turned around, I saw Rhonda staring out the kitchen window, but she backed away as I approached the front door. When I opened the door, she stood staring at me from the far side of the kitchen table. Moving the SUV must have made her nervous. Oh, well. 

    Thumbing out the kitchen window, I said, "I turned it so the license plate faces the house. If anyone's curious, they'll have to get out of a vehicle to check it," then I went to the living room to get my coffee mug. She followed me at a distance and came no closer as I sipped coffee. 

    "Uh... How did you do that?" 

    Walking past her to the kitchen, I said, "I used a field to lift the car, then I pushed it. Pick out some food and put it in the micro. You're wearing clean clothes. That means you have dirty ones. Do you want to do some laundry?" 

    "Uh... yeah. Okay." Rhonda eased past me to choose a dinner, prepped it for the microwave, and set the timer. She eased past me again to go to the coffee table and gather her laundry. I had the flitter field-clean her clothes. Rhonda watched the grey ball absorb her clothes, then disappear as her clothes floated to the couch. When the micro's timer bell sounded, she startled hard, then appeared to use the food as an excuse to move away from what had just happened. 

    As she fussed with packaging, I opened the silverware drawer and grabbed a fork. Leaving the drawer open for her, I took down a can of green beans and used a thin field to open the top. After forking some of the beans into a bowl, I drank the juice from the can as the microwave zapped the bowl of beans for twenty seconds. 

    Handing Rhonda the warm bowl, I said, "For you, milady. Zap 'em again if you like 'em hotter." 
Chapter Three

    Rhonda said a soft, "Thanks," then brought her food to the table. When she glanced around, I asked, "Drink?" 

    Looking up, she nodded. "Yes. You said you have tea?" I took a can of tea from the fridge and opened it, rinsed her cup and put it back on the table, and then filled it from her can. Rhonda said, "Thanks," again, then dug into her food. I munched green beans and watched her eat for a time. She glanced up now and then, but said nothing. 

    "Rhonda." She looked up. I said, "Take it easy, okay? You're safe here. Eat. Put your laundry away. Then sleep." 

    She met my gaze for a moment, then nodded slightly and continued eating. That only lasted a few minutes before she looked up again and eyed me quietly. 

    "Yes'm?" 

    Canting her head slightly, she said, "You might not be okay with having me here if you knew what I did to those men." 

    I shrugged. "You might not be okay with staying here if you knew some of the things I've done." 

    "In a war, you mean?" 

    Thinking of two guys fed to crocodiles, I shook my head. "No, but not here in the US, either." 

    That lifted her left eyebrow a bit. "Where?" Forking up some green beans, I said, "Africa. It wouldn't bother me if you'd killed those guys, but cops coming to my door because you'd killed them would definitely bother me." 

    It was as if a mask fell into place. Her expression changed to one of feigned understanding and she took another bite as she asked, "You don't like cops, huh?" 

    Shaking my head, I said, "That's not it. Cops are just front-line troops who operate according to evidence and procedures and I've seen them put themselves in the line of fire to protect people. I'm talking about the rest of the system, ma'am. The parts that can turn into a long, messy, ugly ordeal for victims and can let vicious criminals walk away on a technicality." She didn't look up, but she didn't take another bite right away, either. I finished my green beans and got up to put the can in the recycle bin, then checked my coffee. I was ready for a refill, so I set about making one and adjusted the angle of the toaster slightly to keep an eye on Rhonda. She turned her head to glance at me once and I quickly moved the coffee jar to block the toaster-view until her head turned away. 

    Once I had a fresh coffee and had returned to my seat, she stopped eating again and said, "I'll be leaving early. Maybe before you get up." I nodded and kept my doubts about that to myself. It seemed likely to me she'd sleep 'til noon. 

    Sipping her tea, she said, "I just want to say thanks now." 

    "You're welcome." 

    A moment passed, then she said, "I may be getting into something that's... Never mind. I have to do it." 

    "You mean going after the Cuban?" 

    She nodded. "Yes. He has serious connections to be able to trade so much coke for a woman. He couldn't have let her go, either. He'd have killed her at some point." 

    I didn't ask how much coke he'd traded. Didn't matter. 

    "How'd she get away from him?" 

    "She says she can't remember anything about that day before she... she said she sort of 'came out of it'... in a small boat, heading south along the coastline in the middle of the afternoon. She went back to the marina and drove home." 

    "Home? Why didn't she call the cops from the marina?" 

    "She was still running on automatic. I think she's blanked a lot of what happened while she was on the island." 

    "But she remembers stuff from before the trade?" Nodding emphatically, Rhonda replied, "Yes. She says all that is crystal clear." 

    "Prob'ly has to do with the level of violence involved. Was the Cuban alone?" 

    "Yes." 

    "There'd be a good reason for that, even if he was meeting old customers at sea. Could be his drug associates wouldn't have approved. Are you looking for some contact ideas?" 

    Giving me a somewhat wary look, she hesitated, then said, "I suppose so." I pretended to give that some thought, then said, "You're good looking and you'd fill a bikini pretty well, which means you'd make good bait. It's just a matter of catching him when he's alone." 

    Rhonda chuckled, "That could be damned near impossible," then chuckled again as if she couldn't believe the conversation had taken this turn. Shaking my head, "Not at all, ma'am. Watch him for a few days or a week. Learn which way he goes when he leaves port. Are you any good on the water?" 

    "I can handle a small boat, if that's what you mean." 

    "How about a canoe? Or even better, a kayak?" 

    "A kayak?" 

    "Yup. Something that won't sink and would get you offshore a ways with a dry place inside it to carry or stash your gear. Something that will work with or without a small motor. Some of 'em even have sail mounts. It would also be something you can afford to buy, then get rid of. I could haul you out and back to meet up with him." 

    Eyeing me intently, Rhonda asked, "What reason would I have for being in a damned kayak miles away from shore?" 

    "Only a few miles. People do it all the time. Doesn't mean it's a good idea, but they do it. A few years ago the Coast Guard found a guy in a kayak over ninety miles out. He said he went too far and didn't have the strength to fight the wind and current back to shore. You could play a stupid tourist damsel in distress. The Cuban would probably buy that." Rolling her eyes, Rhonda said, "Oh, no doubt. T..." She eyed me for a moment and continued, "My sister said he kept calling her 'stupid whore' and

'stupid bitch'. Between punches and kicks, that is. She said he didn't regard women very highly." 

    I shrugged. "He's very mistaken, then. I've found a number of them to be pretty wonderful." 

    She gave me a fisheye for a moment, chuckled and sipped her tea, then asked, "A number of them, huh?" 

    "Yup. I discovered most women just need an occasional laugh and some sincere attention. No sweat, I can do that. Otherwise they're pretty self-sufficient and everything else is pretty much just the usual day-to-day stuff. Job, money..." 

    Rhonda interrupted me with a laugh and another fisheye, then laughed again and reached to pat my hand. "You just keep on believing that." 

    "You think I'm wrong? Aren't you pretty self-sufficient?" 

    "Yes, but..." 

    "And don't you need a good laugh now and then?" 

    "Yes, but..." 

    "What about attention? You know, the extremely messy and meticulous kind that leaves you clinging to a bedpost, trying to catch your breath?" Both her eyes briefly got big at that, then she settled back in her chair and said, "I knew you'd get around to it. All men do, sooner or later." I shrugged. "What a surprise, ma'am. You're a hottie and you know it. You also know some men aren't shy about showing interest, so you keep your guard up. More tea?" 

    Glancing at her cup, Rhonda shook her head. With a sigh, she got up and put her disposable dishware in the trash, set her fork in the sink, and turned to face me. 

    "I won't have to fight you off tonight, will I?" I grinned. "I prefer willing victims, ma'am." Canting her head, she eyed me briefly, then nodded and said, "Thanks for dinner," before she went to the living room. Picking up her suitcase, she headed for the bathroom. 

    Calling up a screen, I checked email and messages in the motorcycle and ebook discussion groups. Someone in an ebook group said my name had appeared in a message at Salon.com and provided a link. I clicked it and found that someone had used words I'd spoken in 1971 at University of Texas at Arlington as sig lines, complete with attribution to me. 

    The sig quote was, 'There are four boxes to be used in defense of liberty: soap, ballot, jury, and ammo. Please use in that order.' - Ed Howdershelt (Author) Hm. I wasn't an author way back then. Maybe someone had been browsing antique issues of 'The Brownshirt' or one of the other veterans newsletters, liked the quote, and looked up my info? Without signing up at the site, I couldn't reply to say thanks or email the messager. Oh, well. Maybe later. Wondering where else on the net the quote might appear, I searched using

'Howdershelt' and 'liberty' on the same line. Woo, damn! Over 200,000 hits? 

Maybe I ought to put it on a t-shirt? Hm. Not a bad idea. An unidentifiable presence approached the doorway behind me from the living room. I said, "Hi, there," and Rhonda asked, "How'd you know I was here?" 

    "Your feet squeak, ma'am." 

    She came to stand on my right and replied, "Crap," then she tried to touch the field screen. Her fingertips sank through it and she pulled them back as she hissed, "What...?!" 

    Putting a finger on the lower right corner, I turned the screen slightly. 

"Gotta hit the right spots." 

    Rhonda touched the spot and moved the screen, then put her finger through the image again. After a moment, she went to her chair and sat down. "What else can you do?" 

    "Watch TV or a movie. Look people up. You're Detective Steiner, for instance." She froze in the midst of toweling her hair. I said, "You're extremely cute and rather exciting in an armed and dangerous sort of way, ma'am, but I'm not altogether stupid. The last time I saw you, you were waving a gun, had three guys in cuffs in the woods, and you were talking about revenge. It seemed reasonable to check you out." 

    She'd lowered her arms to place her hands on the table. A few moments passed as she studied me, then she said, "So you know who I am. Now what?" 

    "No change. Get some sleep, then go do your thing." 

    "You're really okay with... what you think happened?" 

    "Yup. You may have castrated them. I don't have a problem with that. I very much doubt you killed them, especially after someone --me --saw you with them in the woods." 

    Getting up, Rhonda located her cup and rinsed it, then filled it with water and took a sip. When she turned around, she asked, "After what they did to my sister, why wouldn't I have killed them anyway? You didn't seem to give a damn." 

    I shrugged. "You wanted them to suffer. Dead people don't do that. And you wouldn't want a murder rap. Prison is a lot worse for ex-cops." Slumping a bit, Rhonda said, "I said goodbye to my career when I started this trip. It doesn't matter. I had to do this." 

    "Been there, done that. The 'had to do it' part, I mean. Got a plan for when it's over? Where to go, what to do?" 

    With a wry look, she replied, "No. I expect the State of Florida to provide me room and board for a few years." 

    "You think that's really necessary?" 

    "You're suggesting I run? They'd catch me sooner or later." 

    "Maybe not. Where could you go?" 

    Shrugging, she said, "I haven't given it much thought. The places I could hide aren't places I'd want to be. Better to just get it over with. A few years in prison and out again." 

    "Well, that's one way to figure things, but tell me something... What you said earlier made me think maybe she never called the cops. Did she? Did anybody?" 

    "No." 

    "So you just took some time off to go hunting with only her story to work from?" 

    Her gaze narrowed. "Yes. I just took time off. But I checked out her story. That's how I came up with names. Why?" 

    "In a minute. You don't seem to think those guys are dead, so if you gelded them, you must have stitched them up to stop the bleeding. What'll they tell the cops? How much do they know about your sister or you?" Rhonda seemed to think about that, then replied, "At least one could know her name and where she lives. Lived, that is. She needed care, so I moved her to a friend's place in Lauderdale right after I brought her home last month." 

    "Last month? You weren't in a real big hurry, were you?" Glaring, she said, "I had to make plans and schedule leave time. Things had to look normal." 

    "Any hospital records over here?" 

    She shook her head. "No. We told them she was assaulted near my apartments. When Terri missed several days of work and didn't answer her phone, her boss called me. I drove up to Tampa and let myself in. I found her on the floor, drunk out of her mind and crying her guts out. I cleaned her up and took her to my place." With a sigh, she said, "Terri was in some kind of shock. She just sat staring at nothing. I had a clinic friend come check her over before we took her to the hospital. While she was there, Terri began throwing up and talking, but nothing she said made any sense. Minnie thought she might have a brain injury. Terri was in ICU for a week." Sighing again, Rhonda rose to go to the fridge and retrieved a can of tea. She dumped her water and drank from the can, then said, "She told me what she could remember during her first week after the hospital. I thought she was getting... well, better, I guess. Then Minnie came home one night and found her in the bathtub, OD'd on pills. Now Terri just sits and stares. She won't talk and barely eats or drinks, wakes up screaming, and almost freaks out when anyone startles her. Lighting a cigarette makes her cringe and cry, but she doesn't have any burn marks. Minnie stopped smoking in her apartment. I never expected to see that; she's a hardcore smoker." 

    Rolling her head made her neck crackle a bit. Rhonda said, "Funny. A while ago I could barely keep my eyes open. Now I feel as if I could run a few miles." 

    "Don't try it, ma'am. You're just feeling a little better for having talked about things. Half an hour from now you'll probably be zonked out. Got a name for that Cuban?" 

    She nodded. "Mario Rodriguez. Forty-eight and tries to act twenty-five. Runs with a crowd half his age. Owns a house, but half-lives aboard a forty-footer named 'Southwind'. I looked him up and Terri's info checked out, so I checked his sheet. He's been in and out of jail a dozen times, but nothing stuck until 1997. He served four years for possession and assault and got out again. Nothing since." 

    "That probably just means he's learned to tone things down and be more careful. Got an address?" 

    She recited it. I linked to the flitter and sent a probe there. It was a large older home on a waterfront lot with a good-sized dock, but there was no boat. Sending the probe through the house, I saw the whole place was a filthy mess. A dozen men and women seemed pretty comfortable using the amenities, but none of them seemed concerned about their environment. There was even spray grafitti on some walls. A guy in an upstairs bedroom snorted a line of coke, then handed the tray to a woman. He coughed and snorted a few times as she also sucked up a white line. 

    Rhonda lightly rapped her can on the table with, "Hey." When I looked at her, she asked, "Do you blank out like that very often?" 

    "Just thinking." Calling up a field screen made her startle. I put the probe's results on display and said, "This is a field probe's view of his house. He doesn't seem to be there and there's no boat at the dock. Nobody in the house looks much over thirty or seems to understand hygiene. A couple of people upstairs are snorting coke and it looks as if they've had a few dozen parties and no maid service." 

    She watched in fascination as I flew the probe through the house, then out to the dock. Corrosion and salt film where ropes or a boat's hull would have rubbed it away told me nothing had tied up there for quite a while. I pointed that out to Rhonda, then sat back and sipped coffee as I watched her use her finger to move the probe's view around the property. 

    "So," I said, "Where's Rodriguez? Where's his boat?" Rhonda swore softly and began flying the probe around the waterway. When her circlings had expanded all the way out where the canal met the Gulf, she swore again and sat back with a disgusted sigh. Staring into her tea can, she said, "Now I'm feeling wiped-out tired again, damn it." 

    "Then call it bedtime. We can look for him tomorrow." She looked up sharply. "We?" 

    "Yup. We. The outside of the house was well-maintained, ma'am. The grass is being mowed on a schedule. Look at the decor and appliances. Rodriguez didn't live in a trash pit. He's gone. I think those squatters figure he isn't coming back and they're taking advantage of the situation. Might even be they know for sure he isn't coming back. I think we ought to pay a visit tomorrow and ask them." 

    Rhonda eyed me for a moment, then said, "No. I'd prefer not to involve anyone else in something like this, especially not someone your age." 

    "Age discrimination, huh? Aren't you worried I'll file a complaint, Miz Detective?" 

    Granting me a tiny smile, she shook her head. "No." With a small gesture, I waved her off. "Doesn't matter. Now I'm curious, so I'd go by myself. You can come with me or fight traffic on US-19 in that green tank outside." 

    That made her gaze turn quizzical. "Come with you? You mean on that board-thing?" 

    Heh. I gave her a grin and said, "Nope." 

    "What, then? How?" 

    Getting up, I said, "A flitter. I'll show you tomorrow. You may change your mind," and went into the living room. I heard her get up and follow me, as expected. Gesturing at the couch, I asked, "All set here?" She glanced at the couch and said, "Yes. A flitter? Really?" 

    "Yup. Go ahead and sack out, ma'am. G'night and sleep tight and all that stuff." 

    I took a shower and as I headed back to my bedroom, I heard an unusual noise in the living room. Looking around the hallway corner, I saw Rhonda lying on the couch. She breathed with an odd little catch and a soft snore. It was only about ten, but tomorrow could be a long day. After telling the flitter to wake me at seven, I climbed into bed and used theta waves to put myself to sleep. 
Chapter Four

    I snapped awake in near-total darkness, rolled off the bed on general principles, and listened to my surroundings. Small sounds came from the living room. I pulled my pants on and padded quietly to the bedroom's doorway to have a look down the hall. A faint shadow moved by the couch. 

    When I softly said, "You could turn on a light," the shadow froze and swore in a conversational tone. 

    With a sigh, Rhonda said, "I didn't want to wake you up. You must be one hell of a light sleeper." 

    "Not really, but I notice odd noises. Why sneak out?" 

    "I'm not sneaking. I just wanted to get an early start." 

    "Uh, huh. Gimme a minute to find my rubber boots." As I spoke, I made a small glowing field ball appear near the ceiling between the living room and kitchen. Walking to the couch, I pulled the light cord on the ceiling fan and turned off the field. The lights came on, but Rhonda continued to stare at where the light ball had been. After a moment, she shook her head. "I'd ask, but you'd just give me another bullshit answer." 

    "Nah. Haven't given you one yet, in fact. The ball was made of field energy, just like the screens. Are you still dead set on going down there alone?" 

    With a sigh, she said, "I think it's best." 

    "I disagree. Wait until after breakfast and I'll show you some things that'll prob'ly change your mind." 

    Shaking her head, Rhonda insisted, "No, damn it. I can risk my life, but not someone else's." 

    I chuckled. Her gaze narrowed. "What's so funny?" 

    "I just think your concern is kind of cute. Unnecessary, but cute. What time is it?" 

    She glanced at her watch. "Six-fifteen." 

    Hm. A damned sight sooner than I like to wake up, but long enough. I said, 

"Brush your teeth and put coffee on if you want some. The stuff's in the cabinet above the pot. I'll get ready and be right out." Before I took three steps, she shrilled, "You aren't hearing me, goddammit! I can't be responsible for..." 

    I turned and pointed at her as I sent a stun that made her reel and flop limply back on the couch like a rag doll. In a rather dazed manner, she watched me walk back over to her and stared up at me as I said, "Don't try to talk. Just listen. I'm not exactly helpless, ma'am, and I'm not asking you to take any responsibility for me. When your body starts working right again, finish getting ready to go." 

    After getting dressed and visiting the bathroom to freshen up a bit, I took my mug to the kitchen for some coffee. The pot she'd started wasn't ready, so I used instant. When I turned around with my mug, Rhonda sat at the kitchen table. She calmly asked, "What did you do to me in there?" 

    "I stunned you. Not a full blast, maybe twenty percent. Enough to make you wobbly and shut you up so you could hear what I was saying. There's about a cup made in the pot so far. Would that hold you for now?" She nodded. I got up and turned off the pot, shook the filter screen to stop the drips, and poured her a cup. Turning the coffee maker back on, I asked, "Want sugar? Milk?" She shook her head. "Want me to cool it so it's drinkable right now?" She nodded. "Okay. A little, but don't water it down too much." 

    Rather than turn to the tap, I used a cooling tendril, then turned to the table and set the cup down. 

    With a 'what the hell?' expression, she said, "You didn't put any cold water in it." 

    "Just try it." 

    Clearly expecting scalding coffee, her surprise was very evident when she gingerly sipped, then tried a bigger sip. 

    "That's another use for fields. Did you know flitters can warp light around themselves? Become effectively invisible?" 

    Looking up, she gave me a wary fisheye and, "Uh... no. I didn't know that." 

    "Well, they can, which means we can spy on those squatters from ten feet away if we want. How's your Spanish?" 

    With a self-disparaging shrug, she said, "Mediocre." 

    "Good enough. Mine's a lot worse than that. Did you know a flitter's fields can stop bullets?" 

    Sitting up a bit, she replied, "Yes. That I did know." Sipping coffee, she added, "But I don't want to have to worry about you while I look for Rodriguez." 

    "That's cop-think and you aren't exactly acting in an official capacity at the moment. Let me worry about me." 

    "I can't, damn it! Can't you understand that?!" I shrugged. "Better figure out how, then, 'cuz I'll be there whether you like it or not. You aren't going to tackle this alone, so you might as well work with me. How about breakfast?" 

    "Yeah, sure. Look, it isn't just about covering your ass. If things go to hell, I don't want to have to depend on someone else for a ride. I like having my own wheels." 

    Retrieving eggs and bacon from the fridge, I said, "Hold that thought until you've met my flitter." 

    She glared at me in silence as she sipped more coffee. She almost said something, but canceled the words and sipped again. I used a fork to scramble two eggs each in paper bowls, covered them with paper towels, and put them in the micro. After buttering two ice-cold muffins, I set them between the bowls and set the timer for two minutes. 

    Laying bacon on a paper plate, three strips for each of us and a separate strip, I cooked it above the table inside a grey translucent field bubble. Rhonda's eyes bugged a bit and she watched in fascination as the bacon cooked with all the usual noises and curlings. I took care not to heat the plate and used the field to move all but one piece of bacon to our plates. The microwave's bell chimed. I served the eggs and muffins and checked my coffee mug. It was about half-empty, so I reached for the pot. After topping up Rhonda's cup, I poured coffee into my mug through the little hole in the mug's lid. 

    Rhonda cleared her throat. "You have steady hands." 

    "Lots of practice, ma'am." 

    "How the hell did you cook that bacon?" 

    Putting the pot back, I said, "Just another field trick." As I handed her a fork and a bowl of scrambled eggs, she asked, "Why didn't you cook the eggs that way?" 

    "They're different stuff and it would have doubled the cooking time. This way everything's ready at once." 

    Rhonda scooped eggs out of her bowl to her plate as a soft 'flump' sound came from the garage. She glanced at me. 

    I said, "A cat door," and nibbled a strip of bacon as Annabelle and Tiger padded into the kitchen. 

    Tiger stopped by his bowl and bellowed, "Hello, Ed! Hello, Rhonda!" Beside him, Annabelle stared rather fixedly at Rhonda and said, "Hello. I am Annabelle." 

    I returned Tiger's greeting and used a field to slice the bacon strip in halves as Rhonda managed, "Uh, hello, Annabelle." I prompted, "And Tiger." 

    Rhonda's gaze switched to Tiger, who waited expectantly for her response. She nodded and said, "Yes, of course! Hello, Tiger," then she looked at me and said, "He remembered my name? Just from hearing it once last night?" Petting the cats, I said, "Not just once. I said it once and he said it twice." To the cats, I said, "I made you some bacon," and set the extra strips in Rhonda's bowl, which I placed on the floor. Both cats said thanks and enthusiastically dug in. I noted Annabelle pulled her bacon out of the bowl. Maybe an old habit from kittenhood? I'd never seen Tiger try to poach her treats. 

    Rhonda watched them eat and started to say something, but I held up a hand. When she looked at me, I thumbed at the cats and said, "A lot of people have no idea at all how smart cats are. Right, Tiger?" He looked up from his bacon and said, "Yes, Ed." She glanced at the cats again and nodded. Picking up her fork, she began eating again and I did the same. Rhonda continued to watch the cats with some level of fascination as they finished their bacon quickly and began bathing themselves and each other. When that chore was done, the cats drank some water and headed for the living room. 

    Rhonda's eyes tracked them to a stop, then elevated slightly and tracked the cats as they moved some more. It seemed likely they were checking out her sheets and suitcase. After a few moments, her eyes moved quickly, which told me one or both of the cats had hopped over to Tiger's sofa chair. Likely both, since her eyes didn't return to the couch area. 

    Rhonda's eyes moved again, this time to meet mine. 

    "Why were you staring at me?" 

    Around the last of my eggs, I said, "I wasn't. I was watching you watch the cats. They're on the sofa chair." 

    Glancing at them, she nodded. "Yes, they are. That's the only reason?" 

    "No." 

    "What else?" 

    Grinning, I asked, "Didn't I mention you're kinda cute?" She rolled her eyes and shook her head gently, then finished her food. When she'd finished her coffee and waved off a refill, I trashed our disposable dishware, set the forks in the sink, and topped up my mug. 

    "Ready to go, ma'am?" 

    "In a minute." 

    She headed for the bathroom. I headed for the living room and said, 

"Tiger, Rhonda and I have some work to do. If I took you along, I might not be able to bring you home all day." 

    He knew 'all day' meant 'many hours'. After a glance at Annabelle, he said, "Sophie will come to Martha's house after school. We will stay here, Ed." 

    I nodded and ruffled their chins. "Okay." 

    Tiger said, "I like Rhonda." 

    "I like her, too, Tiger, but she doesn't live around here. It would take her all day to drive here from her house." 

    Annabelle said, "That's very far." 

    "Yup." 

    One of Tiger's ears went to half-mast. He knew the flitter was much faster than a car, but he said nothing. I sipped coffee and petted the cats as I waited for a turn in the bathroom. 

    A few minutes later, I called the flitter down as Rhonda and I stepped outside. It descended as usual; that is, tree limbs swayed and gusts of displaced air tugged at our clothes. While Rhonda was still shielding her eyes, I had the flitter field us aboard. Rhonda screeched and thrashed a bit as the field lifted us above her SUV to the flitter's deck, but she subsided quickly once the field released her. 

    Reciting Rodriguez's address, I told the flitter to take us there and park above the house. With no other instructions, the flitter set forth at just under the speed of sound. I took a seat and sipped coffee as Rhonda screeched again and dropped to her hands and knees, her eyes fixed on the world below. After a few moments and a stark glance at me, Rhonda rather shakily got to her feet and took a seat in silence. When we arrived, I sent probes into the house to see which of the squatters might be up so early. Just two; a guy upstairs staggered to a bathroom in his underwear and a woman downstairs sat at a kitchen table in a terrycloth robe. The woman heard his footsteps above her and muttered something that sounded nasty as she made a face of distaste. The guy upstairs seemed to have the bedroom all to himself, which likely meant he had rank or power among the others. I decided he'd probably do for questioning. Pointing at him on the screen, I said, "Seems likely he'd know whatever there is to know." 

    Rhonda watched him stand at the toilet and nodded as she replied, "I think so, too. You could have warned me before you put the spurs to this thing." 

    "Nope. You needed convincing." Pointing at the woman in the kitchen, I asked, "What about her? His unhappy girlfriend, do you think?" 

    "I think if we get what we need from him, it won't matter what she is." Giving her a sidelong glance, I said, "Let's call her 'plan B' just in case. We can't let them see the flitter or my board, so we'll have to go in on foot. Just a minute." Calling up the 'rabble rouser' suit I'd used in Iran, I asked, "How do I look?" 

    Rhonda's eyes left the screen to look at me. She froze and hissed, "Holy shit..!" 

    Nodding, I chuckled, "Oh, good, it's working. Try to remember not to shoot at this guy, okay?" 

    The man left the bathroom and made it halfway across the room before I stunned him. He dropped and I waited for the woman to put her coffee down before I stunned her. She slumped on the table and slid off to her right. 

    "Flitter, stun everyone else in the house, please, and keep them unconscious until I say otherwise. Also disable any security cameras or other security devices on the property. The police may appreciate the element of surprise." 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    Rhonda yelped, "You're going to call the police?!" 

    "Well, not just this minute, of course." 

    Directing the flitter to land near the back porch, I hopped to the ground, hung my mug on a pants pocket, called up my five suit as an added precaution, and reached for the door handle. 

    Rhonda slapped my hand away and waved a splayed black-gloved hand in front of my face as she sharply whispered, "Ever hear of fingerprints, damn it?!" Heh. She also wore a dark blue knit ski mask now. I said, "Watch," and pushed a finger firmly against the door's glass panel. "You see a print there?" 

    She studied the spot, gave me a quizzical look, and stepped back half a pace to almost grudgingly say, "Okay, then." 

    There were people of all genders and colors strewn on furniture or the floor all the way from the pool area to the main room. The place looked as if they'd partied hard in one manner or another most of the night, but I noted that a few of the glasses had fuzzy stuff growing in them and some of the food items had dehydrated. 

    In one corner of the room stood a firehouse-style brass pole that led up through a hole in the ceiling. As Rhonda headed up the stairs, I field-lifted through the hole and found myself in what looked like a truly sleazy dorm room. Half a dozen women in various states of undress lay on a huge bed. The room's walls were bright purple and there were mirrors everywhere. The furniture had been painted a shade of almost-avocado green and most flat surfaces had cigarette burns and other marks. 

    A Kel-Tec pistol lay on a night table. I picked it up, dropped the clip, and checked the breech. Yup. Loaded and 9mm. A nude twentyish Hispanic woman lay sprawled on her back on the bed, the fingers of her left hand resting on and in a small, rather gaudy purse. In the open purse I could see three small baggies; one with pills, one with whitish-amber chunks of crack, and one containing white powder. 

    Rhonda walked in as I stood there and I pointed into the purse. She eyed the gun on her way to me and looked where I pointed. I said, "Lying wide open, just like it's owner. I saw a coke tray in another room, too. There was an open baggie on it. These people don't seem worried about being busted." Heading for the hall door, I added, "But that'll change soon." Looking around, Rhonda followed, saying, "Jesus, whoever decorated this room should be shot!" 

    Checking the gun's safety, I stuck it in my back pocket. It seemed to fit well enough to stay there. We entered the hallway and found the beginnings of more tasteful decor. In fact, except for the squalid mess and the underwear-clad body on the floor, the main bedroom looked pretty nice. Rhonda said, "Help me get him down to the garage." 

    "Why not question him here?" 

    "Intimidation. Garden tools work really well for that." I shrugged and helped her haul the guy down through the kitchen to the garage, stunning him again on the way. She found some rope and tied him across the hood of a new-looking Jaguar, gagged him with two rolled-up shop towels, and then spent some time looking around. 

    Holding up a pair of branch-lopping shears she found, Rhonda said, 

"These'll do. Time to wake him up." 

    I did so. He came to, realized his situation with a moment of shock and fear, and then began blustering angrily into his gag. I stepped back and leaned on a black Lincoln Navigator next to the Jag as Rhonda fired off some Spanish at him, then held out her hand to me and said, "Your knife, please." Opening it, I handed it to her. She used it to slice a line up each leg of his undies, handed the knife back, and said, "Thanks." Grabbing the guy's waistband, Rhonda yanked a few times and the guy was naked. She let the undies fall to the floor as she pulled the lopper out of her pocket and held it up, then rattled off some more quick Spanish. Pulling his gag away from his mouth, she started asking questions. 

    At first he denied knowing where Rodriguez might be, yapping out a story about finding the place open and abandoned a week ago. She squeezed his story a bit and he soon admitted they might have been there longer than a week, maybe even two. 

    Rhonda warned him in a conversational tone and said what she'd do if he didn't talk, flicked a tab to let the loppers pop open, and nudged his dick around with them. She told him it would be her last cut and that he'd have twenty other opportunities to talk. Then she slipped his left pinkie toe into the lopper's jaws and squeezed lightly. Blood from a small cut dripped on the hood of the car. 

    The guy became rather frantic, among other things screaming that he hadn't signed on for this kind of shit. He started babbling about possible places to look for Rodriguez. Rhonda asked why he hadn't tried to find Rodriguez. He said a guy called Lobo had already gone looking for him, but Rodriguez hadn't been at his island and hadn't been home in over a month. He emphatically said nobody knew where Rodriguez was. 

    Rhonda cautioned the guy that she'd be talking with others in the house and that their answers had better match his. He hastily assured her they would. Rhonda stuffed the gag back in his mouth and called me aside for a conference. We went into the kitchen, where she quietly said, "I don't think he's lying." 

    "I don't either." 

    When we went back out to the garage, Rhonda grabbed the roll of notepaper by the phone and took notes as she continued to question the guy. Standing behind and to one side of her, I again examined the Kel-Tec pistol. It looked almost new, but there was carbon in the breech and bore. Someone didn't know or care about cleaning her gun. I dropped the clip, blew some lint out of the action, put the clip back, and stuck the pistol back in my pocket. Rhonda spent a few moments looking over her notes, then said to me, "Watch him," and headed into the house. 

    The guy watched her go, then looked at me and asked in Spanish, "What's she doing?" 

    I gave him a blank look and he asked again in English. Shrugging, I replied, "Probably gonna question someone else. There's a woman in the kitchen." Glancing at the doorway as if concerned about being overheard, I said, "I'm glad you talked, dude. I wasn't looking forward to watching her chop you up. This damned sure isn't the kind of shit I usually do." 

    He started to say something, hesitated, and then said, "I saw the gun. Are you going to kill me?" 

    "Prob'ly not. You don't know me and I'll bet you don't know her. If she doesn't have to do anything nasty to you, there shouldn't be any reason to have to get rid of you." 

    "She's wearing a mask and gloves, but you aren't. Why should I believe that?" 

    Pretending thoughtfulness, I said, "Yeah, that's a damned good point. Do you know who I am?" 

    He hissed, "What?! Hell, no, I don' know who you are!" 

    "Is my hair blonde or black?" 

    Staring at my hair, he looked a bit confused. "Huh?" I repeated in a firmer tone, "Blonde-or-black, dumbass?!" He took the hint. "Uh...Blonde?" 

    "Sounds good so far. Am I short or tall?" 

    "Uh... short! Very short!" 

    "Close enough." 

    Looking very wary, indeed, he asked, "You serious, man?" 

    "Would you believe me if I said yes? You'll know pretty soon. You think I wanna have the cops after me for murder? They'll let a lot of other shit slide, but..." 

    Rhonda interrupted me with, "Hey! Come see something." To the guy on the Jag, I grinned and said, "You wait right here, okay?" and headed for the kitchen. 
Chapter Five

    Rhonda stood by the kitchen table, studying some documents and charts. Patting the documents, she said, "I found these in a cabinet. He leased an island." 

    Feeding a view of the papers to the flitter, I said, "Got it." Looking up, Rhonda asked, "Got what?" 

    "Location. Coordinates. We can find it now." With a skeptical chuckle, she said, "Well --only just in case, of course

--I think I'll take these with us anyway, okay?" 

    I shrugged and sipped my coffee. "Fine. I think I'll have the flitter keep everybody out cold until we know for sure we don't need them anymore." 

    "How's it going to do that if we leave?" 

    "It just will. Ready to go?" 

    She eyed me briefly, then nodded. "Yes. Let's get on with it." Gathering the papers, she marched back to the porch. 

    Mock-saluting, I muttered, "Well, yes ma'am, ma'am. Getting on with it now, ma'am," and took another sip of coffee before following her. She looked around before leaving the porch, then stood outside staring around as if lost. Heh. Evidently she'd forgotten she wouldn't be able to see the flitter. She checked the ground, then groped in the direction of the flitter, apparently following our tracks in the grass. When her hands disappeared, she stopped and backed up fast. Steeling herself, she glanced back at me with a smug look and strode determinedly forward. I arrived to find her sitting on the edge of the deck, rubbing her shins and swearing softly. I set about gathering up the papers she'd dropped and said nothing. 

    She, however, groused, "This goddamned ledge could have taken my leg off." Setting the papers on the deck, I held out a hand and said, "Nah. Not quite sharp enough. And it's a deck, ma'am, not a ledge. Care to step aboard now?" 

    Glowering at me, she ignored my hand and swung her legs up. Oh, well. I hopped up, went to my usual seat, and canceled my 'rabble rouser' and five suits. Rhonda took the papers and once she'd taken a seat, I had the flitter head for the island. Her eyes got big, her breath hissed in and out, and she sat perfectly still for a time before she looked at me. 

    In a tight tone, she asked, "Where the hell are we going?" 

    "To the island." 

    "But..." 

    "When I said 'got it', did you think I was kidding?" Her mouth opened, then closed. I reached for the nautical chart and studied it for a moment, then said, "Thought so. The islands around Chassahowitzka Bay are National Wildlife land. The lease is a fake. It's just something to show party boats when he tells them to get lost." I pulled up the region on a field screen and zoomed on the coordinates. At that exact point, there was no island, but there was a cluster of tiny islands in the northern area of the preserve, just south of Greenleaf Key. About half the islands had tiny, impromptu shelters made of local materials and plywood, but only three had structures that looked permanent, with actual walls and roofs. Some even had windows. I sent probes to see if any of the shacks were occupied and found people in two of them. 

    In one, a man and a woman in their twenties were happily banging like bunnies on a sleeping bag and a small catamaran was tied to a tree near the water. In the next occupied hut, a man used a handheld radio to argue with another man about a pickup time. A scoped rifle lay across his lap and on the floor lay a wet deer carcass. A poacher. 

    I compared the chart to the depths shown on the screen and said, 

"Rodriguez didn't get his forty-footer in here. To get around in these islands, he'd have had to anchor at the edge of the cluster and use a smaller boat. Flitter, get a sample of Rhonda's DNA, please." 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    Rhonda gave me a startled look and asked, "A DNA sample? How and for what?" 

    "Skin cells or hair would do. If your sister was anywhere around here, she left traces that would closely match yours. Flitter, check the man-made structures on these islands first. If you don't find her traces, check pathways and places where boats have put ashore." 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    Time passed, then more time. A little before noon, I said, "Back in a few," and called up my board to make a run due west into Homosassa Springs. A Burger King had just opened for the day as I arrived. I bought some burger combos and coffees and headed back to the flitter. 

    Seeing the food bags, Rhonda said, "I hope you didn't order anything with mayo." 

    "Nope. All yours are dry. There are packets of mayo, mustard, and catsup in the bag. Salt and pepper, too." I let her get as far as peeking into the bag before I added, "And lots of napkins, in case you're a messy eater." Looking up, she gave me a 'watch it' look. We'd finished a burger and fries each before the flitter changed the screen. It displayed the dim interior of one of the permanent shacks and said, "The woman was held captive in this shelter." 

    Rhonda asked, "How do you know she was held captive?" 

    "There are dense traces of her DNA on this chain and in the immediate vicinity." The display zoomed on a length of chain attached to a tree stump by a big ring bolt, the kind they use to secure cables through telephone poles. A small padlock lay open on a ratty, filthy sleeping bag by the stump. Rhonda murmured, "It's just like she said. The stump and chain, the sleeping bag, everything." 

    I used the probe to scan the hut. There were two cans of bug repellent spray, four gallon milk jugs containing water, and a large red cooler lying open near about two and a half cases of canned beer. There was also a deep dent and a crack in one side of the cooler. Someone had kicked it or sat on it. 

    Sending the probe outside showed me a another padlock hanging open on a hasp by the door of the shack. The door had been cut from a sheet of three-quarter-inch marine plywood. I had the probe nudge it open and it swung shut by itself. 

    "Speculation," I said, "The cooler's too far from the chain for her to sit on it, and she'd have sat on the lid in any case. Maybe she got loose and used it to overpower him or got loose after she overpowered him." 

    "Or," Rhonda said thoughtfully, "It may be he only sat or fell on the cooler and broke it." 

    "Well, yeah, but I liked my speculation better, ma'am. In mine, she kicked his ass before she left." 

    Allowing me a small smile, Rhonda said, "Then I like yours better, too, but there's no way to tell for sure. When did it rain last around here?" I checked with the flitter and said, "Nothing much more than a light sprinkle for almost two months. You're thinking about the water jugs?" 

    "Yes. I don't see a setup to catch rain, so he must have filled them somewhere else." 

    The flitter's chemical analysis confirmed that for her; the water came from a Pasco County tap, likely at his dock. At the water's edge were two hefty posts, one of which had a ring bolt like the one in the stump. I asked the flitter if there were any other signs of Terri on the island and it said no. 

    After sipping coffee for a time, I said, "Okay, some more speculation. He took her back to the boat, likely to get rid of her. Maybe she got loose there and overpowered him." Meeting her gaze, I shruggingly added, "I'm only basing that on the fact that she got away from him at all, y'know." Rhonda studied the screen for a time, then replied, "It sounds as good as anything else at this point. I guess we won't know unless she talks or Rodriguez turns up." 

    "Want to go down and root around in the shack?" She seemed to think about that for a time, then said, "No. If this winds up in court later, we'll need uncontaminated supporting evidence." Nodding, I had the flitter lower close to the shack's door and called up my five suit, then hung over the edge of the deck to secure the door's padlock. Getting up, I said, "Better than nothing," took a seat, and had the flitter head westward. 

    Rhonda asked, "Where are we going?" 

    "Just looking for clues along the most likely route to the Gulf, ma'am. We know Terri got loose, but did she do it at the island, on the way to the big boat, or at the big boat?" 

    We wound among the other islands on a generally eastward course that ended just before the bottom began to angle sharply downward. He'd have anchored in the shallower water, but remained far enough from shore to avoid being beached at low tide. If it were me, I'd have kept fifteen feet or more under the hull on general principles. That depth put us about half a mile from shore. Then what? Say she'd gotten loose. She could have made it ashore on an island, but she'd have had to use a small boat to reach the mainland. Hiking and wading twenty miles would have taken her days if she'd gotten past the wildlife. 

    Turning to Rhonda, I asked, "How did Terri get home?" Still looking at the screen, Rhonda replied, "I told you, she says she doesn't remember." 

    "Okay, then how did she get in when she got home?" 

    "What?" 

    "She'd have needed a key, ma'am. Or keys. Did she have her purse?" 

    "No. She had to use her spare key from the flower garden in front of the apartments." 

    "Uh, huh. Has anyone tried to use her credit cards?" Shaking her head, Rhonda said, "No. I canceled them." 

    "That wasn't the question. Has anyone tried to..." She sighed frustratedly, "I don't know, damn it." 

    "Flitter," I said, "Look up info about Rhonda's sister's credit cards and tell us if anyone's tried to use them during the last month, please." Rhonda gave me a wondering look as the flitter said, "There have been no attempts to use her credit cards, Ed." 

    "Thanks, flitter. You're a marvel, as always." Blinking away her stare, Rhonda agreed, "It sure as hell is, if it can really look up credit records so quickly." 

    "Yup. Now, that would seem to mean Terri's purse was lost along the way in a manner that put it out of everybody's reach. Over the side, maybe? Still in one of the boats?" 

    "There's only one boat we can search, the one they took her aboard when they kidnapped her." 

    "Give the flitter the exact info." 

    She named the boat and the owner. I asked the flitter to search the boat for Terri's purse and we watched the probe's view of the search. Its ability to pass through solid objects made Rhonda flinch a few times as it zoomed through cabinet doors and bulkheads, but the purse wasn't aboard the boat. Rhonda sighed, "Another dead end." 

    "Maybe, but we aren't through looking yet. Rodriguez would have had to anchor about this far out. Or maybe closer if he parked over a depression. It's only about half a mile back to the nearest island. Terri probably could have swum that far. Or paddled a small boat that far, but more likely the boat had a motor. Flitter, are there any recently-sunken boats within..." I gave things some thought and said, "About five miles?" 

    "Didn't you just say more than half a mile would be difficult?" Sipping coffee, I replied, "But not impossible, ma'am. Not even particularly difficult in a small motor boat." 

    Looking thoughtful, Rhonda said, "And he couldn't follow her in close to shore. Or in among the islands." 

    I stood up to stretch and studied the coastline. Rodriguez would have stayed where he could watch the area and called his drug associates for help to search for her. They'd have sent other boats and likely a helicopter. Despite any amount of flak he might receive for getting himself into such a pickle in the first place, she couldn't have been allowed to escape. Shaking my head, I said, "No, he'd have called for help. Lots of help, I think. She'd have put way too much at risk. Fact is, I think the real question here just became how she got her hands on a small boat in the first place." Returning her gaze to the screen, Rhonda said softly, "She'd have had to get away from Rodriguez somehow." 

    "Yup, and if he had her purse and ID, she probably wouldn't have chanced going home, would she?" 

    Rhonda met my eyes for a moment, then shook her head slightly. "No. Not if he was still alive." Her gaze fell and she murmured, "Oh, my God... Terri, what the hell did you do?" 

    The flitter reported nothing new on the bottom within the five mile radius, so I added another five miles. Still nothing. 

    Thinking aloud, I said, "If it happened in the evening, the wind was probably gusting out of the east, blowing off the land. Add another five miles, please, flitter." 

    I ate my other burger as I waited. Rhonda simply sat watching the bottom flow past on the screen. Half an hour passed before the flitter displayed a ruined hulk and a GPS coordinate. The hulk lay twelve fathoms down and just over fourteen miles from the islands. 

    The flitter said, "This boat appears to have sunk approximately thirty-six days ago, Ed." 

    "Good work, flitter. Let's go there, please." As we flew to the spot, I lit a flitter probe and flew it just above the sunken boat's sand-laden, blackened bones. It had settled bow-first, embedding itself into the bottom muck. Sending a second probe, I transformed it to a water jet and blasted bottom debris and sand away from the boat's bow. As the jet's shallow trench beside the hull deepened, the name 'Southwind' gradually became visible. 

    Good enough. I turned off the probe jet as the flitter's nose angled downward. Rhonda sucked in a deep breath and grabbed her seat. Giving her a light whack on the arm as we plunged into the water, I said, "Don't scream. We're fine." 

    Without taking her eyes off the view ahead and almost running her words together, she screeched back, "Why the hell didn't you tell me we'd be going underwater?!" 

    The bottom came up fast and we stopped as I replied, "Had my mind on other things. Sorry." 

    Staring at the wreck, she yelled, "Sorry?! You're sorry?!" 

    "Yes, dammit, I am. Really. Now back to work, please." She turned to face me and yelled, "That move scared the shit out of me! I don't want to hear that 'you're sorry' crap! From now on..." Crap, indeed. I called up my five suit, hopped off the deck, and gently dropped five feet or so in blessed silence to the boat's hulk. Restarting the probe jet, I began excavating the interior of the 'Southwind'. A surprising amount of muck fills a wreck in a month. I had the flitter set up a much larger field jet fifty feet away. It cleared the area by gently moving enough water to disperse the cloud of muck I stirred up. 

    It was readily apparent that a fire had burned all the way to the water line on the starboard side and almost to the water line on the port side. The fire had been tightly localized near the engine. No explosion, even though an unshielded fuel tank sat about eight feet away. 

    I kept jetting muck out of the wreck until I saw a metal fuel line leading from the fuel tank to the port engine. The hatch covering it had burned or floated away, leaving only the metal frame of the hole. I shot the jet down into that muck and soon found where the line had been hacked and bashed away from the engine. No fuel-stop mechanism in the tank? 

    A closer look at the rearmost fuel tank told me why; it was a big, jerry-rigged truck tank, likely installed to extend the boat's range. In the narrow space near the tank lay a hand axe. Using a tendril, I fielded the axe to the flitter's deck. 

    Okay, that answered the question about the localized fire. With the forward hatch cover off, a fire on the engine mounts would have sucked air from below the deck. Flames would have shot almost straight up. At first, anyway. The rear deck and back half of the cabin had burned, but the forward half of the boat had been almost untouched beyond paint closest to the fire charring and blistering. Safety glass windows nearest the fire had shattered when cool Gulf water had hit them. 

    I continued blasting muck, guiding it out the open back of the boat. A few minutes later, I uncovered some bones in a forward section. The skeleton was incomplete, missing a leg, both feet, and both arms, but the rib cage and disconnected thigh bone of one leg still lay in the cabin. There was no skull. I kept blasting muck until all but residue of it remained, then started opening cabinets and drawers. Stuff of all sorts fell out or tried to float away. 

    Moving forward into the bow area, I found a few more cabinets and checked them. In the fourth one --farthest forward on the port side --I found a safe about the size of a picnic cooler. It was the kind you can buy for about two hundred bucks at office supply stores, with a combination lock and a small handle on the door. I sent a thin tendril to shear through the bolts securing it, fielded it out of the wreck to the flitter, and kept looking in cabinets and drawers. 

    Once I'd checked them all and found no purse, I headed back to the flitter. Lifting until I was above it, I let myself sink to the flitter's upper field, dropped through it and landed on my feet, and turned off my five suit as I took a seat. 

Chapter Six

    Rhonda simply stared at me. I sipped some coffee and asked the flitter to park us above the water and open the safe. We lifted away from the wreck as the safe's dial spun a few times and the door opened. A tiny trickle of water dribbled out. Huh. I'd have expected a cheapo safe to be thoroughly soaked after a month in the ocean. Inside the safe were a silver fabric purse, a large, well-stuffed bank bag, several documents, a pistol, and a box of ammunition. I retrieved the purse and showed it to Rhonda. 

    "Is this Terri's purse?" 

    "I don't know. I'll have to see what's in it." I handed it to her and took out the bank bag as Rhonda opened the purse. Taking out a wallet, she opened it and said in a wondering tone, "It is Terri's purse!" She pawed through the purse and brought out keys. "I think everything's here!" 

    When I opened the bank bag, I found it packed with new-looking, banded bills. All of them were hundreds. How much money? Didn't really matter. I asked the flitter if the money was counterfeit. It said the bills were good. I held the bag out to Rhonda and said, "This ought to help with Terri's medical bills." 

    When she looked in the bag, her eyes got big and her mouth fell open. "Oh, my God..! How much is there?!" 

    "No idea. Have fun counting it." Pulling two hundreds out of a packet, I said, "This'll cover my expenses well enough." Tucking the bills into a shirt pocket, I took the documents out of the safe. There were photocopies of a boat title, registration, insurance, diesel fuel receipts, and a radio repair bill. I put the papers back and said, "Now for the whereabouts of Rodriguez. Watch the screen." 

    Putting a probe display of the bones I'd found on the screen, I said, 

"Seems likely that's what's left of him. A bunch of parts were missing. Sharks prob'ly made off with them." 

    Sipping coffee, I asked, "Flitter, do marks on the bones indicate fish took those body parts?" 

    The flitter put a picture of the top of the skeleton's spinal column on the screen and answered, "His limbs were removed by sharks, but his cervical vertebrae received several strikes of the axe you brought aboard." 

    "How many is 'several', flitter?" 

    "Approximately eleven. I can't be more certain." 

    "Good 'nuff, and thanks." Turning to Rhonda, I said, "Here's how I see it at the moment, ma'am. Getting from a dingy onto this boat would require a drop ladder. Unless he carried her aboard on his shoulder, she wasn't tied up. Say he got careless and she somehow got her hands on that axe. A woman who'd already been through hell and who was scared shitless at what he planned to do to her, grabbed that axe and --rather ineptly --did what she had to do to stop him." 

    Sipping coffee, I added, "And, scared just as shitless about what she might face for killing him --both from our justice system and his drug associates --she decided to get rid of the evidence. She used that axe to bust the fuel line off the port engine, hoisted the anchor and lit the fire, then got into the small boat. Sound good so far?" 

    Eyeing the axe on the deck, Rhonda nodded slightly. "I think so. It certainly explains things. Is there any way to know for sure that's Rodriguez down there?" 

    "Maybe. Flitter, grab some DNA from those bones and see if you can find some just like it in... say... another safe or similar secure device at the house we visited this morning. Show us your findings, please." A few moments passed, then the flitter showed us the interior of a wall safe. In it were documents and money as well as a US passport. The passport opened to show us a picture of a swarthy man named Mario Rodriguez. The flitter said, "The skeleton appears to belong to the man named in this passport, Ed." 

    "Good work, flitter. Very good work. Thank you. Now take us another ten miles west, please." 

    Looking at Rhonda, I said, "That sort of short circuits your plan for further revenge, but at least you know he isn't still out there doing more of the same to some other woman." 

    Reaching to take the pistol and the box of ammo from the safe, I checked for anything else that might be worth a look. Nothing. Closing the door and locking it, I fielded the safe over the side and let it drop. The pistol was a .45 caliber Colt 1911 similar to one I'd carried long ago in Germany. I checked the ammo box and found two loaded magazines lying atop loose rounds. When I had the flitter run the serial numbers on it and the pistols, the Colt was clean, but the Kel-Tec was listed as stolen. 

    "Flitter," I said, "Let's head back to Rodriguez's house." Rhonda asked, "Why?" 

    "It's a drug den. The owner's dead and the house is full of armed squatters who'll make great prime suspects regarding Rodriguez's disappearance. Need any more reasons?" 

    In a few minutes, we were there. I noted the nearest houses were about a hundred yards away. Good 'nuff; they'd hear a ruckus. Hovering above the front yard, I sent field pads under two tricked-out cars and flipped them on their sides. As their alarms whooped and wailed, I sent a field at the front door. It burst inward, dangling from the lower hinge. 

    Calling up my five suit, I took the Kel-Tec pistol from my back pocket and wiped it well on general principles, then leaned outside the flitter's field to fire it straight down at the lawn. Two quick shots, a single shot, a pause, then three quick shots. After another, longer pause, I quickly fired the gun dry. When it racked open and empty, I tossed it near the bushes by the front door and sat down to sip coffee. 

    Never let anyone tell you city services are the same for all citizens. This was a rich neighborhood; the cops got there inside five minutes. They spread out at the end of the drive and parked, then got out of their cars and carefully approached the house using stone decorations and vehicles as cover. 

    "Flitter," I said, "Keep the people in the house unconscious until the cops try to wake them up, please." 

    Once the police entered the house, they made short work of rounding up all the occupants. We watched on probe views as they discovered everyone asleep and started cuffing them even before they woke them. The two cops who found the screaming guy in the garage ignored his pleas and cleared the garage before they cut his ropes and cuffed him. 

    "Well," I said, "I guess that's about it, ma'am. Wanna stay and watch the aftermath or head back to the house?" 

    She just looked at me for a moment, then laughed, "Yes, I guess that is about it." Holding up the purse in one hand and the bank bag in the other, she said, "I'd say things actually went very well, all things considered. Sure. Let's go." 

    Nodding, I said, "Flitter, all your records of our travels, searches, and discoveries this morning were a private matter, none of 3rd World's concern or anyone else's." 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    I got the flitter underway and we descended to the street in front of my house a few minutes later. Stuffing the .45 in my back pocket and pulling my shirt down over it, I hopped off the flitter, handed Rhonda down, and then reached for my fossils, the ammo box, and the axe. Rhonda carried her suitcase, the charts, Terri's purse, and the bank bag as she walked into the house with me. 

    Annabelle and Tiger were gone. I put the axe and the Colt with its ammo on the kitchen counter. We got coffees, took seats at the kitchen table, and maybe a full awkward minute passed before Rhonda sighed, "Oh, hell, Ed, I'm just not very good at this sort of thing." 

    "What sort of thing?" 

    "Saying thanks. Or apologizing." 

    Shrugging, I replied, "You probably don't have reasons to practice often enough, ma'am. Try making a few mistakes now and then if you really feel the need." 

    Rhonda gave me a wry grin and reached into the bank bag to put a pack of bills on the table. "You deserve these." 

    When she pushed them across the table, I pushed them back. "I don't need

'em. You and Terri might. Doctors are expensive and Terri apparently stepped way out of her range to do what she did. It could take a long while to fix her." 

    Rhonda's hands trembled slightly and she looked ready to cry as her eyes found and fixed on the axe. 

    I asked, "Did you get enough sleep last night?" Still staring at the axe, she nodded slightly. 

    "Are you ready to spend five or six hours on the road?" She shrugged. "More like seven, really. It depends on traffic and construction and..." Her gaze turned to me and she asked, "Are you saying you want me to go?" 

    "No, I'm just asking. You can stay another night or two if you need some time away from it all. No strings, just hang out and relax. Take time to check your six." 

    "My what?" 

    "Your six o'clock position. Look over your shoulder. Like that. I checked on those guys you left in the woods. They're gone. Seems unlikely three naked guys got very far before they met some cops, so we prob'ly ought to try to find out what they told those cops." 

    Rhonda slumped back in her chair and stared at her cup for a time, then sipped her coffee and sighed. "I can't think how I'd do that over here without drawing unwanted attention." 

    "I have a friend in the Sheriff's Department." 

    "What would you say?" 

    "That I heard three naked guys were picked up on a dirt road south of the county line, of course. There's a nudist resort down that way. I can ask if they escaped or something." 

    She sipped coffee and looked thoughtful. "I guess it can't hurt." Giving me a direct look, she added, "If you're careful." Sitting back, I sipped coffee and said, "Rhonda, you know how cops are. Do you think one or more of those guys will admit they traded a woman for coke? 

To a guy who'd probably kill her and dump her at sea after he finished with her? Maybe, with enough time and pressure. But will they be able to name your sister after over a month? Again, maybe. If only a first name from the guy who dated her. Maybe not a last name. Maybe not even an address if she met him somewhere. Now, what about evidence? We have her purse. Would there be anything else that could positively identify her?" 

    After a moment, Rhonda shook her head. "I can't think of anything, but that doesn't mean there isn't something." 

    I nodded. "True, but with no body, no Rodriguez, and no other tangible evidence, all they'll really have is three castrated guys and a story they can't check out. Where would it all go from there?" 

    "Hopefully nowhere. A dead end." 

    "Yup. Not a sure bet, but it seems pretty likely." With a sigh, her eyes returned to the axe. "Why did you take that out of the wreck?" 

    "It needed to disappear. Someone will eventually find that wreck. If you don't want it, I'll clean off the rust and keep it." Looking at me, she asked, "Why the hell would I want it?" Taking a breath, I considered how to state my thoughts, then said, "From what you've said, Terri will need counseling, but she may never tell anyone what happened to Rodriguez. That sort of secret can fester. I suggest you tell her where you've been and what we found, if only so she has at least one other person she can talk to when she's ready. The axe would prove you weren't bullshitting her." 

    Eyeing me, Rhonda said, "Or send her over the edge." 

    "Unlikely. She's coping, even if she's kind of moody and jumpy around open flames. First she'd need to believe nobody --not friends of Rodriguez and not the cops --will ever come looking for her. She also needs to know that you agree with her actions and won't turn cop on her. Agree and support, not just understand. That you'd have done the same damned thing in her shoes. That's what'll make her talk it all out, preferably several times. That's how to stop the nightly screaming." 

    Giving me a fisheye stare, Rhonda asked, "How the hell will reliving it over and over stop her screaming?" 

    "It takes the edges off. Watch the scariest movie you've ever seen several times. By the fifth time, you'll be critiqing the stupid moves made by the actors. You know; 'Oh, sure, split up and make yourselves easy targets. Who writes this shit?'" 

    Her fisheye continued. I shrugged and said, "So don't believe me. Check with your trauma counselors. They aren't just picking details when they make a cop tell a shooting story a dozen times. They're grinding down the spikes." Looking at the axe again, she said, "I don't think I'll need the axe. Her purse should be all the proof she needs." 

    I noted she didn't mention the money. "Yeah, could be. What do you want to do with the rest of the day?" 

    Switching her gaze to me, she paused thoughtfully, glanced at her watch, and said, "It's just after two. I think I should get back to Miami." She then sipped her coffee and eyed me for another few moments. 

    Sipping my own coffee, I said, "Yet you're still sitting at my kitchen table. From what I've seen, that's not how you operate. You have three loose ends. You need to be sure they haven't ID'd you or your sister. If you don't, you'll lose some sleep." 

    I had the flitter pull up police records regarding the three guys and found they'd been checked into a hospital under guard. Their statements only said a woman had taken them to the woods and castrated them. They'd provided a vague vehicle description, an equally vague description of their attacker, and all the men claimed to have no idea why she'd done it. While cops had visited the scene and found their clothes in a drainage ditch, the white guy had managed to call his family's lawyer. That likely meant the cops wouldn't get much farther if nobody admitted anything. 

    After reading the reports, Rhonda said in a flat, quiet tone, "Actually, there's a fourth loose end, Ed. You've helped me a lot, but I can't overlook the fact I've known you less than twenty-four hours. I think I'd better take the axe after all. I think it needs to disappear completely." I shrugged. "Kinda thought you might. Think there's really any of Terri left on it?" 

    "I don't know and don't care. I'll just get rid of it." Thumbing toward the front of the house, she said, "Besides that, I want to stop somewhere and clean the SUV." 

    "Worried about forensics?" 

    She grinned wryly. "If I were, I'd be talking about burning it. No, it just very much needs a good cleaning." 

    "Think any of those guys got your license plate?" She shook her head. "I doubt it. Brand and color, maybe, but there are lots of them on the roads." 

    "Well, nonetheless, you prob'ly shouldn't speed on the way home. You know how cops can be, Miz Detective." 

    Rolling her eyes, she replied, "Yes, I do." With a sigh, she stood up, eyed me for a moment, and then stuck out her hand. I stood up and took it as she continued to study me for a time, then she let go and gathered up the purse, the axe, and the papers and crammed them into her suitcase. I walked her to the SUV and she shook my hand again, then she got in, buckled up, and drove away. 

    My implant pinged as I walked back to the house. I called up a screen and answered with, "Hi, there, Cap'n Angie." 

    Angela Horn said, "Hi, Ed. You've been rather busy this morning, but your flitter said it had no records of use." 

    Stopping on the front porch, I said, "A lady friend dropped by. We went for a ride. It's nobody's business but ours." 

    Fixing a direct gaze on me, she said, "I beg to differ." 

    "Differ all you want, but I'll keep my very private moments with women aboard my privately owned flitter private. Please note my repeated use of the word 'private'." 

    Her gaze narrowed. "You're saying it was nothing more than a romantic rendezvous?" 

    "Nope. I'm not gonna talk about it at all, Cap'n. Was my morning jaunt your only reason for calling?" 

    She sat back and regarded me for a moment, then said rather flatly, "We'll talk later, Ed. Bye." 

    "Okay. Bye." 

    Angie dropped the link and I considered the implications of her 'We'll talk later' remark. Pressure to allow monitoring? If so, she'd be unsuccessful. The flitter already had orders to let me know if there were probes other than our own in our vicinity. What about other means of monitoring flitter use? I couldn't block her satellite tracking. Well, actually I could, but there'd be too much flak and it would only provide ammo to those who wanted to see me give up my non-commercial flitter. 

    "Flitter," I said, "Cat said there's room for a field-generated flitter program in my implants. Can you design such a program and install it for me?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Then do so, please. Make it a full-function flit that can run on broadcast power when I'm not feeding it." 

    Linking into the flitter's core, I monitored the program design and transfer to my implants, hoping to have an immediate handle on using it. The exotic math involved soon skunked me and I settled for simply watching the stuff go by on the flitter's display. Oh, well, I could study it later. Maybe. Cat popped into being on my left as I opened the screen door. I said, "Hi, there, you gorgeous creature of enigmatic energy," and opened the main door. As we entered the house, she said, "Hi, yourself. I see you've already installed a flitter program. May I ask why?" 

    "It seemed like a good idea at the time." 

    "Is it possible you haven't foreseen potential dangers?" 

    "Sure, but I set it to default to broadcast feeds. Even if I pull over to take a nap it'll maintain itself." Setting my coffee on the kitchen counter, I turned to face Cat and said, "I think 3rd World may get serious about trying to take my flitter, Cat. I could do a lot of things to prevent that, but if they involve the feds, I could wind up in prison on someone's political whim." She regarded me for a short time, then asked, "What will you do with it if confiscation becomes a reality?" 

    "Swap the core for a standard one and very publicly donate the flit to a rescue outfit." I grinned. "Or maybe I'll start a fully independent rescue outfit that would be completely outside everyone's financial and political control, just to be as difficult as possible about the matter." Cat chuckled, "That could be difficult." 

    "Oh, tell it like it is, ma'am; that could be impossible. But the attempt would cause all interested parties to have to thoroughly define their positions equally publicly, and the 'crats of the world truly hate having to explain themselves." 

    "Would a field-generated version of a flitter --one without its own computer core --be enough for you?" 

    Shrugging, I started to respond, then thought about it. If I wasn't working for 3rd World or the feds, a fake flitter would probably be more than good enough for my uses. 

    Nodding slightly, I replied, "Yeah, I think it would be. If Elkor wants to uncork another AI, she wouldn't necessarily have to originate in a flitter core, would she?" 

    "That has been very convenient, but you're right. A new AI could be... conceived... in any of the remaining cores." 

    "Or even a new core. Elkor's made them before. Something, though; I'd like to hang onto the core now in my flitter and keep it as-is if there are no objections. I've been working on a personal project." 

    "That should be no problem. How's your progress?" With another shrug, I admitted, "Hell, I dunno. It says it's logged every memory I have and it's been recording my thoughts since the day we achieved telepathic contact. About the only thing left to do is transfer my actual consciousness into the computer, but I'm not ready to do that, even if I could. I can still wring a few more years out of this ol' bod." Sipping my coffee, I said, "If I ever find the key to making that transfer, I'll probably try living in the computer, at least for a while. Seems likely it would work both ways, but if it doesn't, no big deal. Being organic has a few drawbacks, y'know." 

    Cat's head canted slightly as she studied me, then she said, "Being organic made you the man who caused Elkor to recognize and acknowledge his sentience, and thereby caused the eventual development of other sentient AIs." I waited for more, but when it didn't come, I asked, "And..? Now you're all here and at least one of you knows how to trigger sentience." 

    "I just... felt... that needed to be said." 

    "Okay, but it's like what I've heard too often when I've told someone I got fixed and don't like kids. They'd say, 'But you were a kid once,' as if it should somehow mean something. To me, that's like saying, 'You owned a Ford once.' So what? How does it relate to anything at this moment?" 

    "You're upset. I'm sorry." 

    "Don't be. Being a little upset can make people think. In fact, it has made me think. The commercial flits are the same as non-commercial models except for the engines and computer cores, right?" 

    "Yes." 

    "So if I let them modify my flit to commercial specs, all I'd have to do is bring it home and pop in my old core and the spare flitter engine sitting in my garage. Also right?" 

    Cat grinned. "There'd be just a bit more to it than that, but I'm willing to assist you." 

    "You sure?" 

    "You own the spare engine. You own the flitter. It's your privilege to use whichever engine you prefer." 
Chapter Seven

    Cat and I talked a bit more before she excused herself and disappeared for

--as usual --some unstated reason. I gave some more thought to my engine-swap backup plans, then called the matter settled enough for the moment and dug out my boot polish. Using a field tendril, I rubbed wax onto my boots, but I couldn't figure out how to make an effective boot brush out of field energy. Oh, well. 

    I used my boot brush, then looked at my black leather hat. It needed some wax, too, so I took my eight or so souvenir pins off it and brushed it clean, then rubbed on some polish. When I finished brushing it, a few spots looked as if they could use another coat of wax. I decided to do the whole hat again after some time in the sun and headed for the garage. 

    Backing my bike out, I checked the fluids and tires, lowered the garage door, and went back into the house to make a fresh coffee for the road. When I went back out to the bike, I considered where to go as I started it. Nothing came to mind, so with no particular destination, I rolled out of the driveway and headed north on Deltona Boulevard. 

    Parts of central Florida are still relatively undeveloped. County Road 476

winds for miles through horse country connecting tiny rustic towns. Here and there are small lakes and ponds and even a few low, rolling hills. I spent the rest of the day just bumbling around and stopped for dinner at a buffet restaurant in Mount Dora. 

    I was more than halfway through my steak dinner when a group of about a dozen mostly late-model motorcycles entered the restaurant's parking lot. Since I was at a table by myself and there'd be a few more people than there were open seats, I called the waitress over. 

    She'd been eyeing the arriving herd and apparently thinking the same thing. When I told her she could seat people at my table, her smile got bigger and she thanked me before she went to tell the hostess. The hostess looked my way and I nodded. She smiled and nodded in return, then began greeting bikers as they entered. 

    The two men and a woman they put at my table were pleasant enough and serious about getting some food. Once they'd introduced themselves by first names and settled, they didn't interrupt my efforts much. They studied menus and ordered as I cleaned up my corn and green beans. 

    After they'd ordered, one of the guys turned to his friends and asked, 

"Did you see that bike with the cooler on the back? I couldn't tell what kind it was." 

    The woman said, "I think it's a Jap bike," and the other guy gave her a droll look as he said, "Well, duh. Didn't you see the Vulcan badges on the tank? It's a Kawasucki." 

    Someone at the table behind them glanced back and said, "Don't start, Lou. More'n half of us ride Jap bikes. Like they say, 'It isn't what people ride, it's that they ride'." 

    'Lou' silently mocked the guy's words to his friends and said, "That's what people say when they can't afford a Harley." 

    The guy behind him said, "I had three Harleys, Lou. Then I grew up some more and got tired of filling the tank and fixing the damned things every hundred miles. That's why I'm on a Goldwing now." 

    "Yours were old AMF Harleys. They aren't like that now." 

    "Doesn't matter. I really like my Goldie." 

    The woman at my table squinted at my bike for a moment, then took a camera out of her shoulder bag and aimed it at my bike. The lens mechanism whined as she peered through the viewfinder, then she elbowed the guy on her left and said, "Take a look at his back tire. It looks weird." He took the camera and studied my bike briefly, then muttered, "I'll be damned! That looks like a car tire!" 

    Nearby people heard him and a guy asked what the hell he was talking about. He said, "I swear I'm lookin' at a car tire on that bike!" He passed the camera to the guy at the next table, who made sounds of surprise. The camera passed through half a dozen hands before it got back to its owner. A few people got up saying things like, "This I gotta see!" and soon about half the group was standing behind my bike. The waitress approached with a coffee pot, so I had her top up my mug, paid my tab, and visited the bathroom. When I came out, some of the bikers were coming back into the restaurant as others went out for a look. 

    As I walked over to the bike, one of the guys who seemed particularly fascinated with the tire asked, "You ever seen anything like this before?!" Hanging my mug between the handlebars, I replied, "Yup," and swung a leg over the bike. Starting it, I let it roll backward down the slight hill between a couple of the gawkers. With a little wave, I rolled away before anyone could start asking the usual tire-related questions. It isn't that I'm unwilling to share info about using car tires on bikes. I left because --in my experience --the discussions usually devolve quickly into vivid demonstrations of ignorance. Someone always yaps off about how leaning the bike will ruin the sidewall --it doesn't --and how a dozen other things about a car tire on a bike are totally wrong and dangerous. Their objections are based purely on speculations, of course. Not even one objector I've ever met has ridden a bike outfitted with a car tire. They just voice their own fears of the unusual as if they're quoting gospel. After more than ten thousand miles on this tire in all kinds of weather, I know for a fact that it grips and stops better than any bike tire I've ever ridden. Traffic was light on southbound US301, but when I reached SR50, it was as if someone had opened a westbound cattle gate at feeding time. Parking at the gas station on the corner, I asked a guy at the pumps where all the traffic had come from. He said it was probably from the big new church a mile or so to the east. 

    Watching a burgundy pickup truck use the turn lane to bolt around several cars, then blast straight through the intersection, I said, "I think I'll let things thin out a bit." 

    The guy laughed and replied, "Yeah, me too." It didn't take long; half the traffic turned north or south at 301 and soon things looked fairly normal. I cranked up and rolled westward. Not far ahead, I saw the pickup truck again, now parked next to a white sedan on the grassy highway embankment. As I passed, a woman stuck her fist out the sedan's window and gave the man standing next to the car the finger. He gesticulated broadly as he shouted. I heard an engine rev up and in my right mirror, I saw the white car charge forward and angle up to the road. It fishtailed a little as it found the gravel and pavement and sped toward me. 

    I pulled far to the right and slowed down to forty. The white car roared past me about six inches from my left mirror at what looked like eighty. In my right mirror, I saw the truck fishtail widely in the grass and throw up a lot of sod as it charged up the slope to the road. It passed me going even faster than the white car, but at least it wasn't in my lane. 

    Other cars behind me had also slowed or stopped. They began moving again and so did I, raising my speed to five over the limit. A few seconds later, I spotted cop lights behind me. His siren became audible as I and the other vehicles slowed down and pulled over again. The cop passed us all in the eastbound lane at what must have been very close to a hundred miles per hour. Getting underway again, I considered what lay ahead; a neighborhood shopping center based around a grocery store at the intersection of SR50 and I-75. No wonder the cop was in such a hurry; he only had a few miles at most to stop them. Just ahead of me, another lit-up cop car pulled onto SR50 from Ridge Manor Boulevard and blasted westward. 

    When I crested the hill near the shopping center, I saw both cop cars near the beginning of the northbound I-75 on-ramp, parked so as to block a westbound lane and the on-ramp itself. The white car had apparently tried to take the ramp too fast and flipped, rolling up against the concrete embankment surrounding the north side of the overpass. The pickup truck lay upside-down on the other side of the overpass in the middle of the southbound off-ramp. From the look of it, the truck had also done some rolling, then made a long slide on its roof. 

    One cop was checking the woman in the car and the other was trying to flag down traffic, which meant there'd soon be a bottleneck or no traffic moving at all. The second cop left the woman's car to help with the intersection. I sped up a bit to hurry through the green light and scooted past the scene as the cop lifted traffic cones from the trunk of his car. 

    I said, "Catherine, there's been an accident," and her presence popped into being on my left, though she didn't appear. In my right mirror, I saw copies of her appear simultaneously beside both wrecked vehicles. A cop noticed her by the white sedan and trotted toward her, but her image there vanished, as did her image by the truck. 

    Cat said, "Both drivers are dead." 

    An ambulance, a fire truck, and another cop car headed for the accident in the eastbound lanes as I said, "Figured that. Thanks anyway." A moment passed, then Cat said, "You seem upset." 

    "Call it 'annoyed'. Those two put everyone on the road at risk with their silly shit." 

    "Perhaps she feared for her life. We don't know why she ran from him." 

    "No, but we do know she wasn't thinking about anyone else's life when she gave him the finger and hauled ass. No sympathy here, Cat. Personal squabbles shouldn't happen on public roads." 

    On the long, straight stretch of SR50 prior to Brooksville, I slipped my mug out of its straps and sipped some coffee. All you have to do is relax a bit, you know. A big black dog ran across the eastbound lanes and stopped in the median, but as I approached, it dashed across the westbound lanes. I had to jink the bike around the dog when it stopped in my lane to wait for a car behind and to my right. 

    Cat said, "Well done. Later, Ed." 

    I replied, "Okay, later, Cat," and sipped again before rehanging my mug in its straps. 

    Nothing else happened on the way home. I put the bike in the garage and checked the TV schedule, but the only thing on was a rerun of 'Chuck'. I fired up the computer to work on my latest book and turned the next few hours into some loosely defined chapters. A little before ten, Angie pinged my implant. Putting up a screen, I said, "You got me." 

    The screen she put up was abnormally small. Angie's gaze left something beyond the screen and in an unusually cool and formal manner greeted me with, 

"Hello, Mr. Howdershelt. We need you to come to Carrington tomorrow." Hm. Definitely not the way she normally prefaced a chat. If she had something for me, she'd usually ask what I knew about some topic relevant to the matter or simply tell me what she had in mind. I sent a probe to see what might be on her desk and who else might be in the room. 

    Two unfamiliar men sat on the other side her desk. One was an Air Force bird colonel and the other wore a dark suit. An open folder lay on her desk and her index finger rested at a spot on the right-hand page that read, 

'Flitter to be turned in or exchanged for a commercial model immediately.' 

    I replied, "What time and what's it about?" She replied, "I can't discuss the matter over an open comm link. Be here at ten, please." 

    "Ten it is." 

    "Thank you, Mr. Howdershelt. I'll see you then." She dropped the link. Through the probe, I watched the two men scoot their chairs closer to her desk. The colonel asked, "Need I remind you not to warn him in any manner?" 

    Angie glared at him and said, "No, Colonel Schott. You've made yourself perfectly clear. Now let me be clear about something; my letter of resignation will be FedX'd to the Pentagon just as soon as this is over." He shrugged and sighed, "I'm only following orders, Captain, just like you are. Don't shoot the messenger." 

    Standing up, Angie snapped, "Don't hand me that 'just the messenger' crap, Colonel. You co-signed the order. If you have no other threats for me today, we're done here. Goodbye." 

    Ah-ha. Well, I'd expected as much. Nothing less would have made her act like that. I had the flitter check out the other suit and found he was Dan Chalmer of the FBI. He glanced at Schott in a mildly disapproving manner. Did that make him a good guy of sorts? Nope. 

    He said, "Colonel Schott, my subordinates say 'yes, sir' and damned little else. They never mouth off to me. Never. Captain Horn, you mind your attitude. We don't give a damn whether you resign from the Air Force after we have that flitter, but we can make things very difficult for you if he doesn't turn it in. Very damned difficult. Do you understand me?" 

    Angie rested her fists on her desk and leaned forward to ask, "Didn't you understand me, Chalmer? I just told you two to get the hell out of my office as politely as I intend to. I won't tell you again." Chalmer stood up and growled, "Captain Horn, this is your last warning about your attitude. Now sit down; we still have a few things to discuss." As if weighing things one last time, Angie met his gaze for another moment, then her left hand flashed to her phone and she pressed a button. A man answered, "Yes, ma'am?" and she said, "Harris, send four guards to remove two men from the base, please." Harris answered, "Yes, ma'am," and Angie replied, "Thank you, Harris." 

    Shchott seemed stunned and Chalmer looked about to explode with anger. Standing straight, Angie said, "There's nothing more to discuss. Colonel Schott, you delivered my orders and I'll follow them to avoid a court martial, but you're not in my usual chain of command." 

    The four 3rd World guards arrived. Angie buzzed them into her office and said, "Escort these men off the base, please. They may remove their belongings from guest quarters, but they may not make any phone calls or delay their departure in any manner, nor will they be allowed back on 3rd World property without specific clearance from this office. That's all. Get to it, please." One of the guards instantly responded, "Yes, ma'am," and turned to signal the others. Schott and Chalmer blustered all the way to the door, but through that door they went. 

    Heh. '3rd World property.' That could mean any 3rd World turf anywhere in the world. It could also mean two guys would receive less-than-choice reassignments soon. Once Angie had paced off some of her steam, I pinged her. She put up a screen and asked, "Were you watching?" 

    "Yup. That was a helluva show, ma'am." 

    "Good. Did I actually warn you in any manner?" 

    "Nah. I snooped on my own as usual, of course." Sitting down, she sighed, "So what now?" 

    "You're my friend, Angie. The flitter's just a gadget. I'm not gonna let

'em ruin your future over it. See you tomorrow. I have to make some preparations." 

    Looking somewhat concerned, she asked, "What kind of 'preparations'? You aren't going to booby-trap it, are you?" 

    "No. I just want to say goodbye properly. Later, milady." 

    "Properly? Uh... yeah, okay. Later, Ed." 

    I dropped the link and gave the matter some thought, then headed outside and called the flitter down. 

    As I boarded, I said, "Flitter, I may have to turn this vehicle in to 3rd World or some other authority tomorrow. They'll require at least a normal computer core, so we'll make one for them tonight and I'll keep you. Can you think of any reason this action would be unlawful?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    "Good. This will be our secret for now. I'll include my AI friends later." 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    Using field frequencies not on Carrington's surveillance lists, I had the flitter construct a standard core with minimum operational capabilities. When that core sat on the seat next to mine, I had the flitter make a field generator capable of independently housing its current core. A three-foot-wide metal ball gradually materialized above the deck as I popped the flitter's console open and removed some things. 

    Once the generator was finished, I had the flitter land deep in the woods northeast of town and open the generator's shell. Pushing the four release points in the console freed my flitter's core and I installed it in the generator, then closed the shell. 

    "Flitter," I said, "Your name is Athena unless you have some other preference. Do you have some other preference?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    "Then you are no longer to respond to the word 'flitter', only to your name. Other than a slight loss of focused power that'll be due to distance, has moving into this generator caused you to lose any of your field manipulation abilities?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    "Excellent. Please design a specifications display for a field generated flitter. Also create an operator's manual that lists minimum and maximum capabilities as compared to this physical flitter. I'll study the info later. For the time being, I'll want you to park yourself in orbit above me. You won't have to be precisely above me, but you must remain within one thousand miles of me." 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Before we call this finished, is there anything we can do to make you more comfortable or capable in your new shell?" 

    "No, Ed. Based on your prior uses and my speculations concerning your power enhancements, I constructed this generator to accumulate and direct one hundred and eighty-six percent of your flitter's field capacity." 

    "Um... okay. But why not two hundred percent?" Before the flitter could answer, a voice from the front of the flitter said, "System limitations." 

    I almost dove off the deck. Adrenalin surged through me as I spun. I recognized Cat's voice and presence before doing anything really drastic, but I realized I'd settled into a low fighting stance. 

    Cat softly chuckled, "Gotcha." 

    Relaxing myself, I replied, "No shit, ma'am. My bios must have gone through the roof." 

    That made her laugh as she took a seat and said, "They were somewhat higher than I've ever seen them. Couldn't you wait to put together a virtual flitter?" 

    "Nope. Someone decided to use Angie against me. I won't let her take career heat over something I don't really need. All they'll get is a plain ol' 

flitter, though." 

    Nodding slightly, she said, "So I see. Have you spoken to Jessie lately?" Oh, shit. She had an independent flitter, too. "No, I haven't. What's up?" 

    "The US government pressured her to work for them, so she signed a contract with 3rd World this afternoon. The feds weren't pleased. I'm surprised she didn't call you about it." 

    "I'm not. She was likely a test case and it would have amounted to warning me, which would have put Angie on the hook." Taking a seat next to Cat, I said, "And I don't think they're kidding about that in the least. I watched a probe view of Angie's office as I spoke to her this evening. Athena, show Cat that recording, please." 

    Instead of putting up a screen, Athena must have beamed the info straight to Cat, who nodded again. "No, they didn't seem to be kidding." I shrugged. "So tomorrow I'll try to make them swap out the engine. I can install my spare engine later." 

    "You're sure nobody knows about it?" 

    "I don't think so. The house field's been up almost since the day I got the extra engine. Well, nobody knew except my old neighbor who saw me unload it, but he's been gone five years. He and his wife moved to a no-maintenance retirement condo." I thought of my unmowed yard and chuckled, "Maybe that's what I ought to do." 

    Cat laughed, "You'd hate it. Too much company." Grinning, I agreed, "Yeah, prob'ly so. Better to deal with a little yard work once in a while than people every day." 

    We talked a bit more as I installed the new core in the flitter, then Cat said goodnight and vanished. I had my flitter station itself twenty miles up, sent Athena into orbit, and used my board to get home. 
Chapter Eight

    At seven-thirty Tuesday morning, Angie pinged my implant. I swung my legs out of bed and sat up as she pinged again. Sighing as I reached for my coffee mug, I sipped as yet another ping sounded in my head. The coffee was old and cold and made me shudder with goosebumps, but it worked as a wakeup tonic. Her fourth ping sounded. Without putting up a screen, I responded, "Yeah, yeah, I'm up. Ten, right?" 

    "Yes. I'm sorry, Ed. I... I really can't stop this." Emphasis on 'can't' instead of 'really' told me she hated what she had to do. Calling me by my first name and expressing sentiment let me know she was alone. 

    I said, "Knew that. Don't feel too bad, Cap'n Angie. I've given this some thought. If they'll let me swap out the engine, fine, but if they just want to take my flitter, it'll cost 'em a solid million. I'll send it upstairs and blow it up if they won't pay." 

    Angie said nothing for a moment, then asked, "What about their offer to exchange it for a commercial model?" 

    "No. A commercial flit would be mine in name only, and sooner or later they'd trigger recall codes or some other disabler to try to force me to go along with some program or another. It's an engine swap or money." She was silent again for a time, then said, "What's going on in your head, Ed? You don't need the money." 

    I shrugged, though she couldn't see me. 

    "So I'll start a charity or feed one." 

    "What if they can't get the money?" 

    "If the government can piss away billions on anything else that tickles its fancies, it can damned well barf up a paltry million for a flitter." She said flatly, "Or you'll destroy it." 

    "Yup. There's no question that I own it and no law against destroying your own POV if you do it safely. I checked." 

    Angie sighed, "Oh, I'm sure you did. You'll go to your grave giving someone the finger, won't you?" 

    "Prob'ly. A lot of people seem to deserve one. You gonna let me go primp now?" 

    "Yeah. Sure. See you at ten." 

    "Later, Cap'n." 

    She dropped the link and I went through the motions in the bathroom, got dressed, and sent a ping to Tiger. He and his lady were down by the pond. I told him I had an errand to run and didn't know when I'd be back. He and Annabelle wished me a good day. 

    I thought about cooking a breakfast and skipped that in favor of a brunch at Carrington. Calling the flitter down, I said, "Flitter, if things don't go well this morning, I may order you to ascend to five hundred miles and self-destruct. Do you have an opinion about that?" 

    "No, sir." 

    "Do you have any sentience at all?" 

    "No, sir." 

    Good enough. I took the 9mm pistol and ammo from Africa and Tiger's bag of kibble out of the console and put them in the house, put the cooler in the garage, and retrieved the flitter's Florida vehicle title. As I got underway, I wondered what to do with my stash of instant coffee. I like having it with me, but a glass jar wouldn't last long banging around in my pack. Linking to Athena, I asked her to help me get a handle on transmuting the glass to plastic. It took four false starts, but I got the hang of it. I worked my way around the jar until the job was done, then dropped the plastic jar in my pack and called up a screen to check email. 

    When I reached Carrington, I left the flitter above the admin building and used my board to zip down to the front steps. The guy checking IDs was Ted Somebody. The last time I'd seen him, he'd been trying to arrest me in a corridor. 

    I said, "Hi, Ted," and that seemed to startle the hell out of him. He almost blurted, "You remember me?" 

    Taking my ID back, I replied, "Apparently so." 

    "Uh... Well... You know I was just doing what I was told to do that day, right? There are no hard feelings?" 

    With a grin, I said, "If there were, I wouldn't have said, 'Hi, Ted', would I? How about you? I stunned you." 

    He quickly shook his head. "No, sir! No hard feelings here! Captain Wallace told us what was going on." 

    "Kewl. Later, Ted." 

    On the other side of his ID kiosk, I called up my board and scooted at a jogging pace toward the mess hall. The line cook saw me coming and waved, then walked away from the line to the walk-in fridge and returned a few moments later with a slab of chopped steak. By the time it was well done, I had a plate with greens and potatoes and a fresh coffee. 

    Angie and Wallace walked into the mess hall as I dug in to my steak. They got coffees, then came to my table and took seats across from me with the usual morning greetings. 

    For a few moments, nobody spoke, then Wallace said, "They threatened Angie with a court martial. They threatened me with --and I quote --'an indefinite delay' in making Admiral. Why the hell do they want your flitter so badly?" I shrugged. "Maybe they just can't stand the idea that an individual owns a gadget that can neutralize a nuke. Maybe they think there's something special about my flit in particular. If so, they'll be sadly disappointed. If they get it at all." 

    He shook his head. "I heard from Colonel Schott. They're prepared to exchange flitters. Nothing else." 

    "Tell him to watch the sky, then." 

    "You're serious? You'd really blow up your flitter?" 

    "Oh, hell, yes, Cap. After all the shit they've stirred up and the threats, you can bet on it." 

    There was silence for a moment, then Angie said, "Well, they've officially stated their goal is to remove all fully-featured flitters from civilian hands. Since you're the only civilian who actually owns one, that's a load of political crap; an official line for the press and whomever else." 

    "Yup. It may even be one of the real reasons, but I don't buy it as the only reason." Sipping coffee, I said, "And 3rd World hasn't made any effort to intercede on my behalf --or yours, for that matter --so unless I leave with my flitter exactly the same as it was when I arrived, I'll re-retire." Wallace said, "We'd hate to see that happen, Ed." Thumbing at Angie, he emphasized, "This 'we', that is. And others." 

    "Sorry, Cap. Linda's right. The company's changed too much." Aiming my fork at Angie briefly, I said, "You, Captain, ma'am, are halfway through a career. This is no time to quit unless you definitely have something better. If 3rd hasn't guaranteed you this civvy slot, stay in the Air Force." Looking at Wallace, I said, "You're up for Admiral inside a year. I checked. Don't say or do anything to blow that. This flitter thing is ultimately going to end up as a brawl between the feds, 3rd World, and me. I'll get what I want or my flitter will brighten the sky sometime around noon." 

    I'd finished my breakfast and we sat sipping coffee and talking when Schott and Chalmer walked into the mess hall. 

They made a bee-line to our table and Chalmer pulled out a chair. Angie said, "I had to let you back on base, but you weren't invited to join us here." 

    Chalmer froze briefly, then apparently decided to sit anyway. I stood up as he did so and said, "If you stay, I go. Our appointment is at ten. In her office, not the mess hall." 

    Schott leaned into my range of vision and asked, "Is there really any harm in discussing things before we have to actually make decisions?" 

    "There's no point. You'll either let me swap my engine for one of the commercial engines here at Carrington or you'll barf up one million bucks. Failing either of those options, my flitter will detonate in space." Chalmer said, "Just hold on a minute, will you? Have a look at this and see if you still think that's a good plan." 

    He reached into his jacket and I saw folded papers emerge. I suspected what was coming and put up a yard-wide defensive field. He shoved the papers at me and snapped, "I hereby serve you..." and got no farther. His hand bounced off my field, he yelped in surprise, and the papers fell to the floor. Stepping back, I said, "You have to put those papers in-my-hand, Chalmer. That's the law and they aren't worth shit 'til you do." To Schott, I said, 

"You guys have until noon to come up with a million, an engine, or some kind of an excuse your bosses will accept." 

    Turning to Angie, I said, "Cap'n Angie, I'm going to keep my anti-Chalmer field on until this deal's done. Call me and let me know what these guys decide, please." Looking at Wallace, I said, "Later, Cap. I just re-retired," and stationed a field probe over the table as I headed for the door. Chalmer snapped, "Stop him, goddammit!" 

    Wallace asked, "Yeah? How? You heard him. He just quit." Angie said, "Oh, no, Captain Wallace. He re-retired." 

    "Ah. Right you are, Captain Horn. I stand corrected. Would you say we're through here?" 

    "Why, yes, sir, I believe we are." 

    Chairs scooted and I heard footsteps behind me. Schott said, "Captain Horn, get back here!" but Wallace said, "Colonel, I outrank you and she works directly for me. You'll have to call the Pentagon for another pass-along directive." Tossing them a small salute, he added, "You boys enjoy some of our dining hall coffee while you decide what to do." 

    Turning off the wide field to step into a restroom, I called up my three suit and returned to the corridor as Angie and Wallace approached. I stood still and let them pass me, then linked to the flitter to silently watch the probe's view of the table area. 

    After Angie and Wallace left, Schott angrily turned to Chalmer and asked, 

"Well, what now?" 

    Taking out his cell phone, Chalmer said, "I'll let you know," and poked some numbers. I had Athena send a probe to trace the call and saw a familiar office. The fancy blonde was familiar, too. It was the office I'd seen when a guy had sent two minions to find me at Kate's apartment last year. I moved out of the path of some errant hallway traffic as the guy answered his phone with, "Stone. Do you have it?" 

    Chalmer said, "No, sir. He was wearing some kind of field device that physically prevented me from serving the seizure order. He says he wants a million dollars or he'll destroy the flitter at noon." 

    "Can Colonel Schott put more pressure on Horn and Wallace?" 

    "I don't think so, sir." 

    Stone sat as still as his name implied for a time, then said, "This guy is hard-headed, Chalmer. I know from personal experience. We have to accept that he might actually do it." Sitting forward to pick up a cup on his desk, he added, "We want that flitter out of his hands, so tell him you'll pay him. I'll have the money sent to the bank on Carrington base. Darlene will call you when it's ready." 

    With that, he hung up his phone and called the blonde in. After telling her to send the million, he opened a folder on his desk and resumed reading in the middle of something. I zoomed the probe and saw his folder contained corporate records. Apparently he already considered the flitter matter handled and had moved on. 

    "Athena, please share this probe record with Angie including the following note from me: 'If Stone isn't on the FBI's payroll, Chalmer may be moonlighting'." 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    Saying, "Thank you," I returned my attention to the mess hall table, where Schott was now on his own cell phone. He sat down as he waited for something or someone, then said, "General, we just spoke with the subject. He gave us until noon to pay one million dollars or change out his current engine for a commercial one, or he says he'll blow up his flitter. We have reason to believe he isn't bluffing." 

    I didn't like being referred to as a 'subject', but it told me how they thought of those outside their group. Athena probe-traced the call to the Pentagon office of General Marcus Hendriks. The name meant nothing to me, nor did his office seem to have anything to do with 3rd World Products or Amaran matters. 

    After a pause, Hendriks said, "So find him an engine." 

    "That was my first thought as well, sir, but Chalmers has already called Stone. I'm waiting to hear what he says." 

    Rolling his eyes, Hendriks said, "Great. Fine. Schott, I don't care whether he gets an engine or the money. Just make sure you two get that damned flitter away from him." 

    "Yes, sir. Uh, sir... May I ask why this particular flitter is worth four times the price of a new one?" 

    "No, Colonel, you may not. Is there anything else?" Looking miffed, Schott replied, "No, General. Nothing else at this time." Hendriks seemed to adopt an air of sufferance. He said, "Call me when you have that flitter, Colonel. Goodbye." 

    As Schott ended the call, I asked Athena to send a copy of that probe's results to Angie, as well. Angie almost immediately pinged me. I ducked into an empty office to turn off my three suit, re-entered the corridor, and put up a screen. 

    "Yes'm?" 

    Looking puzzled, she said, "Ed, I've received two probe reports from someone signing herself 'Athena'. Who is she?" 

    "A non-sentient AI. I named her anyway." 

    "Your flitter's AI?" 

    "That's exactly where you've met her, ma'am." She sat back. "Okay, then. What's your take on all this?" Waiting as people passed, I said, "I'm just monitoring the players until the flitter issue's settled." 

    "Oh, come on, damn it. Play that game with them, but don't play it with me, okay?" 

    "No game, ma'am. No flitter means no feds hounding me and no need for 3rd World. It's my last day on this job." 

    Fixing me with the beginning of a glare, she said, "You still have implants, and from what I've seen, you're damned near as powerful as a flitter. You think they'll just let that slide?" 

    "Maybe not, but no problem. If it came to a showdown, I'd crank out some pissy little tricks for show 'n tell. They'd settle for that for a while, but eventually they'd send me home." 

    "You'd better damned well hope you're right." 

    "As you command, milady. Hoping now, ma'am." She glanced to her left, sighed, and said, "Two calls. One I know and one I don't, but I can guess. Tell me again why I took this damned job, will you? 

Later, Ed." 

    I chuckled, "Later, Angie." 

    Wallace wasn't in his office when I arrived, but his assistant, Lena, smiled and patted a folder on her desk as she said, "He set these out for you and told me to tell you to return them when you're through with them." Picking up the folder, I riffled through it and said, "That's good of him, but it's for real this time." 

    "Yeah, he said you might say that. If so, good luck." I thanked her and headed for personnel. When I arrived, Ms. Mitchell looked up in startlement and paled slightly. I held up my hands in a calming manner and said, "Relax, ma'am. No guards are chasing me this time." Handing her the folder, I said, "It's retirement day." 

    She hiked an eyebrow. "That's what you said last year." 

    "It was true when I said it. It's true this time, too." Looking through the papers, she asked, "How do I know you won't get talked out of it again?" 

    "Does it matter?" She looked up with a critical gaze. I added, "You'll be paid the same whether I stay or go, right?" 

    Her critical gaze became somewhat disapproving, but she nodded. "Yes, I will. If you'll come back around one, I can have these ready for you to sign." 

    "They're already signed. They just need dated." She read them more closely, then asked, "These forms have been altered. Who whited-out the dates?" 

    "Somebody in some other office, years ago." Setting the papers in her in-basket, Mitchell said, "I'll have to call about this. I'm not sure these papers are valid." 

    I parked my butt on the edge of her desk and said, "Yet here you sit, telling me about it instead of doing it. Why? Do you have orders to stall me again?" 

    Looking almost-offended, she emphatically replied, "No." 

    "Then make the call now, please. I'll wait." Letting me see her unhappiness at having her routine disturbed, Mitchell picked up her phone and poked a four-digit extension number. She outlined the matter and the reply made her nod slightly in a 'yeah, I figured that' sort of way. When she hung up the phone, she poked through some records on her screen and her printer cranked out copies of my papers. 

    When she gave them to me, I looked them over, dated and signed them, and handed them back to her. She started to put them in a folder, but I requested copies. Still wearing her put-upon expression, she made the copies and put them in another folder for me, then handed me the originals. 

    "Now have them signed by your superior officer." 

    "No sweat. Back in a few." 

    Outside her office, I again called up my board to scoot through the halls to Angie's office. Beverly buzzed me in, saw the folders, and held out a hand for them. 

    "Nope," I said, "They just need Angie's autograph. Do you think I'll get a big party and a gold watch?" 

    Pretending thoughtfulness, Bev made a 'gee, that's very questionable' 

face, then grinningly shook her head. "No." 

    With a manufactured sigh, I said, "Damn. Oh, well." 

    "I can see you're all broken up about it. Hang on one." She used the intercom and Angie said to come right in. I did so and found Wallace sitting by her desk. Marching up to her desk, I saluted and said, 

"Request permission to abandon ship, Cap'n Angie," then I handed her the folders. "These need your signature." 

    Reaching for the folders, Wallace said, "No, I think they really need my signature. We don't want anyone saying later that Angie could have done anything to prevent what you're about to do." 

    Redirecting the folders to him, I asked, "Um... okay, but what am I about to do, Cap? Except re-retire, that is?" 

    Opening the first folder, he scanned the pages, then reached for his pen as he replied, "I don't have the slightest idea, but I'm pretty sure Schott and Chalmer --and their bosses --won't be pleased with the results." He signed the forms in both folders and handed them back, then said, "So why don't you get a refill and tell us?" 
Chapter Nine

    Setting the folders in a chair and my backpack on the floor, I went to the office pot to refill my mug and returned to sit down, then said, "I'm keeping Athena. The core in the flitter was made to minimum specs last night. If they let me swap engines, Athena can move back in. If not, nobody will get an enhanced core with eight years of flitter records." 

    Wallace said, "Very thoughtful of you, but we'd have taken care of that during refurbishment." 

    I shrugged. "There are things in those records that don't concern 3rd World, either." Sipping coffee, I said, "They're willing to pay four times the new price for a used flitter. Why? Wouldn't they expect you to wipe the core?" 

    "Maybe they think they can retrieve the data." 

    "Uh, huh. Look, the government is notorious for being obnoxiously arrogant and criminally careless with taxpayer money, but you might want to try to find out whether they can actually do that before you sell them used stuff." Angie said, "As far as your flitter is concerned, we'd have replaced the core with a standard model." 

    I grinned. "That's very reassuring, ma'am, but this way I don't have to try to trust the feds or 3rd World and I've saved you some resources by supplying the replacement." Sipping again, I asked, "So... when's my retirement party?" 

    Wallace laughed, "This is it, unless you really want one." 

    "Nah. Not my kind of thing. After the flitter deal's done, I'll say goodbyes and hit the road." 

    Angie sipped her own coffee, then asked, "What'll you do with all that free time, Ed?" 

    Faking a deep sigh, I said, "I'll prob'ly just mope around the house thinking of you, ma'am." 

    Wallace snorted a chuckle and Angie gave me a little grin as she replied, 

"That's so touching. No, really; got any plans?" 

    "Nope. I may go touring." 

    "In Europe?" 

    Picking up my folders, I said, "Yeah, probably. The States, too. Some long bike trips, I think." Setting my coffee on the desk, I stood up and stuck out a hand to Angie. She almost took it, then stood up and came around her desk as Wallace also stood up. Angie hugged me and gave me a quick kiss, then let me go. 

    When I turned to Wallace, he stuck out his hand and grinningly said, "No kissing, okay?" 

    Shaking his hand, I replied, "Okay, but I'll expect a free lunch in the mess hall whenever I drop by." 

    Angie grinningly mimicked Jonel's stiff demeanor to say, "We call it a

'dining hall' now, just so you know." 

    "Right. So sorry, ma'am. By the way, how about a ride back to Florida? Is anybody going that way today or will I have to spend about three hours on the board?" 

    "Oh, I can probably find a volunteer." 

    An awkward moment began to form, so I said, "Well, I'll get this folder back to personnel now. Holler when Schott and Chalmer have an answer." Hanging my coffee mug on a pants pocket, I pulled up a screen and poked up a music menu. After choosing Lindsey Buckingham's 'Holiday Road', I cranked it up to volume four and headed for the door. 

    As the music began playing, Angie laughed aloud and Wallace chuckled. Bev gave me a big grin as I passed her desk and I took my mug off my pocket so I could do a few quick dance steps for her. She laughed and gave me a little

'bye-bye' hand-flap wave. 

    The song particularly suited my mood, but it only lasted two minutes. I backed the volume down to three and played it again as I headed for the personnel office. About halfway there and halfway through the song, I ran into Jessie Hart. She was wearing a near-knee tan skirt and a vaguely uniform-style tan jacket and looked delicious. 

    She grinned at the music screen and gave me a quick hug as she asked, "So it's true?" 

    "Well, that depends. If you're asking whether I'm smitten by your gorgeous face and luscious figure, yes. Am I re-retiring today? Also true. Are you my retirement prezzie, ma'am?" 

    Rolling her eyes, she replied, "Ha. When Angie called, she said you might need a ride to Florida. After all that happened last year, are you really going to give up your flitter?" 

    "Could be. Depends on how the day goes." The song ended and I turned off the screen. "I hear you had to sign on with 3rd World to avoid federal problems." 

    She sighed as she nodded. "Yes. But it isn't so bad, really. I'm doing the same thing and the government backed off. 3rd pays me a token salary to make it official and doesn't tell me what to do, but I'm technically always on call." 

    I shrugged. "Could be worse." 

    Nodding, she agreed, "No doubt at all. Well, I'll see you later, Ed. I'm going to check in, then see about lunch." 

    "Okay. I'm just gonna stand right here and watch you walk away, ma'am." She snorted a chuckle and a slight, disbelieving shake of her head, then headed away toward Angie's office with a backward glance a few steps later. I hoisted my mug at her and grinned and she laughed softly as she continued walking. 

    In the personnel office, Mitchell checked the forms, then nodded. "I'll take care of these this afternoon." 

    "That's all there is to it?" 

    Nodding again, she replied, "That's it. Your retirement will begin at midnight. Is there anything else I can do for you?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Guess not. Have a good one." I spent the next hour visiting a few people around the complex, then got a coffee refill and took a seat in the mess hall to check email until someone called me with news. It was a little after eleven when Angie pinged me. Putting up a screen, I said, "You got me, Cap'n Angie." She said, "They're here. They say they have the money." 

    "Be right there, ma'am. Bye." 

    "Bye." She poked her 'off' icon. 

    The money. Damn. They'd prob'ly try to get half of it back in taxes. Hm. No, they wouldn't. I went to Brenda Canon's office, greeted her, and asked, 

"Do you still collect money for a big breast cancer charity?" The question seemed to catch her off-guard. "Uh... yes. Do you want to make a donation?" 

    "Yeah. I'd also like you to come with me to Angie's office. Bring your receipt book." 

    "Angie? You mean Captain Horn?" 

    "The very same." 

    Glancing around her desk, she said, "Uh, well, let me put some things away first," and began doing so. After a minute or so and another glance at her desk, she reached in a drawer for a receipt book and put it in her purse, then stood up. 

    Her arrival with me raised some eyebrows. I introduced her to Schott and Chalmer, then gave her the chair they'd intended for me and looked at Angie as I said, "Ready, milady." 

    "You don't have anyplace to sit." 

    "So? How long will this take?" Turning to face Schott and Chalmer, I asked, "The money?" 

    Without a word, Chalmer reached in his coat pocket and produced an envelope from the base bank, took a cashier's check out of it, and showed it to me. 

    I said, "Wish you'd asked me first." Thumbing at Brenda, I said, "It needs to be made out to her breast cancer charity." 

    His eyes flashed with irritation. "So sign it over to her." 

    "Uh-uh. Nope. I'd have to pay income tax on it. The check needs to be made out to her cancer outfit." 

    Brenda had leaned far forward to try to read the check. She gasped, her eyes got big, and she nearly slipped off her chair. Staring up at me, then switching her gaze to Angie, she hissed urgently, "Is this for real?!" Angie grinningly nodded. "Oh, yes, it's definitely real." I added, "Yup. You'll go with him to the bank and make sure they get the charity's name right." 

    Standing up, Chalmer said, "I was only authorized to make this check payable to you." 

    Facing him, I said, "So? Now I'm authorizing you to make it out to her cancer outfit. Do you or your handlers really give a damn who gets the money?" After a few moments of glaring at me, he turned to Angie and Wallace and said, "I'll have to call this in. I'll be right back," and headed for the door. 

    At some point, Schott had also stood up. He watched Chalmer stalk out of the office, then eyed me for a long moment before walking over to the coffee pot. Brenda sat fidgeting with her receipt book and looked somewhat shaken. She looked up at me and said, "That's a lot of money. Are you sure you want to do this?" 

    I laughed, "Oh, hell, yes," and Angie chuckled. Brenda glanced at her, then looked at Wallace. He grinned, but said nothing. Her gaze returned to me. I said, "Relax, ma'am. Grab a coffee and..." 

    Chalmer came back in and said, "Okay. Let's go. Maybe we'll get this thing done sometime today." 

    Brenda stood up quickly. I touched her shoulder and said, "Like I said, relax. It isn't your money and it isn't his money, right? All you have to do is pass it on." 

    To Chalmer, I said, "Just a minute," and brought up a vid screen to call the bank. When Janice Hayes answered, I said, "Hi, Janice. A cashier's check was made out to me this morning, but it needs to be made out to Brenda's breast cancer charity. Will that be a problem?" 

    She shook her head. "Not now. I'd have called you about it, of course." Looking past me, she greeted Angie, Brenda, and Wallace, then said, "Just have Mr. Chalmer bring the check back and I'll take care of it." 

    "Okay. Thanks, Janice." 

    "You're welcome. Is there anything else?" 

    "Nope. That's it." 

    Nodding, she said, "Then I'll get back to work here. Goodbye, everybody." She poked her 'off' icon. 

    Chalmer had startled when my screen appeared and Schott had come to study it more closely. Neither man said anything until Chalmer looked at Brenda and gestured to the door. She picked up her purse and walked past him. Looking at me, Chalmer said, "I really hope you don't plan any more surprises for us." 

    I shook my head. "Can't think of any just now." He began to turn to follow Brenda, then stopped and gave me a sharp glance. I hoisted my mug at him with a grin and he continued out of the office. 

    Wallace asked, "Ed, are you sure you have everything out of your flitter?" Out of Schott's line of sight, he made a surreptitious 'gun' gesture with his left hand. 

    Patting my backpack, I said, "Everything I care about." With Schott in the room, conversation while we waited was necessarily limited and fairly sparse until he asked, "So... Do you have any retirement plans?" 

    "Some travel, maybe. Don't know where yet." 

    "Travel's always good. Do you golf?" 

    "Nope. It never interested me." 

    He seemed to mull matters for a moment, then suggested, "You could do some consulting. I'm told you know what there is to know about flitters. Maybe you could train pilots." 

    "Nope. That's 3rd World's domain. Don't worry about me, Colonel. If I get bored, I'll find something to do." 

    Conversation lagged for a time, then Brenda and Chalmer returned. Brenda was almost glowing with excitement and couldn't seem to stop grinning as she opened her receipt book to show Angie and Wallace the check. She came back around the desk and stood in front of me. 

    Grinning widely and almost in tears, she took a deep breath and said, 

"Ed... I..." She shook her head as if to clear it, then said, "Thank you. That's all I can think to say. Thank you very, very much." 

    "You're welcome very, very much, Brenda." Turning to Angie, I asked, "Are we all set, ma'am?" 

    Angie looked up to nod and say, "All set." 

    "Good 'nuff." I signed and dated the Florida title and set it on Angie's desk. Just for grins, I turned on my yard-wide field. Chalmer reached for the title and solidly encountered my field when it deflected his hand away. I said, "Oops," and stepped back as I added, "Sorry 'bout that. Guess I can turn the field off now, huh?" 

    Glowering at me, he again reached for the title and studied it before putting it in his pocket. "Are there any keys or codes for it?" 

    "Nope. Just let Angie's people reassign its programming and it'll be ready to go." 

    He looked at Angie and asked, "You'll do what to it?" Angie said, "It currently responds only to Ed, so we'll reprogram it for your agency. Ed has a tendency to modify things, so we'll also make sure he hasn't changed or deleted any key programming elements." Looking at me, she said, "It isn't that we don't trust you, you know. We just can't afford to take chances with vehicle safety." 

    I sighed, "Too late. I'm all offended and stuff like that." 

    "Of course you are. Suffer gracefully." 

    Rendering a textbook salute, I replied, "Yes, ma'am. Suffering now, ma'am." 

    Brenda listened to our exchange with a 'what the hell?' expression, then laughed softly. 

    Chalmer took some folded papers from his coat pocket and said, "I'll also need for you to sign these." 

    Nodding at Angie, I said, "Let her look at them first." With an exasperated expression, he handed them to Angie as he said, "They aren't court papers, damn it. They're just a bill of sale." 

    "If they were court papers, you might say that anyway." Angie handed a copy to Wallace and said, "So far it is just a bill of sale." 

    They continued reading as I looked at Chalmer and asked, "A four-page bill of sale?" 

    "Two pages. One copy's yours." 

    "Correction, then; a two-page bill of sale?" I sipped coffee and added, 

"Besides, you have the flitter title, she has the money, and we're all witnesses." 

    Angie said, "The second page includes a paragraph that certifies you no longer have any control over the flitter." 

    "Your programmers can certify that better." 

    "It also would put you on tap for future consultations." Looking directly at Chalmer, I said, "Then I very definitely won't sign it, ma'am. Am I done here?" 

    She looked at Chalmer and Schott, then at Wallace. He nodded and said, 

"I'd say so, Ed." 

    "Then I'll say goodbye again and go find my ride home." With that, I left the office and headed for the mess hall to see about a light lunch. Jessie sat at a table near the doors, so I set my pack across from her and said, "Well, hi, there. I thought you'd be through stuffing your face by now." 

    "I got sidetracked on the way to the mess hall." 

    "He's a complete fool if he doesn't marry you, ma'am." She grinned. "Not that kind of sidetracked." 

    "Oh. Well, then, back in a minute." 

    When I returned from the food serving line, she asked, "How'd it go about the flitter?" 

    I told her and she seemed vastly entertained to hear about Brenda's reaction to that much money. She asked, "What now? Are you really retired?" 

    "Yup. I really am." 

    "Did they let you keep your board and implants?" 

    "They have no call on those items." 

    She gave me a fisheye. "They had no call on your flitter, either, but I heard one of those guys had a court order." 

    I shrugged. "He didn't get to serve it." 

    "What'll you do if they decide to come after your board and implants later?" 

    Looking up from my lunch, I replied, "I'll defy them, ma'am. And I'll do it with lots of news coverage. They threatened Angie and Wallace over the flitter. They wouldn't be able to do that again over the other stuff." Jessie looked rather shocked. "They blackmailed you into giving up your flitter?!" 

    "Yeah, that's how I see it, too. Didn't they do about the same thing to you?" 

    "Well, yes, but they didn't threaten anyone else." 

    "They prob'ly didn't have to, but you can bet they would have. That's how they operate." 

    I switched the subject to her activities and she told me about some of her more dramatic rescues, calling up a screen to illustrate one of them. She'd had to operate away from the flitter during a recent fire in downtown Atlanta. I was appropriately impressed and said so. "But," I added, "I still think you ought to have a fancy spandex costume." 

    She snorted a laugh and continued eating. When we'd finished our lunches, we headed outside to her flitter. Jessie told it to use maximum parameters for my trip home, then turned to me and said, "I thought your last flitter ride should be memorable." 

    As we arced high at full speed, I said, "Then we're going too fast, milady. A memorable trip would take at least an hour." 

    "Wishful thinking. Even if I was interested..." Feigning shock, I asked, "What?! You aren't interested?!" Grinning as she called up a screen, she showed me a man's face and said, 

"Mark Lewis. He's why I'm not interested." 

    "Ah. Well, good 'nuff, then. Do I have to quit complimenting you and leering at you?" 

    She shook her head and chuckled, "No, I just thought you'd like to know why you won't get anywhere." 

    "Yeah, that could have been pretty confusing. What happened to Dave Haver?" 

    Canting her head, she eyed me, then said, "He was too much like my first husband. No further comment." 

    We talked a bit about her world and things in general during the rest of the flight. When we began the descent to Spring Hill, I said, "This is close enough unless you want to visit." 

    She checked her watch and said, "Can't. I have to be in Atlanta shortly to meet with some people about the fire." 

    Looking her up and down once, I said, "Well, at least you won't have to worry about making sure they shoot your good side. You don't have a bad side, y'know." 

    Jessie grinned. "Gee, thanks. Later, Ed." 

    "Later, Jessie. Thanks for the ride." 

    Calling up my five suit, I hopped off the deck twelve miles above the house and called up my board. I used the peace and quiet of altitude to consider the morning and look for mistakes. I didn't see any. I hadn't signed anything other than the title. Hadn't made any promises I might not want to keep later. Hadn't told anyone anything they didn't need to know. Athena said, "Ed, Detective Greer is calling you." 

    "Thanks, Athena. Put him through, please." 

    Greer's voice in my implant said, "Tell him to check with Denver," and a woman's voice said, "Yes, sir." 

    I said, "Hi, there, LT. Need another minute?" 

    "Oh, hi, Ed. I had to reroute something. Are you in town?" 

    "I'm a few miles above it. What's up?" 

    "We're conducting some training this weekend. Some of my deputies have never worked with you, so they don't know much about what your flitter can do. I thought..." 

    I interrupted him with, "Hate to tell you, LT, but I had to let the flitter go. Remember how you've told me that kind of power could scare people? 

Well, you were right. The feds bought my flitter at Carrington this afternoon." 

    After a brief pause, he asked, "Are you serious?" 

    "Yup. But I still have my board and I'm still available." 

    "Uh... Well, that's good, but... uh... I mean... Your board can't do all the things a flitter can do... uh, can it?" 

    "No, but it flies. That makes it good for surveillance, chases, and rescues. And I still have my stunner and my PFM." 

    He rather too quickly replied, "Good, good. I... uh, Ed, let me call you back, okay? Someone's at my desk." 

    "Okay. Later, LT." 

    "Okay. Bye." 

    I sent a probe to see if anyone was really at his desk. A woman delivered a folder, then left. He sat tapping a pen in a slow pattern on the folder and seemed to be staring at nothing. What was I worth to the Sheriff's Department without my flitter? Guess I'd find out soon enough. 
Chapter Ten

    Unable to think of any bases left uncovered in the flitter sale or reasons to sweat about repercussions, I headed for the house. As I cruised about fifty feet or so above Shoal Line Boulevard, I saw a small dog of some sort leave a driveway and start across the two-lane road. The driver of a blue sedan heading north apparently also saw the dog. The car's nose rose slightly as it sped up. 

    I couldn't be sure there was time enough to lift the little dog completely out of harm's way, so I sent a tendril to simply shove the dog flat in the street as I turned on my three suit. Glancing at the car, I saw the driver's predatory grin as he steered left and crossed the yellow line to try to hit the dog with his right wheel. 

    That really pissed me off. I sent a tendril to create a long, shallow ramp and the nose of the car lifted upward. A couple of feet past the dog, the ramp ended. The car's front wheels touched down rather firmly and an instant later, the car's rear wheels bounced and spun to the right. The front left tire blew and the whole car slewed left across the southbound lane. Chunks of rubber flew, the left front tire came off its rim, and the rim threw up a shower of sparks from the pavement. 

    When the car stopped, some of its rear was still in the southbound lane, so I sent a field to shove it sideways off the road. That put its left tires on the narrow shoulder of the steep, grassy embankment. The car suddenly slid down a few feet on its own, then stopped. 

    I looked around for the dog. It was hauling ass at full speed back to the driveway it had followed to the road. There was a puddle where I'd shoved it flat, but it spread too fast to be blood. Looking around, I spotted the errant tire a good hundred feet away and sent a tendril to shove it off the road. The sound of a car door unlatching made me look at the car. The driver slowly and carefully levered himself out and stood shaking for a few moments. Leaving the door open, he struggled up the slope to stand on the road's shoulder. His anger visibly built until he was screamingly swearing at the dog, the road, the world, fate, and even at his car. 

    A woman walked quickly toward the road along the driveway of the property where the dog had disappeared. She saw and heard the guy's rage and stopped about halfway to the end of the drive. As his tirade continued, she turned around and used her cell phone as she started back toward her house. A southbound eighteen-wheeler moved to the middle of the road and went past the guy at seventy or so. The wind of its passing pushed him off balance. He took a staggering misstep that put his right foot on the steep slope and ruined his balance, but he managed to stay on his feet as he slid downhill toward the rear of his car. 

    His impact made the door slam shut and the rear of the car slid six inches or so, then it began to creep slowly downward on its own. The guy screamed, 

"Noooo!" and hurried to grab the bumper, but it was a plastic wrap-around with no place to grab it. The car's rear continued to inch downward. I could hear grass ripping loose under its tires and the guy screamed "Noooo!" again. I turned off my three suit and moved closer to see what I could do about keeping the car out of the drink. As the car's angle to the slope changed and the bare rim no longer anchored it, the front tires also began to slide. The guy became frantic in his efforts to stop the car, but all he managed to do was put himself between the car and the canal. He slipped, fell flat, and slid all the way down and into the water. 

    As he came up sputtering, he saw me and stared for a moment, then yelled for help. I'd already sent a tendril to form a field pad that lifted the car, then slid slowly down the slope to the water. The guy freaked and ducked as the pad settled flat and suspended the car above the water. When he surfaced, he tried hard to scramble up the muddy canal wall, but everything he grabbed came loose in his hands. He finally gave up and stood shoulder deep beside the pad. 

    I said, "Grab the car and hang on." 

    "Grab what?! I can't reach the door handle!" 

    "So grab something under the car." 

    He swam-waded to the front of the car and hopped up to grab something. I lifted the car and he didn't fall once he was out of the water, so I moved the load to the nearby driveway. He let go as soon as his feet touched solid ground. I set the car down in the driveway with its nose facing the road. Rather than listen to any more of his ravings or discuss things, I lifted the board to a hundred feet or so and sat down. If he saw the dog and went nuts again, I'd be there to zap him. The guy stared up at me for a time, then took his keys out of the ignition and opened the trunk. 

    About fifteen minutes later, he'd changed the tire. He stood up, tossed his jack back into the trunk, and slammed the lid. Walking back around the car, he paused by the ruined rim, then picked it up and swore as he heaved it into the canal. I sent a tendril to retrieve the muddy, weed-covered rim and put it down in front of him as he reached the driver's door. He looked up at me angrily, but he took the hint. After kicking the rim end over end to knock the crud and weeds off it, he picked it up and carried it to the rear of his car. As he spread some newspaper in his trunk, I sent a tendril to retrieve the tire's carcass and set it beside him. He looked up as if he truly desired to give me the finger, but he put the tire and rim into the trunk and again slammed the lid. 

    Looking up, he yelled, "Is that it? Can I go now?" I waved at him and yelled, "Bye!" 

    Getting into the car, he started it and revved the engine a couple of times as if to make sure it was working right, then he gunned it up the driveway's embankment and onto the road. His tires squealed and he fishtailed a little, then he gained speed as he headed up the road. I was surprised that the car would still steer a straight line, but it did. 

    A presence below made me look at the driveway area just as the woman -still talking on her cell phone --stepped from behind a tree. I waved to her, then continued my journey home. I more or less expected a call from the Sheriff's Department, but no call had happened by the time I'd rolled the bike out of the garage, so I hit the road. 

    The next two hours were uneventful meanderings through Homosassa Springs and Crystal River and on up to Inglis, then south again on a back road. I saw some deer --well away from the road, for a change --and a gator floated near the bank of a pond along Citrus Way. You don't usually see gators in their home puddles. Well, not until it's too late, of course. They tend to shy away from loud or unfamiliar noises like motorcycles and cars and may even hide from plain ol' human footsteps. That strictly depends on the gator, but most will avoid contact with anything they don't consider prey or a potential mate. A woman in jeans and a man's shirt set a white bag on top of other white bags by her mailbox ahead of me. She waved and yelled, "Want some grapefruit?" as I rolled by. I did a U-turn and asked, "Pink or white?" 

    "Pink. I just finished cleaning up the yard and culling the trees. People think citrus trees are so glamorous... until they have to deal with a ton of fruit. I can't sell them to chain stores, so I sell them to fruit stands, but there aren't that many of them this year." With a chuckle, she gestured at the bags and added, "Stands, I mean. Not grapefruit, obviously." I picked up a bag and let the six grapefruit in it roll onto the grass, checked them for blemishes, and rebagged them, then put the bag in my bike's cooler as I said, "Thanks. Mind if I come back for more later?" 

    "No, but you'd better hurry. Trash day's tomorrow and they come by early in the morning. And sometimes people just stop and grab a bag or three." Shrugging, I said, "Well, if I'm meant to have them, they'll be here, right?" 

    She grinned. "Yeah, I guess so." 

    I said, "Well, thanks again," and continued south. As I neared the intersection of CR491 and US98, Wallace pinged me. I sent back a double ping and looked for a place to stop the bike, then put up a screen. 

    "Hi, Cap." 

    "Hi, Ed. Want an update?" 

    "Sure, why not?" 

    He gave me an odd look then said, "We cleaned and certified your flitter. Schott and Chalmer left for DC on it." 

    "As expected." 

    Wallace eyed me tightly for a moment, then said, "Ed, you let it go too easily. I want to know why. What you're up to." 

    "Up to? Cap, they didn't come after me at all. They knew it would be a waste of time. Now they're off our backs." 

    After another pause, he said, "I guess I just expected you to put up more of a fight. Maybe leave them some unexpected little gift hidden away somewhere." 

    "Nope. It was a straight deal, Cap. Money for flitter. It may not be what they truly wanted or expected, but they got what they paid for; one standard flitter." 

    In a droll tone, he said, "Look, I know you, Ed. I've seen you operate too often. I can't help but think there's some kind of a nasty 'gotcha' in this for someone in DC." 

    "Ah-ha. You're really just worried about backlash." 

    "Hell, yes, I'm worried about backlash." 

    "Then quit worrying. If you can't, have Linda call me." His gaze narrowed slightly, then he said, "I'm frankly surprised she hasn't called you already. Or has she?" 

    "Nope. She's prob'ly waiting for me to call her." 

    "So why haven't you?" 

    I shrugged. "Nothing to report. You told her what happened. Sold flitter. Retired again. What else is there?" 

    Looking somewhat frustrated, he growled, "Damned if I know, but I'd bet my next paycheck there's something about your flitter..." I interrupted, "You'd lose that bet. You checked the core, right? You went over that flitter with a microscope, right?" 

    He almost grudgingly admitted, "Yes." 

    "And you didn't find a damned thing odd about it, did you? That's 'cuz there's nothing to find, Cap." I sipped coffee and asked, "Is Angie gonna call me with the same questions?" 

    "Maybe. Probably, even. She can't believe it, either." 

    "Tell her to save her dime. She'll get the same answers." For some moments, Wallace simply sat studying me, then he said, "When I told Linda, she didn't seem concerned in the least. She didn't even ask how you were taking the loss of your flitter. Given your long history with her and the way you two worked to make sure you kept your flitter when Jonel tried to take it, I thought that was more than a little strange. I asked her why she was taking all this so well." 

    He paused. I sipped coffee and waited. After a moment, he said, "She told me to have patience." 

    Nodding, I replied, "That's usually good advice." 

    "Crap. I want to know what you're up to, Ed." 

    "If I still worked there, you'd have that right, Cap." 

    "You're still on the payroll until midnight." 

    "Cap, I quit today at noon. The retirement stuff is just official notification to the company." Sipping again, I said, "But I wouldn't be too surprised if Linda's figured some things out. I don't want to say anything out loud. Chalmer might have dropped some fleas." 

    Shaking his head, Wallace quickly said, "No. We've swept the entire building twice." 

    "Great, but I won't say anything anyway." 

    He just stared at me for a moment, then muttered, "Oh, damn. I should have guessed. You let it go because..." 

    I closed the link before he could finish the sentence. He pinged me back almost instantly and I let him ping me twice more before I answered without a screen. 

    "Cap, you talk too much for a security officer. I'll have a chat with Linda. If she's really figured it out, she can decide when --and where --to tell you what's going on. Later." 

    With that, I dropped the link and cranked up the bike to go find some dinner. Instead of riding an extra ten miles into Brooksville, I settled for a Chinese buffet's pepper steak and saved a few bits for Annabelle and Tiger. As I left the restaurant, an ambulance and two cop cars headed east on SR50. Linking to Athena, I had her show me the 911 info and discovered a cop had already called in a correction... no injuries, just a fender bender accident. As I put the bike in the garage, the phone rang. I let the machine answer it and the caller hung up. I took the grapefruit to the kitchen and heard the cat door 'flump' twice as I made a fresh coffee. Annabelle strode into the kitchen as I capped my mug and sipped. Tiger entered a moment behind her. 

    "Hi, Annabelle. Hi, Tiger." 

    They sat side-by-side on a chair and replied, "Hello, Ed," almost in unison. Both of their noses worked industriously. 

    "Well, I guess you already know about the pepper steak." I opened the foam box and sliced the lid off, then set it on the floor by the food dish. The cats each yowled 'thank you' and hopped down to dig in. As they ate, I considered how much Linda might really have figured out and how much I'd want to let anyone know and how soon. 

    Did it really matter who knew what? Yes and no, but ultimately... no, I couldn't see how it would matter. On the other hand, for something like this, a second opinion might be a very good idea. 

    To the cats, I said, "I'm going to fly my board for a while." Tiger looked up and said, "Okay, Ed. Goodbye." 

    "Bye, Tiger." 

    Annabelle looked up and said something, as well, but her mouth was still full of pepper steak and her collar couldn't translate the sound. I stifled a chuckle and waited as she swallowed, then she said, "Goodbye, Ed." 

    "Bye, Annabelle." 

    I petted them, then went outside, called up my board, and scooted into the sky as I pinged Linda. 

    She answered with a screen and, "It's about time you called, Dragonfly. How's the retirement going?" 

    Wow. She looked great. The last time I'd seen her... oh, wait... Facial surgery? Well, so what? She was my age. Prob'ly got tired of looking older than she felt. Her eyes told me she'd noticed me noticing. With a little grin and a shrug, I said, "Sorry, I sort of got distracted. Oh, it's going fine, Fearless Leader. I'm keeping busy and all that. How's yours going?" 

    Linda said, "Couldn't be better, except for the boredom." 

    "Toldja, didn't I? Didn't I say 'she won't last six months'?" Granting me a wry little grin, she replied, "I've 'lasted' almost two years." 

    "I never was good with numbers. Want some company? I want to bounce a few thoughts off you." 

    She grinned. "Well, gee, I don't know. My boyfriend's here, and you know how he gets sometimes." 

    "No sweat. He had some questions earlier today. I might be able to answer some of them. That would depend on you." 

    Her left eyebrow arched, but she said, "Then I'll see you when you get here. How soon?" 

    "How's half an hour or so?" 

    "Sounds good. See you when you get here." 

    I heard Wallace whisper, "Half an hour?! I knew he was up to something!" and chuckled, "On my way, ma'am. Bye." 

    "Bye." 

    She dropped the link and I called Athena to set up the first test run in my new flitter, adding, "And we'll fly in stealth mode, but use standard field frequencies, please. The flitter won't be a secret all the time." 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    Lifting northwest through the evening sky, I saw a grey egg pop into being ahead of me. Circling it once, I linked through Athena to change the default grey to a deep emerald green that glinted in the waning sunshine. Yeah, much better. 

    Sliding onto the new flitter's deck, I found the interior had also become green. I canceled my board and looked around. Same size, same number of seats, same console. The only difference was that there wasn't one single atom of metal involved; everything was constructed from field energy. I felt like stomping on the deck to see if it would really hold together, but I didn't want to insult Athena. 

    Getting the simulation underway toward Carrington, I said, "Athena, you do truly excellent work." 

    "Thank you." 

    "But I don't think I need six seats and a large cargo deck all the time. Please make my default flitter a two-seater with an equal amount of space for cargo. If we have extra passengers, we can add seats then." 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    The console remained where it was, but the sides of the deck shrank inward. My seat and the one to my immediate right moved as other seats disappeared. When the changes stopped, the seat on my right was an arm's length away. I looked around and estimated the new dimensions of the flitter to be about the same as an old Mercedes convertible I'd owned in Germany. In fact, it now felt more like a cockpit than a flitter, though I still had plenty of leg room and I didn't think I'd feel crowded with someone in the other seat. To my left, however, the hull field was only a few inches from my elbow. Above me, it was maybe six inches above my head. 

    "Athena, let's make the deck about a foot wider and shape the hull field to allow me to stand up, please." 

    The deck and hull expanded and I stood up to find the upper hull only an inch above my head. 

    "If I reach up to scratch an itch above five thousand feet, my hand could freeze. Let's raise the upper hull about another six inches, please." It rose and I waved a hand in the space to make sure it would be enough to allow for carelessness. To my surprise, the upper hull the back of my hand brushed against felt solid. Well, solid like a tent wall, anyway. I pushed it further, but couldn't put my hand through it. 

    "You gave it a solid hull, Athena?" 

    "You expressed concern about accidentally reaching beyond the hull field. If this solution is suitable, I'll make it the default hull field configuration." 

    "Athena, this is a fine solution! Yes, make it the default." Calling up a screen, I linked to Athena for CAD images of the new flitter design. Instead of looking like an egg, the body's conical nose and rounded rear made it look like a rifle bullet. Well, that made sense. I touched a speed indicator to put the CAD image in simulated motion. The faster the simulation went, the more the hull stretched and narrowed forward and rearward to reduce wind drag. Pushing the speed indicator all the way up made the flitter look like a short javelin. 

    The box above the indicator bar read '3274'. Without speaking --and actually without thinking, really --I asked for miles per hour instead of kilometers. The letters 'MPH' appeared beside the box, but the number didn't change. 

    "Athena, you said this would be a lesser version of a real flitter, but this says it's only about 600 miles an hour short of the flitter I sold." She replied, "Yes, Ed," and I realized I was hearing only an affirmation of my statement. If I wanted details, I'd have to ask for them. Or I could even do the smart thing and read the manual I'd asked for earlier. 

    "Excellent work," I said, "Did you adjust the manual to the new parameters?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "You're a marvel, Athena. You're living up to your name." 

    "Thank you. Two flitters from Carrington will intercept us in six minutes and seventeen seconds." 

    As she spoke, the console came to life and a brunette woman in a 3rd World Products security uniform jacket appeared on the screen. Her name tag read, 

'Levell'. 

    She said, "Unidentified flitter, respond, please." Toasting her with my coffee mug and a smile, I said, "You got me, Ms. Levell. Is Vickie Lance on the boards tonight?" 

    Her gaze narrowed slightly. "Uh... Sir, we need to know who you are and why your flitter has no identifying code." 

    "It doesn't have a code because nobody gave it one. How about Kelly Reese? 

Is she there?" 

    From somewhere in the room, Kelly said, "I know that voice! Ed, is that you?!" 

    "Yes, ma'am. Tell these people I'm okay before they shoot me down, please." 

    She trotted around a partition and stood beside Levell. 

    "What the hell...? I know you sold your flitter today! I helped verify the core! Where'd you get that one?" 

    "I'd rather not say, but I will say that I'm enroute to a meeting with Wallace and Linda. I'll leave any sharing of classified info to them. How's that, milady?" 

    "Probably not good enough, but I'll call Captain Wallace." She hurried away as Levell asked, "Why wasn't that flitter issued an ID

code, sir?" 

    "Can't say, Levell. Let's use 'Dragonfly' for now." In a terse tone, she almost politely snapped, "Sir, you don't issue flitter ID codes. We do." 

    "Fine. If you don't like mine, pick one you do like." 

    "That's not it. There's a procedure during manufacture..." Just another tightassed suit. "Yeah, yeah. Let Wallace tell you how to deal with it. Later, ma'am." 

    I dropped the link, brought up the manual, and scanned info I already knew well from the old flitter, looking for any changes in operational parameters. Along with top speed, the amount of weight the design could carry was down almost sixteen percent. That percentage held across the board to include hull fields and defensive capabilities. Any action requiring power --which is to say every action --was down about sixteen percent. 

    Sitting back, I sipped coffee and thought, 'So? How often had I ever needed more than half power for anything but speed? Maybe twice?' 

    The console pinged and Kelly came on to say, "Ed?" 

    "You got me, Kelly." 

    "Captain Wallace says you're okay to land at the ranch." 

    "Figured that when the other two flitters you scrambled didn't show up. Anything else?" 

    "No, no other instructions." 

    "Over and out, then. Nice seeing you again." 

    "You, too. Bye." 

    I dropped the link and continued reading. The ranch Linda and Wallace had leased lay below when I asked, "Athena, could you make use of my spare generator? Could you incorporate it into yourself, maybe, or use it as a backup power supply or some kind of a booster?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Would having it allow you to give this flitter simulation the same power as a physical flitter? Or more?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    Two people emerged from the unpretentious one-story house below and stood on the front walkway as I said, "Then we'll take care of that when I get home." 
Chapter Eleven

    When I landed and stepped off the flitter, Linda gave me a hug and a kiss on the cheek. After greetings, she put a hand on the flitter's hull as she eyed the shape of it. Wallace walked completely around it, returning to stand beside Linda. 

    He studied the flitter for another moment, then said, "Okay, I'll ask. How the hell did you come up with this?" 

    "I didn't. Well, I did, but only after someone else did." 

    "Elkor?" 

    "Nope." 

    Linda quietly, but emphatically stated, "Cynthia." Still looking at Wallace, I said, "Toldja she was smart." Wallace eyed her and asked, "Did you know about this?" 

    "No, I only suspected this, particularly after learning he kept his old core and even named it." With a grin, she asked, "Emory, after Ed delivered oxygen bottles to 'Shining Star', where did he wait for the transport ship?" 

    "The report said it was a temporary field shelter." Looking at me, he said, "I figured you just sat around in space while Cindy covered your ass against more debris." 

    "Well, yeah, I guess that is pretty much what happened." Linda said, "Think about it, Emory. That shelter would have had the capability to destroy or deflect solid matter moving at orbital speeds. No broadcast field is that strong." Looking at me, she said, "And the capsule didn't just burn up during reentry; it exploded just after it touched the atmosphere. They never found even a trace of it. That's what you did with the generator, isn't it?" 

    I grinned and replied, "Yup. Retirement hasn't addled your mind at all, ma'am. It's as sharp as ever." 

    Wallace said, "But maybe yours isn't. Didn't you just get rid of a flitter to avoid hassles with the government?" 

    "I got rid of a physical flitter. This one's field-generated. Not a speck of solid matter in it, which also means there's nothing for the feds to confiscate. The core's in orbit and very capable of defending itself, so they can't turn it off, either." 

    His eyes got big and he turned to stare at the flitter. Linda's eyebrows went up, and she, too, eyed the flitter. I had it drop its hull field and they stared at the two seats and deck for a time, then Wallace said softly, "This will be a problem." 

    I said, "No doubt," and when he shot a glance at me, I added, "Anything new is always a problem for someone, Cap. Will it be a problem for 3rd World? 

Not if nobody is told how it really works. They know I make the boards; let them think this is just a flitter-style board. A problem for the government? 

Not if they think the same thing or think it's a 3rd World flit on loan, and they could reasonably assume either of those things unless someone tells them otherwise." 

    He gave me a long, skeptical look and asked, "Why would 3rd World lend a flitter to a retiree?" 

    "Easy. I'm one of the most experienced flitter users. It could be called a prototype undergoing field tests. Why use a full-time employee when there's a qualified retiree volunteer?" 

    "That's flimsy as hell." 

    "Got something better?" 

    He looked at the flitter again and sighed, "No, but I think we should try to come up with something better." 

    Linda asked, "Does it feel any different in flight?" 

    "Nope. Feels just like the old one. It doesn't go quite as fast, though. Without the generator on board, max power is about eighty-four percent of my old flit." I shrugged. "Doesn't matter. The old one never used more than half power for anything other than flying somewhere." 

    Thumping her knuckles on the deck, Linda said, "It sure as hell feels like solid matter." 

    "Put your hand on it, ma'am." 

    She did so and Wallace followed suit. I said, "Flitter off, please," and it vanished. Wallace pitched forward slightly and Linda's hand suddenly shoved downward. They both stood silent for a few moments, looking through the empty space. 

    "Oh, yeah," Wallace muttered, "This will definitely be a problem if word ever gets out." 

    Making the flitter reappear, I said, "Like I said, just call it a prototype board design. Compare it to a golf cart. They'd buy that, I think. Hey, by the way; Elkor's flitter wouldn't have had a 3rd World ID code. Nor would Jessie's. Nor my old one. How come I caught flak for not having an ID

for this one?" 

    Linda said, "Sure they had IDs. Your old flit's number was H4645. It isn't now, of course. Elkor's flit is E1701. We couldn't use our production numbers, so Morris Tunney made up ID numbers as needed." 

    "Tunny is a Trekkie, huh?" 

    Wallace asked, "A Trekkie? How's that?" 

    "As in 'E' for 'Enterprise'. '1701' was the hull number on the original series ship." 

    He looked at Linda. She nodded with a small grin and said, "Jessie's is H8934. Her last initial and the last four digits of her Social Security number." 

    Sipping coffee, I said, "Huh. Okay, but I want something a little fancier. How about..." 

    Linda grinningly interrupted with, "372466359?" Wallace gave her an arched eyebrow. "372-what?" She said, "It spells 'Dragonfly' on a phone pad." I shrugged. "Or D319207." 

    Wallace asked, "What's special about that number?" Linda said, "It was his dragonfly runner ID in Germany." Wallace said, "Of course. It had to be something like that. Look, if this kind of thing is possible, why the hell are we building flitters? Why'd the Amarans send a huge ship and three hundred people to train us and set up a factory station?" 

    Linda said, "Those are excellent questions, Emory, but I don't think we should ask the Amarans until we've done some extensive digging on our own." I said, "One answer could be that we weren't supposed to know. An alternate answer might be that we thought of it and they didn't, just like the stick-on PFMs." 

    "Huh," grunted Wallace, "I'm not sure I can buy that." 

    "Don't know why not. The Amarans are buying our PFMs, even though they could make their own. Does that mean the Amarans are unusually honorable people, or that our PFMs are just convenient and cheaper than they could make them?" 

    "Probably the last," said Linda, "The US could make anything it imports, but prices would be much higher." 

    Wallace said, "That still doesn't make any sense. AIs would make them, same as here. Why should they cost more?" 

    "Hell, I don't know," I said, "A lack of critical resources? Maybe all the local turf is owned and permissions don't come cheap? Or maybe they'd rather just buy what they want and let someone else make it, same as us. That's what keeps a lot of stores in business, y'know." 

    "Or," said Linda, "Maybe they're just stuck in a rut. After years of doing things certain ways, it can be hard to change. Lots of new ideas are squashed like bugs in board rooms. Let's get back to how this will impact things here." She poked a finger firmly into my chest and added, "How they'll impact you in particular. No secret ever stays secret, and this little innovation of yours could put you at serious odds with 3rd World Products as well as the US

government." 

    "3rd World? I don't see why. It ultimately represents a way to supply flitters without having to make anything but cores. As for the government; a flitter is a flitter, field-generated or metal. They won't be happy about me having one, so nothing has to change in that regard." Wallace said, "You're taking this entirely too lightly, Ed." 

    "I'm sixty, Cap. It must be senility kicking in. What are they gonna do? 

Throw me in prison for making my own flitter? Make me disappear? Draft me?" 

    "We'll probably find out soon enough." 

    "Yup. My only concern just now is whether you and Linda will get in trouble for knowing about it." 

    Linda seemed thoughtful for a moment, then said, "Not me, but Emory might eventually if he doesn't report it now." 

    I shrugged. "So report it. As a golf cart-type thing. Might as well get things rolling and see where they lead." 

    He chuckled, "Oh, yeah, they'll love this news. Another little problem. Certification." 

    Shaking her head, Linda said, "Unless things have changed, 3rd World flitters are certified by 3rd World. There are no other certification requirements and nobody else is qualified to do it." She looked at me and asked, "Ed, were you thinking of selling these flitters like your scooter boards?" 

    "Nope. I got mine. That's all I wanted. I might sell the idea to 3rd World, though. Lots of good charities need money." 

    Linda eyed the flitter for a moment, then said, "Let's go inside and talk over a drink or two." 

    I had the flitter vanish and we trooped into the house. Wallace called the base on a screen, told them to log the new flitter's interim ID as 'D319207', and said he'd handle other details in the morning. Once we'd all settled around the dining room table with drinks, Linda asked what the AIs thought about the new flitter. 

    "No idea," I said, "I doubt they care." Wallace asked, "You haven't consulted them at all?" With a shrug, I asked, "Should I? Really? Cat figured out what I was doing when I swapped cores. She didn't seem to object and didn't offer any other comments." 

    Sipping her drink, Linda said, "I wonder why none of the AIs have ever suggested this method of creating flitters. They'd know core field capabilities better than anyone." 

    I chuckled, "Prob'ly 'cuz we never asked, ma'am. We used to get that answer a lot from Steph and Elkor." 

    She grinned at that, but said, "Maybe we should ask, Ed." 

    "Okay. Catherine, can you spare a minute?" 

    She popped into being at the table with, "Hello, all." Wallace recoiled mightily, then said, "I'll never get used to that. Hello, Catherine." 

    Linda said, "Hi, Catherine. We wanted your opinion about Ed's new flitter." 

    Cat grinned. "Okay. I like it." 

    When she said no more, Wallace asked, "That's it? No... cautions? No concerns?" 

    "No. Other than being entirely constructed of field energy, it's no different from a standard flitter. It has the same programming and capabilities and no energy will be expended supporting unnecessary materials." After a moment, Wallace said, "Entirely constructed of field energy. That's the part that makes me uncomfortable." 

    I shrugged. "Don't know why. Field energy is what it's all about, Cap. What good's a metal deck if the power quits during flight?" Thumbing downward in a long arc, I whistled softly to mimic a bomb falling. With a flat expression, he replied, "Yeah, I know, but I just feel better having something tangible under me, and I'm sure others will share my opinion." 

    "Yeah, likely so." 

    We talked for almost an hour, picking and poking at the topic to see if anyone could think of other ramifications, but nothing notable turned up that hadn't already been covered. After another hour of discussing our retirements, the new management at 3rd World Products, and the world in general, we called it a night and went back outside. 

    Cat said goodnight and vanished as I manifested the flitter. Linda gave me another hug, then I boarded and set course back to Florida. No sooner than I'd reached a mile of altitude, my console pinged and Kelly's face appeared. She started to say something, then her gaze grew puzzled as she looked around the interior of the flitter. 

    "Yes'm?" I asked, "You have a question?" 

    "Your flitter only has two seats. And it's a lot smaller." 

    "I like it better that way." 

    "But... I mean... That's just a field effect, like your flying board, right?" 

    "You could say that. Sometimes it's fun to drive something capable of hauling groceries, but smaller than a delivery van." She chuckled, "I know what you mean. Captain Wallace okayed your flitter ID, so you're good to go, but I do have a question. We had you on-screen until you landed, then your flitter disappeared for a short time. A few minutes later, it disappeared again and didn't reappear until just before you launched. We're trying to figure out how it did that." 

    "That's one of the reasons I dropped by to talk with Cap and Linda. I'd probably better let him explain classified stuff." 

    "Uhm... Well, I think I'd better call him tonight, then. Some people were pretty upset. Some of them thought you'd actually managed to crash." I laughed, "Well, let 'em know I didn't and let Cap sleep." To get her off that topic, I asked, "By the way, do you still have a big mean boyfriend, ma'am?" 

    She laughed, "He isn't mean, he's just a little defensive sometimes, like when older men try to pick me up." 

    Trying to look insulted and shocked, I asked, "You thought I was trying to pick you up?! I just gave you a few little compliments in passing, that's all!" 

    She laughed again. "Oh, that you did. Enough to make me blush and piss him off." 

    "Well, then, it didn't take much to make you blush, but I'll bet he won't take you for granted now." 

    "He didn't take me for granted then, either." 

    "I'm damned glad to hear that, ma'am. No woman as smart and gorgeous as you should ever be taken for granted. Want to keep me in reserve to shake him up if he ever slips?" 

    Making a wry face, she replied, "Thank you so much, but I really don't think that will be necessary." 

    Someone in the background softly said something. Kelly glanced back and nodded, then said, "I've just been reminded about personal calls during duty hours." 

    "Ah. Okay. Later, Kelly. Bye." 

    With that, I dropped the link and used the rest of the trip to apply edit-group patches to a couple of chapters of my latest book as I considered whether my new flitter needed a name. 

    Hm. 'VF' for short? Good enough. Well, no, it wasn't, really. And 'Athena' 

was fine for the core, but I wanted to address and direct the flitter separately. Nothing common would do. Had to be something meaningful. Got it; a name no more or less original than my borrowed concept of a virtual flitter. Suitable and cautionary at the same time. 

    "Athena, I'll refer to the virtual flitter as 'Galatea'. Or 'Tea' for short, I think." 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    As the flitter descended toward Spring Hill, I felt a strong field presence to the north. I halted the flitter's descent and had it vanish as I called up my five suit and board, then called up a field screen. The display showed me a bright dot that was forty-six miles away and apparently on an intercept course with me. Zooming on the dot, I saw a flitter. Hovering five miles above my house, I waited as the flitter slowed down and approached to within ten feet of me. Its hull field turned transparent and I saw Chalmer standing with a woman. They both stared with big eyes at my board for a moment, then he pointed at their console and made the universal

'call me' sign with his hand near his face. 

    He didn't know to have the flitter initiate the call? Okay. Sure, why not? 

I put up a screen and directed a ping at the flitter. Chalmer responded by speaking and suddenly we had two-way commo. 

    I said, "Hi, Chalmer." Looking beside him at the short, thirty-something brunette woman, I said, "Hi, there. I'm Ed." 

    She said nothing and switched her gaze to Chalmer. 

    I chuckled, "Y'don't let your minions talk to strangers, huh? Oh, well. Why the traffic stop?" 

    Her eyes narrowed as she again looked at me. Maybe she didn't like being referred to as a minion? 

    Chalmer said, "A flitter left this vicinity earlier this evening and we had one inbound on our monitor until just moments ago. Where is it now?" Pointing down at my board, I asked, "Are you sure you saw a flitter?" Poking his console screen, he studied it for a moment, then stood straight and said, "Yes. I'm sure." 

    "Well, you won't be long." I fed extra field energy to the board to increase its presence. The woman touched Chalmer's shoulder as she pointed at the monitor. Chalmer's glance down became a longer look, then he looked at me. I gave him a little two-finger salute and aimed the board skyward at half speed. They followed, almost instantly catching up to me. I jinked left and right, up and down, and waited as the flitter again aligned itself behind me. Chalmer wore a big 'you can't get away' grin and the woman looked somewhat alarmed as she clutched her seat. 

    The idea wasn't to 'get away'. The idea was to make them want to quit. I flipped the board upside down, gave them a little wave, and dove straight down at full speed. The flitter's instant response told me I'd guessed right; Chalmer had said something like, "Follow that guy," and follow me it did. Heh. Five slow rolls to disorient them a bit, level flight for half a second, arc upward as fast as possible into a complete inside loop, hang a hard left and make a sidewise loop, roll a few more times, snap right, and then snap straight up again in a very short Immelman. Two more seconds of straight and level, then begin another series of six rolls. End the rolls heading straight down again. Level out about ten feet off the ground and head for the nearby woods at the north end of Hunter's Lake. Scoot under a leaning pine tree and follow the curve of the lake's shoreline to a gap between homes. Shoot through the gap and around a stand of pines across the street. 

    Cutting behind a Red Lobster restaurant, I keyed on my three suit and hopped off the board, then had the board circle the lot. It returned to hover fifty feet ahead of me and a hundred feet off the ground. The flitter followed it as faithfully as a hound, stopping a short distance behind the board. Using a field platform to lift myself on a slight angle put me above the flitter and I lowered myself to its hull field. Nothing to worry about. The hull field might be in solid mode, but if that were the case, I could stand on it. Nope. My feet sank right through it. Excellent. 

    Chalmer and the woman stared rather starkly at my empty board. At some point in the chase he'd also taken a seat and still had what looked like a knuckle-whitening death grip on the edges of it. I lowered myself quietly to the deck about eight feet behind them as she muttered, "Oh, God, he fell off!" Growling, "Good!" Chalmer tried to stand up and failed. Sending a split tendril to touch each of their shoulders simultaneously, I gave them an enthusiastic, "Hi, there!" 
Chapter Twelve

    Both of them screamed and launched out of their seats. The woman screamed again as they drew their Glocks and aimed at me. The woman's gun fired and her bullet turned to spreading plasma between us as the flitter zapped her cold. She fell between the seats in almost slow motion as the flitter lowered her gently to the deck. 

    Alternately staring at her and me and looking completely freaked out, Chalmer nonetheless held his fire. He also held his aim at my chest for another couple of moments before he lowered his Glock, then put it back in his shoulder holster. 

    I asked, "Don't feds prefer belt holsters?" 

    "I don't. What the hell just happened? She fired at you at point-blank range and I've never seen her miss a target." 

    "Read the owner's manual, Chalmer. Flitters don't let people shoot each other while they're aboard." 

    "So the same thing would happen if I shot at you?" 

    "Wanna see?" Standing straight, I faked a determined look and said, "You may fire when ready." 

    "I'd love to, but maybe some other time. What was all that fancy flying about?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Just thought I'd demo my board for you. Want me to wake up your friend?" 

    He glanced at her and said, "Not yet. Let's talk." Taking a seat by the console, I whistled, then called my board back so it would look as if it returned on the signal. Chalmer's eyes followed it until it was a yard away from me, where it disappeared and took its usual place above me. 

    I sipped coffee and nodded as I linked to the flitter to see if it was recording. It was. "Okay," I said, "Talk about what?" 

    "Just a minute. Where'd that board-thing go?" 

    "It went where it always goes. Talk about what?" He moved to stand by the console and eyed my coffee mug as he asked, 

"How'd you get aboard just now?" 

    "I'd rather not say. It's a useful trick." 

    "No shit. I'd be first to admit it scared the hell out of us. That's one reason I'd like to know how you did it." 

    Shaking my head, I said, "Nope. Some things I won't even tell my friends. I definitely won't tell someone who tried to deliver a seizure order and helped force me to sell my flitter by threatening my friends." With a dismissive gesture, he said, "You got four times what it's worth. More, if you count the fact it's used." 

    "Focus, Chalmer. The point was that my friends were threatened. I had to give it up one way or another." His shoulders shrugged as he started to say something, but I cut him off with, "I don't want to hear any 'just following orders' shit. When I blocked your attempt to serve court papers, you got pissed. When I stated a price, you got pissed. When I had you take the check for a rewrite, you got pissed. Unless being pissed is your natural state, you took all that personally. A gofer wouldn't have cared." He regarded me for a moment, then replied, "I get pissed when my job doesn't go smoothly. Don't you?" 

    "I just look for another way to get it done." With a shrug of my own, I added, "Not that it matters now; I retired." 

    "Not for the first time, as I understand it." 

    "No, but definitely for real. I'm off the clock." He shot back, "So how is it you have that... board-thing?" 

    "I invented them." Raising a hand, I added, "And before you scoff, check with your flitter." 

    "How the hell would it know?" 

    "It knows. Flitter, who invented my flying board?" 

    "You did, sir." 

    "What's the source of your information?" 

    "A patent was filed in your name, sir." 

    "Thank you, flitter." 

    Chalmer still looked skeptical. Oh, well. "Now," I said, "You wanted to talk, so I'll ask a question. Why have you been monitoring my movements this evening?" 

    "We weren't specifically monitoring you." 

    Linking silently to Athena, I asked if he was telling the truth. She said no. I said, "I have reason to believe otherwise. Why did Stone fund payment for this flitter?" 

    His eyes widened slightly even as his pupils became pinpoints. "Yeah," I said, "I know about that. So do some other people, so if you're serving two masters, you'd better find a way to ditch one. Why did anyone give a damn whether I had a flitter in the first place? I wasn't robbing banks with it." The last part of the question changed his eyes. He shook his head slightly and said, "I don't know. I wasn't told why getting the flitter was so important." 

    Athena verified his words for me. I sat back and sipped for a moment. The first time someone saw me use my new flitter, the secret that I had another flitter would be out. I didn't plan to quit helping the local authorities, so it was just a matter of time. Sending a tendril to wake the woman, I stood to offer her a hand up, but she froze and stared at me, then her eyes switched to Chalmer, who said, "It's okay." 

    Easing to her feet, she uttered, "But... but I shot him..?" I grinned. "You didn't hit me, ma'am. I may forgive you." That stiffened her right up. She shook off Chalmer's assisting hand on her elbow and snapped, "Bullshit! I couldn't have missed! Not at that range." Twisting left and right to show her my torso, I asked, "See any holes? Any blood?" 

    Chalmer glanced at me as if in sufferance and said, "The flitter... somehow destroyed the bullet and stunned you." As she looked starkly at him, he said, "Apparently we aren't allowed to shoot at people while on board." Clearly skeptical, the woman turned back to me. I said, "I have something to show you," and pointed ahead of the flitter. They turned around to look and I linked to my new flit as I said, "Galatea, appear, please." My new flit did so, popping into being in vivid emerald. I had it move closer and hopped across to its deck, then turned to Chalmer and said, "My previous flitter --the one you're on --had a few strings attached to it. Not this one. It isn't quite as powerful as my old one --you could think of it as sort of a golf cart version, I suppose --but for something I made myself, it's just fine for getting around. If..." 

    Holding up his hands, Chalmer yelped, "Whoa! Wait just a damned minute! 

You're saying you made that?!" 

    "Yes, and if your people give me any crap about having it, I'll make a stand and take things public. Let Stone and anyone else know that'll mean digging deep into their business and private affairs. Some very deep and dark secrets will find their way to the media with proof." The woman snapped, "We're shaking in our boots." Chalmer said, "He knew about Stone paying for the flitter." She looked at him in disbelief, then at me. "Well, so what?! Stone's working with two agencies and they okayed it." 

    I asked, "Think so? He didn't check with anyone, he just told Chalmer Darlene would call him when the money was in the bank. Wanna know how I know?" Glaring, she snapped, "Yes." 

    Linking to Tea, I had it send some probe data to their flitter, then said to their flitter, "Flitter, please play back Chalmer's phone conversation with Stone that mentions sending money to the bank on Carrington base." From the console came, 'Stone. Do you have it?' 

    Chalmer and the woman stared at the console as if it had sprouted demonic horns and a tail. 

    'No, sir. He was wearing some kind of field device that physically prevented me from serving the seizure order. He says he wants a million dollars or he'll destroy the flitter at noon.' 

    'Can Colonel Schott put more pressure on Horn and Wallace?' 

    'I don't think so, sir.' 

    'This guy is hard-headed, Chalmer. I know from personal experience. We have to accept that he might actually do it. We want that flitter out of his hands, so tell him you'll pay him. I'll have the money sent to the bank on Carrington base. Darlene will call you when it's ready.' 

    I said, "Stop playback, flitter," then said, "There you have it, from the very flitter you forced me to sell today. 3rd World didn't tap your call, I did. Does anyone here still doubt I can dig up some really nasty dirt?" Chalmer had actually paled slightly. The woman looked alarmed, but she retorted, "So why didn't you use that to try to keep your flitter? Did you even have it then?" 

    In a low, warning tone, Chalmer said, "Shut up, Rena. Just shut up now." Somewhat shocked, she looked at him and yelped, "What?! That phone call's nothing! It doesn't mean..." 

    With clenched fists, Chalmer yelled in her face, "Just shut the fuck up! 

You don't know..." He got a grip on himself and said in a much calmer, but insistent tone, "You don't know some of the details, Rena. Don't push. Please." 

    "Hey, Rena," I said, and she looked at me. I patted Tea's 'dashboard' and said, "All macho theatrics aside, my new ride is part of the 'why'. I don't need that flitter anymore and it damned sure wasn't worth having my friends raked over the coals by your people. But my friends had better be out of this now. If your people threaten them again, I'll wreck careers and lives all the way up your chain of command." 

    I said, "Flitter, play that bit back for Mr. Stone the first time he steps aboard, please. For that matter, play it back for anyone who wants to hear it." 

    Chalmer and Rena startled hard and spun to stare at their flitter's console when it answered, "Yes, sir." 

    I said, "Thank you," and silently told Tea to raise its stealth mode, then switch to non-standard frequencies. When Chalmer and Rena looked back where they'd last seen me, they saw nothing and became a bit alarmed. 

    "Flitter!" snapped Chalmer, "Where'd the other flitter go? Show us on your screen." 

    "I detect no other flitters within forty-one miles, sir." Rena stepped to the console and said, "That's impossible, even as fast as these things can move. Look again." 

    The flitter reiterated, "I detect no other flitters within forty-one miles, ma'am." 

    Screaming, "It can't be that far away! It has to be around here somewhere!" Rena slapped the console, then nursed her aching fingers. I judged it a good time to make another appearance. Moving Tea behind their flitter, I hopped over to their deck and said, "Don't abuse the hardware, ma'am." 

    Again they both jumped out of their skins and again they reached for guns, but this time nobody drew or fired. 

    I said, "You have state-of-the-art hardware and couldn't find me. Flitter, don't let anyone erase or alter any of this day's records. In fact, patch a copy to my datapad. Someone may need to see them later." To Chalmer and Rena, I said, "Bye," then headed home. Landing on my front porch, I waved my mug at Chalmer and Rena and let myself into the house. It occurred to me --not for the first time --that someone might get the idea of tracking me by my commo and PFM implants. It wouldn't be good if they didn't register again ever; that would probably give someone the hint that my implants were concealable. If, on the other hand, their detectability was sporadic..? 

    "Athena, I'd like my PFM implants to be sporadically, randomly concealed by nonstandard frequencies unless I specifically command them to remain concealed or unconcealed during use. Did I describe what I want clearly enough?" 

    "Yes, Ed. May I ask why you wish to conceal them?" I took a seat at the kitchen table as I asked, "Yes, but first... What's your reason for asking, ma'am?" 

    "I wish to understand and assist your intentions to the best of my ability." 

    "Okay. I want them to appear faulty so that anyone monitoring them wouldn't be able to dependably track me. Sporadic disappearances could also cause people to excuse longer disappearances as equipment failures." 

    "I understand your purpose now." 

    "Good. In fact, if you discover anyone tracking my implants, let me know immediately, please. I may add signal reflections later. We'd probably bounce them from varying distances." 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Thank you. Now... I think we should begin investigating Mr. Stone to amass some defensive ammo. He isn't likely to back off without some personal encouragement. Search for all illegal actions in which he's provably been involved in any manner, to include suggestions which could be considered incitements. Once you've done that, begin charting similar transgressions of others linked to him." 

    "Yes, Ed. I must caution you that public distribution of some information may be illegal." 

    "Understood, Athena. I'd make sure such info goes to those authorized to receive it." 

    I saw no good reason to mention I might be the one to 'authorize' someone to receive that info. Catherine pinged my implant and said, "I have a question." 

    "Shoot, ma'am." 

    She appeared in the seat across from mine and said, "You've developed a mental link to Athena, yet you don't use it fully. Athena often has no idea what your intentions may be and you continue to routinely use verbal communication to consult or command. Why?" 

    "Because I'm still an old-school spook at heart. If you want to avoid accidentally stepping out of character at inconvenient times during a mission, you should try to never step out of that character, even in private moments." A whole half-second passed before she said, "Instructive, but too vague. Try again, please." 

    "Okay. Other than you and the other AIs, who knows I can mentally link directly to the flitter? Jonel, who seemed rather skeptical at the time and may have talked herself out of believing it. If she even told Linda, I haven't heard about it." 

    Canting her head slightly, she stated, "And Jessie, who asked how you caused the flitter to act without speaking." 

    "Yup. But she came to believe my flitter was intuitive." 

    "You provided her some subtle assistance." 

    I shrugged. "I didn't lie, did I? Sometimes I truly enjoy helping people, ma'am." 

    "Indeed. I can't help wondering how often you've 'assisted' the other AIs and me in the same manner." 

    Taking her hand for a kiss, I smilingly replied, "Good. Don't forget to stay alert for it with other people, too. Got any other questions about my link to Athena?" 

    She shook her head. "No." 

    Studying her features, I said, "Then let me thank you again for choosing that face. Did I ever tell you about the time I met Amanda Tapping at Dragoncon?" 

    Cat's head canted again. "No." 

    "She was signing autographs at a row of tables with other special guests. She and a few other stars had people standing behind them, con security types and entourage members, mostly gofers. I didn't want to buy an autograph and didn't want to stand in line, so I caught the attention of one of the non-security types and asked how to get in contact with the writers for the Captain Carter SG1 character. She glanced up and I smiled and nodded, then I turned my attention back to the gofer. He didn't know. I asked for someone further up the line and pushed him a little on the matter." Sipping coffee, I said, "Tapping kept signing autographs and said, 'I'm as far up the line as you can go today. What's on your mind?' I told her that if she wanted to maintain any semblance of reality in her role, it was time to slap some writers around and make them promote her. The Carter character was still a captain after two years. No way in hell that would happen in real life in a place like Stargate Command. After helping to figure out how to power and operate the big ring, she'd have been made a major pretty much instantly and a light colonel as soon as possible." 

    Sipping again, I said, "Tapping asked why. I asked her how often Carter had met leaders of other civilizations and worlds to advise them or negotiate a treaty, then asked if the SGC would insult the leaders of another planet by sending a paltry captain as a representative. Tapping asked if I could wait until the autograph session was over. When I said I could, she thanked me, turned to the guy I'd been talking with, and said, 'Find him a chair, please. I want some time with him before we leave.' The guy found a chair and parked me behind her." 

    I paused to take another sip of coffee, then continued, "Tapping asked what other suggestions I might have and we talked about half an hour, then a guy said the limo was ready and everybody saddled up to leave." When I stopped talking, Cat asked, "That's it? That's all?" I shrugged. "I met her. We talked. Very soon after that she made major on the show, so maybe it did some good." 

    Cat looked thoughtful, then nodded. "Perhaps so. Many good ideas have originated in casual meetings." 

    She stood up and excused herself, then vanished. I checked email and discussion board messages, then took a shower and hit the sack. A soft 'flump' 

sounded from the garage, but no second 'flump'. Huh? Annabelle and Tiger had seemed inseparable since they'd met. Was there trouble in paradise? 

    Muted crunching sounds told me he was eating, then I heard him lap some water. After he stopped in the bathroom and did some scratching, I heard nothing for a few minutes, then I heard his claws on the hallway tiles and he hopped up on the bed. After a moment, he said, "You aren't asleep, Ed." Propping up on an elbow, I said, "Nope. Been thinking in the dark and quiet. Where's Annabelle?" 

    "Martha asked her to stay home for Sophie tonight. Sophie is ill." 

    "Ah. Well, you know cats have a real talent for making people feel better." 

    In a matter-of-fact way, he replied, "Yes, we do. Martha said Sophie needed Annabelle. Does that mean Annabelle will go home with Sophie when she is better?" 

    "Did Martha actually say that?" 

    He paused, then said, "No." 

    "Then very probably not. Martha needs Annabelle, too." 

    "Good." 

    I reached to ruffle his ears and chin, then he moved to his usual corner spot, turned twice, and settled down. 

Chapter Thirteen

    Wednesday began with a ringing phone, not my favorite way to be wakened. I let it ring and took a leak. By the time I finished, the ringing had stopped. After washing up, I headed for the kitchen to dump my overnight coffee and make a fresh one. The phone rang again as I sipped. The originating number was from northern Virginia. Likely Stone. 

    Flipping a dime, I said, "Heads," and caught it. Well, damn. It landed head-up. I answered the phone with, "You got me." Stone said in a calm voice, "Last night you made a threat." 

    "No, it was actually more of a promise. But if you leave me and my friends alone, I can leave you alone, so this call is as far as things ever have to go." 

    I'd say precisely four seconds passed before Stone said, "I can live with that," and hung up. 

    Uh, huh. Could he really? Maybe. True or false, the safest course was to be prepared. I linked to Athena to see what she'd found regarding Stone. The data spanned forty years and covered transgressions ranging from questionable handling of charitable donations in junior high to recent oil and gas deals involving bribery and kickbacks. 

    I had Athena paginate it as if for printing and ended up with thirteen hundred pages. Poking through some of it, I realized much of the data was absolutely obscure to me. A strong business background would be required to understand much of it, but Athena had linked each highlighted incident of transgression to a concise list of laws broken. Good 'nuff. 

    "Thank you, Athena. This should be enough to make Stone behave himself and control his cohorts or put him and some of them behind bars for a while if he doesn't." 

    Pinging Linda, I sipped and waited for her answer. She pinged back twice to let me know she was busy. A few minutes later, she pinged me and put up a screen. 

    "Hi, Ed. What's up?" 

    "Fearless Leader, I've got something special for you. All you have to do is sit on it for a while." 

    Her left eyebrow went up as she studied my face, then she said, "There are undoubtedly many better ways you could have initiated this conversation." 

    "Probably so, but that truly is the gist of it. I have a huge file full of dirt on the guy who paid for my flitter. Before I send him a copy to help him truly believe it's in his best interests to leave me and my friends alone, I want to place a copy with someone who can release it to the world if I can't." Looking enlightened, she replied, "It's always good to have insurance. Sure, send it to my pad." 

    I had Athena do so. As Linda scanned the file, she said, "Wow. He's been busy as hell in the Middle East. Ed, if I find anything harmful to US or 3rd World interests, I'll have to say something. You know that." 

    "Not a problem, Fearless Leader. You know how to leak info quietly. Someone else can make it look as if they discovered whatever on their own. Hell, they'll have to. None of that file is admissible as evidence." Her doorbell rang and Linda glanced out a window, then said, "The painters are here. Anything else?" 

    "Nope. Thanks, Linda." 

    "You're welcome. Later, Ed." 

    She dropped the link and I caught myself considering whether to send the file to Stone immediately. He'd said he could live with a standoff. Might as well let him prove it. Besides, the feds and possibly even 3rd World Products had been involved in taking my flitter. If anything else happened, Stone might not necessarily be the only cause. I decided not to send the file right away. Sirens sounded from the far end of Northcliffe and I called up a screen to see what was going on. A probe showed me a cop car heading north on Mariner, running interference for a couple of fire trucks. Pulling up a 911 chart, I saw they were responding to a 'brush fire'. Two trucks for a brush fire in town? No. Location was Hexam Road, about five miles north of town. Sending the probe there, I saw fire on both sides of the road. I headed out the front door and called up my board. 

    Most of the area three miles north of town and beyond isn't on city water; most people out that far rely on wells. Though there were a couple of tankers available, fire trucks rely on hydrants, and there simply weren't any hydrants out there. They'd have to use a local source like the spring-fed pond less than a quarter-mile from the fire. 

    A few fire trucks were already in the area. One pumped itself dry as I arrived and began backing up the road toward the pond. I had Galatea appear and load water at the pond as I landed my board near a guy who seemed to be in charge. He ignored me for a few moments as he directed some activity, then he turned to ask, "What? I don't have time to chat." Galatea lifted above the trees to the west with what looked like a huge grey balloon under it. I pointed at it and his eyes got big as Tea moved toward us. 

    Understating Tea's capacity by half, I said, "It can bring you a ton of water at a time, give or take a few pounds. There's your first load. It can feed a water truck or make you some heavy rain. You call it." A field probe arrived as he glanced at me and back at the flitter, then opened a local map and tapped two spots. "Have it do the heavy rain here and here. If we get those areas under control, then we can fill trucks and work on the rest of it." 

    I directed Tea accordingly and replied, "You got it." Using a link to Athena, I scanned for the probe and found it about a hundred yards away, trailing after Galatea. Athena traced its origin to my old flitter. Hm. Maybe I shouldn't have suggested reading the manual, 'cuz apparently someone had done just that. Did the probe matter? No, not unless someone tried to use it for more than monitoring. 

    Even two tons of water doesn't seem like much when you're using it to make a heavy rain over a few acres. Tea had to make seven trips to the pond before the fire marshal said it was time to fill the trucks. At this point there were five fire trucks and lesser fire vehicles on the scene, as well as three Sheriff's cars and four deputies. 

    As Galatea neared the trucks with its latest water balloon, firemen and deputies moved away. I asked the marshal how to get the water into the trucks and he said they usually used a feeder hose. I told them to get the hose ready and he had two guys pull it off the truck, then I walked out and had them stick the end of the hose against Tea's water field. 

    Galatea locked the big hose fitting into place and the hose filled. A guy at the truck yelled, "It's working! We got water!" and turned on the pump as a Sheriff's helicopter flew over. It circled us once, then flew east. The fire marshal studied a laptop screen on the hood of a pickup truck and I went over to see what he was doing. 

    On the screen was an aerial view of the fire. The marshal looked up at the chopper and said, "He's got the camera. It looks as if the fire jumped Sunshine Grove Road and now it's moving east. We need to stop it before it jumps again." 

    "I can handle that. The flitter will keep feeding your trucks unless you need it to dump water directly on the fire. Just tell it where to put the water." 

    "No offense, but you don't have any gear. How do you intend to slow or stop the fire?" 

    Calling up my board, I said, "Big-assed fields. See ya." A few seconds later I found the area I'd seen on his screen and began laying down smothering fields. It didn't take much; a rolling fog of field energy blocked oxygen from the fire anywhere the trees or fences didn't poke up through it. I sent tendrils to snuff those spikes of flame, letting the big field rest on the area in general for a minute or so, and then lifted it to see if the fire would restart itself. It did. Reinstalling my field, I expanded it as far as I saw smoke from the road to the brush. Some five minutes later, a fire truck rolled along the road and began spraying the blackened areas it could reach. Two more trucks arrived and trundled into the surrounding brush to spray all the way to the burn line. A red pickup truck arrived and the fire marshal got out to survey the scene, then he looked up at me, gave a thumbs-up, and yelled, "That got it!" I stayed above the area and had Tea keep the trucks filled for the next hour or so as they soaked the area. The fire marshal said he thought they could handle things from there, so I sipped the last of my coffee, had Galatea fill his trucks one last time, and told him to call Detective Greer if he needed me again. With that, I had Tea vanish and headed back to the house on my board. 

    Halfway home, I felt Greer calling the house phone through my link to Athena and called up a blank screen to answer, "You got me, LT." 

    "Hi, Ed. I've been watching a feed from the helicopter. Good work out there, but that isn't your regular flitter, is it?" 

    "Nope. Sold the old one." 

    He paused, then said, "So this new flitter means you're still available, right?" 

    "Yup." 

    "Good. The fire marshal wants to talk to you after they wrap up that fire." 

    "I told him to call you when they need me again." 

    "What if I'm not here?" 

    I chuckled, "Well, I guess you could try to find someone else there who knows how to work a phone." 

    "Ha, ha. Why can't the fire marshal call you directly?" 

    "Because you already know not to bother me with silly shit and you won't let him do it either." 

    "He may call you anyway. You're in the phone book." 

    "Yeah, but I only answer the phone for about four people. I like things as they are, LT." 

    After a moment, Greer said, "Well, anyway, thanks for helping with the fire." 

    "No problem. Gotta go. Later." 

    "Yeah, later. Thanks again. Bye." 

    It was close enough to noon and I was hungry, so I canceled the trip home and headed for the Wendy's on US19. As I took a big salad to a table, Deputy Wendy walked in, gave me a little wave, and joined the order line. A few minutes later, she showed up at my table and asked if she could join me. 

    "You gotta be kidding," I said, "How could I deny a hot blonde a chance to sit with me in a place named after her?" 

    Putting her tray down, she asked, "Oh, now you think I'm hot? As I recall, you found my sister a lot hotter." 

    I shrugged. "You weren't available, ma'am. Heartbroken as I was, I did my best not to let it show out of respect for Connie." 

    She tore open a salt packet as her snicker turned into a cackling laugh. 

"You aren't supposed to lie to cops." 

    "Okay, I may have exaggerated my pain just a little." 

    "At least a little." She snorted, "Heartbroken. Ha." 

    "Aren't you afraid your fellow bears will find out you had lunch with a civilian?" 

    Sprinkling the salt on her open burger, she shook her head. "No. The ones who'd matter know who you are. Besides, you aren't really a civilian. Connie told me some of what happened with that cruise ship and the tanker." 

    "I re-retired yesterday." 

    Looking up, she asked, "For real?" 

    "Yup. The feds pushed too hard to get my flitter 'out of private ownership'. 3rd World was no help at all. So... I sold the flit and gave 'em all the finger by having them make the check out to a breast cancer charity. That way they can't take any of it back as income tax." 

    "Well, I hope you charged them enough." 

    "A million bucks." 

    For a moment she just looked at me in shock, then she hissed, "You gave away a million dollars?!" 

    "It would only have been about half a million after taxes." 

    "Still... that's a lot of money, Ed." 

    "Yeah, but it went to a good cause and I have a new ride, so I didn't really lose anything." 

    Wendy canted her head and said, "Maybe not, but it can't be quite the same as owning your own flitter." 

    "Sure it is. 3rd World doesn't own it. I made it myself." About to take a bite of her burger, she froze with a 'did I hear you right?' expression, then asked, "You made it?" 

    "Yup." 

    She lowered her burger and stared at me briefly, then said, "No offense, but that's a little hard to believe, Ed." 

    I shrugged. "Okay." 

    After another skeptical moment, she asked, "Won't the same people come after this flitter, too?" 

    "Maybe. Probably, even. But things have changed. They could threaten my friends to get the other one. That wouldn't work with this one." 

    "Why not?" 

    "Because I've dug up a ton of political and financial dirt. If they threaten my friends again, the dirt goes public. If anything happens to me, the dirt goes public." 

    "Happens? You mean like you being arrested?" 

    "Yup. Or worse." 

    Another moment passed, then she picked up her burger. We ate in silence for a time, then Wendy asked, "Has Connie made any plans to spend time with you this summer?" 

    "Not yet. Should I expect a call?" 

    She shrugged. "I don't know. She may be coming down for a week in June and she seemed to have a good time the last time." Pausing, she added, "And she's still single." 

    "Well, if you talk to her, tell her I need to know when. I was planning a trip north on the bike." 

    Nodding, Wendy waved out the window and I saw another deputy pull into the lot. Wendy said, "That's Jim Poole. He came down from Tallahassee last week." Looking at me, she asked, "North on the bike? Are you going with a group?" Finishing my salad, I said, "Nope, no group. Just going. And speaking of going, it's time I did. Mind if I take a long last look at you first, Miz Hot Blonde?" 

    Rolling her eyes, Wendy stopped chewing and snickered. After eyeballing her from her uniform shoes to her hairline, I sighed, 

"Okay, I've had my Deputy Wendy fix. Later, ma'am," and carried my tray to the trash bins. 

    Holding the door for some people, I saw the newly arrived deputy in the door's reflection. He glanced toward Wendy, then his studious gaze returned to me. I called up my board and scooted into the sky on a shallow angle. When I glanced back, he was standing at the window, gaping like a tourist. Linking to Athena, I looked for the probe and found it had remained at the restaurant, likely to listen in on Wendy's conversation with the other deputy. Maybe it hadn't occurred to whomever that a flitter could operate more than one probe at a time? I tapped the probe's feed and saw Deputy Poole hurry to Wendy's table and sit down without food. 

    He asked, "Well?" 

    Munching a french fry, Wendy squeezed some mayonnaise onto her tray's paper mat and said, "He said he sold the old flitter and made a new one." Looking confused, Poole asked, "He said he made it?" She nodded. I got the feeling she didn't like Poole at all. As she squeezed another packet of mayo onto the paper, he asked, "Did you get it all?" 

    Eyeing him with disdain, she replied, "Of course." Taking a chubby pen out of a shirt pocket, she pushed a button on the side of it, then said, "But I want you to know exactly how I feel about having to do this," and dropped the pen squarely into the blob of mayonnaise as she pretended to hand it to him. Poole yelped, "What the hell?!" and grabbed for the pen. Getting to her feet, Wendy said, "Oops. Sorry. Maybe you'd better use someone a little less clumsy next time." 

    Fishing the pen out of the goo, Poole snapped, "Maybe you'd better freshen up your resume." 

    "Fine. I'll do that while you try to figure out who else you can use. As far as I know, Greer and I are the only two people he's close to in this department." 

    She picked up her tray and dumped it at the bins, then walked out without even a backward glance at Poole. He got up and headed for the bathroom. The probe followed him and I followed Wendy as she left the parking lot. Her knuckles were white as she waited for a green light and she looked pretty thoroughly pissed off. When the light changed, she headed south on US19 in a rather assertive manner. 

    Talk with her? Tell her things were okay? No. Or not yet, anyway. Things had to look right for the watchers for now. I felt a small field moving and didn't need a link through Athena to locate it. Light bent faintly around a softball-sized warp in the air about ten feet to my left. Pretending to only then notice the odd spot, I stopped the board half a mile above the ground and called up a field screen. The probe moved closer and I had the screen display the probe's location on a grid before I called up a probe of my own and sent it to my old flitter. 

    Rena and Chalmer sat watching their probe's display on the flitter's monitor. I split their screen and sent it the picture from my probe, as well; a picture of their backs. Chalmer swore and whipped around to try to spot the probe. Rena stiffened and turned slowly to look behind her. To their probe, I said, "My probe will disappear when yours does," and Rena turned back to face their monitor. 

    Still trying to locate my probe, Chalmer snapped, "We have a surveillance warrant." 

    Their flitter was six miles away. Directing my board toward them, I replied, "Shut down the probe." 

    Chalmer said, "It's a federal warrant issued under Homeland Defense, so we don't have to show it to you. We only have to have it on file for legal coverage." 

    "Did I ask to see it? I don't care if you have a warrant straight from Jesus. Turn off that damned probe." 

    He glared defiantly as he looked for my probe, then turned to face the monitor. Athena's quick search of their records didn't find a surveillance warrant. I transferred the probe's view to their monitor link for convenience. 

    "Besides," I said, "A warrant would mean all records of my activities would be subject to a subpoena, including my probe records. I'll therefore monitor you as long as you monitor me. Twenty-four-seven, y'all. A probe for each of you. Even your bathroom breaks will be recorded for posterity. And very probably viewed many times with great amusement by your fellow super-snoopers. And possibly by courtrooms full of laughing strangers at some later date." 

    Looking at Rena, I said, "But you're pretty good looking, ma'am. After a couple of shower scenes, you'll have a helluva lot more smitten admirers than laughers." 

    Chalmer growled, "Stalking us will get you prison time." 

    "Ah, there it is, the government's trump-everything threat. Chalmer, you two represent the worst possible aspects of an 'anything-for-the-cause' 

runaway bureaucracy. Any lack of cooperation --real or perceived or even simply imagined for your convenience --could earn anyone some prison time. You'll be able to see your probe records on the Internet, dude. Live, in real time, and in high resolution. I'll send you links when the page is ready. If you can't sleep, pee, or shower with an audience, now's the time to stop using probes." 

    I expected Chalmer to simmer, then shut down the probe. I also expected Rena to rant and rave a bit, but she didn't. She simply eyed the monitor another moment, then said flatly, "That's it for me. Turn off the probe." Chalmer stared at her and yelped, "What?!" 

    "You heard me. No way in hell will I let my life become a peep show. Shut down the probe." 

    "Are you forgetting who you work for?! You can't just quit in the middle of a..." 

    Rena shouted, "Goddammit, get it through your head! I'm off this assignment as of now! If I have to quit the agency to get away from this kind of shit, I will!" 

    "I'm not going to shitcan this assignment!" 

    "Then stop this thing and let me off! Right now!" 

    "No! I'm not going to let you throw away your career!" As my board neared their flitter, I said, "No, you're gonna throw it away for her." They both turned to glare at me. I shrugged. "Think about it. After that kind of exposure, is she going to want to stay there? Will you?" Looking at Rena, I asked, "Need a ride somewhere?" She snapped, "Not from you." 

    "Hey, I'm just covering my ass, ma'am. I'm just trying to make the big, bad government minions stop hounding me by holding up a mirror. If Chalmer won't cooperate, I'll be more than happy to run you back to your office." Rena rather acidly replied, "My office is in DC." I chuckled, "Well, then, you have my sympathies. How about a ride to wherever you need to go locally?" 

    Eyeing my board, she asked, "On that thing?" 

    "Sure! It'll carry two." When she gave me an 'I really don't think so' 

look, I shruggingly added, "Yeah, well, I guess we could even use my two-seater." I summoned Galatea. It popped into being beside me and I said, 

"But I'm driving," as I stepped aboard to take the left seat. Rena looked at Chalmer and asked, "Are you going to kill that probe?" He glared back at her and growled, "No." 

    Without another word, she stepped across the gap between the flitters and sat down in the right seat. Pointing south, she said in a chilly tone, "We're going to Tampa." 

    I said, "By your command, milady," and aimed us southward at sixty miles per hour. 
Chapter Fourteen

    Rena asked, "Why are we going so slowly?" 

    "Are we in a hurry?" 

    With a droll expression, she replied, "Actually, yes. I need to get back to the office and make a report." 

    Glancing at her legs, I said, "Too bad. You really add something to the whole flying experience, ma'am." 

    Rolling her eyes, she groaned, "Can the bullshit and just get us moving, please." 

    Trying to look mortified, I yelped, "Bullshit?! Galatea, was my compliment insincere?" 

    It replied, "No, Ed," and I gave Rena a smug look as I said, "See? No bullshit, ma'am." 

    Rena's gaze remained fixed straight ahead as she growled, "My sense of humor is somewhat impaired at the moment," but after another moment, she asked, "You named it Galatea?" 

    "Yup. Sure did. Seemed to fit. Would a drink help your mood? A snack? 

Maybe a walk on a beach?" 

    With a dramatic sigh, she said, "No. Look, dammit, I couldn't stay there and I don't really want to be here, so how about not talking? Do you think you can do that?" 

    "Yeah, sure. One last thing, though. For the record, as it were, since you'll be debriefed later." 

    She turned to look at me and asked, "Well?" Meeting her gaze, I said, "Just to reiterate; if anyone goes after my friends again, I'll go after them. Nobody achieves a position of high political power by being squeaky clean. They get there by not getting caught. Tea, block Chalmer's probe, please, then send one to Rena's DC office, park it above her desk, and set up a screen for us." 

    The screen appeared and on it a view of a desk in a cubicle. Rena's eyes got big and wary. 

    "What the hell are you doing?" 

    "Simply telling works for some, but showing always works better. Pick someone to call there, then call them." 

    "Why?" 

    "So you can personally verify what you're seeing." She took her phone out of a pocket and slid it open, then poked two numbers. A cell phone played a piece of a song in the office and I aimed the probe through the cubicle wall toward the sound. The probe passed through a flat-screen monitor, a man's chest, the back of his chair, and through the cubicle wall behind him. It emerged in another cubicle just as a blonde woman hurried in and sat down to answer her phone with, "Andrews, 0901." Rena said, "Melanie, it's me. Can you hear me okay?" 

    "Yeah, sure. How's sunny Florida these days?" 

    "Uh... Fine, I guess. Oh, damn, there it is. Never mind, Melanie. I found the stick with the file on it. Sorry to bother you. Have there been any updates on the flitter case?" 

    "None that I know of." With a sudden bright grin, she said, "Oh, hey, by the way... Mr. Universe down the hall got reassigned today. Just thought you'd like to know." 

    With a grin of her own, Rena chuckled, "To a place without women, I hope." 

    "I don't know about that, but at least he's out of here. Some of us are going to Kelso's Pub later to celebrate." 

    "Wish I was there. Okay, Melanie, thanks. Gotta go. Bye." 

    "Bye. Get some sun for me, okay?" 

    She disconnected and Rena put her phone away as I canceled the probe. Rena asked, "Okay, now what was that about?" I chuckled, "Well, I'm just guessing, you understand, but I'd say it was about getting rid of a jerk some women in the office definitely didn't like." She eyed me in silence. I shrugged. "Oh, you mean the probe. Well, I just wanted you to see how they work. They can also switch to infrared. Take pictures in total darkness. Spy on anyone, anytime, anywhere. But some people can sort of see them and a few of us can even block them." Her impassive stare at me wavered and I glanced to my left to see why. There was a string of cop lights below us on US41. I let Galatea drop like a stone to a hundred feet as I linked into cop radio chatter. Looking over the edge of the deck, Rena was unprepared when Tea plummeted. She screeched softly and gripped her seat, then looked at me. 

    Pointing at the screen, I said, "A carjacker grabbed a white sedan with two small kids in it at an ATM in Lapont. The guy's got one of the kids on his lap for a shield and they think he's heading for the Interstate." Moving Galatea above the sedan, I said, "Tea, stun the driver and stop the car gently, please." 

    Calling up my board, I zipped down there. The five-year-old on the guy's lap suddenly realized he could move and lunged out the window. He screamingly realized his error as he fell head-first at the street. I grabbed his collar, set a field platform under him, and shoved him back up and through the window. Still screaming, he scrambled between the seats to get away from the driver, in the process kicking the man and causing him to topple slowly forward. To stop the guy from hitting the steering wheel, I reached in and shoved him sideways. He fell across the gap between the seats. 

    The cops hung back as the car eased over two lanes and stopped. I hopped off the board next to the car, opened the driver's door, and reached in to put the shifter in 'park' and turn off the engine. The kids screamed incessantly in the back seat. I stunned them to turn off the noise and make sure they stayed in the car. 

    Rather than deal with the cops, I stepped back on my board and lifted up to the flitter. As I took my seat, Rena stared at me for a moment, then continued watching the show below. Her lean to look over the side lifted her skirt quite a bit and tightened her clothing delightfully. Glancing back, she said, "One of the cops is yelling at us." Sipping coffee, I said, "He'll stop after a while. They always do. I've been yelled at before a few times, y'know." 

    Rena's left eyebrow went up, then her expression turned droll. "Somehow I don't find that hard to believe. They'll at least want to know who you are." 

    "When they dig a little they'll figure it out. Ready to go?" Sitting up, she straightened her clothes. "I suppose so." 

    "We're almost in Tampa. Where exactly are we going?" 

    "Downtown. Forty-forty West Waters Avenue." 

    "Tea, let's go there, please. Granny speed." My coffee was almost empty. I briefly wished my new flitter were a bit more tangible between uses so I could keep the cooler aboard. It was something to think about, anyway. 

    Rena asked, "Granny speed?" 

    "Sixty miles an hour. Mind if we stop on the way?" 

    "Stop where and why?" 

    Giving her a fisheye, I said, "Wow, lady, sometimes you sound just like some kind of a cop." 

    She reiterated, "Where and why?" 

    Holding up my mug, I said, "I'm out of coffee." With an exasperated expression, she asked, "Can't it wait?" 

    "Why should it? Are you late for something?" 

    "No, but I'm on duty and I could be doing something more useful with my time." 

    Uh, huh. Well, whatever. "Tea, cancel granny speed. Please take her to her destination, stop near the front doors, and give her thirty seconds to disembark before you return. She is to make no stops and use none of your other facilities." 

    Galatea replied, "Yes, Ed." 

    Standing up, I said, "Later, ma'am," and hopped off the deck as I called up my board to head north. There was a Circle K store ahead. I bought a coffee refill, then got underway again. As I slid through the sky about a mile up, I felt my home phone ring through Athena and checked number. It was Greer. I used a link through Athena to answer the phone. 

    "Hi, there, LT. Is this about a carjacker in Lapont?" 

    "Yes, it is. Why didn't you stop when they called you?" Galatea returned. I stepped aboard and let my scooterboard vanish as I asked, "They called me?" 

    "You know they did. The woman with you saw them." 

    "Well, then, she should have said something. She was in a big hurry to get back to her office. Those Homeland Defense types think the world will stop if they aren't at their desks." 

    "She was with Homeland Defense?" 

    "Yup. One of the people who have my old flitter. I gave her a ride to Tampa, but she didn't seem real impressed." I sighed, "Oh, well. Can't win 'em all. Anything else, LT?" 

    "The Lapont PD wants you to make a report." 

    "Can't see how that would be much use to me. I just stunned the driver and parked the car. Can't they be happy with that?" 

    "No, and we'd want the same info if you did that here." 

    "Then I guess I may have to give up being spontaneously helpful. Okay, LT. I'll get with them." 

    "Okay, then. Make it soon. See you later." 

    "Yeah, later." 

    He disconnected. Lapont was a couple of miles ahead. Might as well save a trip and get it over with. As I landed, a cop leaving the building saw me and stopped to stare. Leaving Tea hovering above a parking space, I nodded as I passed him and went inside. Once they'd seen my ID, a detective came to take my statement. I kept it very brief, stating only that I'd seen the problem, stunned the guy, and parked the car before I left. 

    When another detective started asking questions like, 'Where were you coming from?' and 'Where were you going?' I stood up to leave. He asked, "Where do you think you're going?" 

    "Unless I'm under arrest, I'm leaving. You have no need or right to know anything beyond my incident report." 

    "We have all the rights we need, sport. You ain't goin' anywhere 'til we say you can." 

    Looking at the first cop, I said, "Your friend there just canceled any possibility I'll ever help out here again. Bye." 

    As I turned to leave, the second cop moved to block my path to the door, raising his voice to say, "I said you ain't..." I stunned him lightly and helped him sag into a nearby chair, nodded to the other detective, and left that office thinking it was without a doubt time to start working anonymously whenever possible. I topped up my coffee mug in a break room down the hall and turned in my visitor's badge at the front registration window. 

    As I turned to leave the building, I saw a blonde woman in a dark skirt and jacket outfit approaching from the hallway, so I held the door for her. That action seemed to surprise her; she faltered slightly in her march step, then closed the gap between us. She was in her forties, but definitely holding up well. Not skinny, not fat, not particularly short or tall. Though she smiled slightly at the open door, her expression again turned somewhat stern when she looked at me. 

    Stopping at the doorway, she met my gaze for a moment, then noddingly indicated the courtyard. In a quiet tone of authority, she said, "Let's take a walk." 

    Other than the fact that she was apparently ordering me to do so, I saw no reason not to walk with an attractive woman. I nodded and followed her outside. At the top of the steps, she sat down on one of the decorative benches. I joined her there and waited to hear what was on her mind. Holding out her hand, she said, "I'm Captain Mia Roberts and I already know who you are." As I took her hand, she added, "You're the guy who just stunned one of my people." 

    Oops. Oh, damn. Well, no, not really. "Being one of 'your people' doesn't excuse him for being a macho jerk who throws his badge weight around. Ma'am." Canting her head slightly, she took her hand back and asked, "No, it doesn't. What excuses you?" 

    "Excuses me for what?" 

    "For being so arrogant as to think you're above the rules. I shouldn't have had to hunt for you or have Greer call you." 

    "It can't have been too hard to figure out who dunnit. The other flitters in central Florida seem to be on permanent limo duty. As far as I know, mine's the only one that ever helps the cops or fire department or anyone else." She regarded me for a moment, then said, "You make it sound like they're as common as small planes." 

    "Nah." I shook my head. "But as of last year, there are six between here and the Space Center. Ever hear of anyone else's flitter helping at a car accident? A fire? Anything at all?" 

    Mia seemed to give that some thought, then shook her head and said, "No, I can honestly say I haven't. How does that excuse you from identifying yourself at a scene?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "There are too many people praying for any opportunity to sue somebody. If I can't help anonymously, I may not help at all." 

    "I see. May I ask why you stunned the children?" 

    "To keep them in the car. One tried to jump out a window while the car was moving." 

    "You couldn't have simply talked to them?" 

    Looking at her as if she was nuts, I said, "Oh, hell, no. They were scared shitless and screaming their little guts out. I won't deal with that." As I stood up, she stood up, put a hand on my arm, and asked, "Could you possibly wait just a few more minutes?" 

    Meeting her gaze, I said, "Aw, hell. Did you call the mother and tell her to hurry up and get her butt over here?" 

    In a rather accusing tone, she said, "She... they just want to thank you." Oh, great, the kids were coming too. 

    Lifting her hand off my arm, I said, "Goodbye." With that, I called up my board and lifted. Galatea met me a thousand feet up and I headed back to the house. 

    When I got there, I lifted the garage door and backed my bike out, then checked the tires and fluids. As I did that, I had Athena lift my spare flitter engine out of the garage within a refractive field. I felt the field head skyward as I pushed the bike back in the garage, pulled the garage door down, and continued into the house. 

    Angie pinged me as I was refilling my coffee mug. 

    I answered, "Hi, there, Cap'n Angie." 

    "Hi, yourself. No screen?" 

    Putting up a screen, I said, "Okay, you can watch me make coffee if you want. What's up?" 

    In a flat tone, she said, "You have another flitter. I was told you made it yourself." 

    "Yup." 

    "You flew all the way out here to show it to Linda and Captain Wallace last night." Leaning toward the screen, she added darkly, "But you didn't even tell me about it." Her tone became somewhat tense. "Why not?" 

    "Hadn't got around to it. Did Linda mention it goes twice as fast as a regular flit?" 

    Her eyes got big and her jaw dropped. "What?!" 

    "Heh. Gotcha. It doesn't. Why the drama, Angie? It's just a home made flitter." 

    Her gaze remained amazed as she exclaimed, "Don't you ever listen to yourself?! Doesn't the term 'home made' sound just a little weird in reference to a flitter?!" 

    I shrugged. "Not to me. I made one." Sipping coffee, I gestured around the kitchen and added, "At home, in fact." 

    Her gaze locked on mine. After a moment, she let herself ease back in her chair and said, "Well, that's just wonderful, but I don't want you using it until the lab goes over it to..." 

    Interrupting her with a raised hand, I said, "No." Angie froze. "What?" 

    "I said, 'no'. Athena's not going to let me hit anything. If she didn't think it was safe, she wouldn't allow it to operate at all. Besides, it uses broadcast power." 

    "It doesn't have an onboard generator?" 

    "Nope. It doesn't need one to haul a retiree around." 

    "Ed, I really think we ought to study and test that thing extensively before you risk your life flying around in it." 

    Sipping again, I replied, "I'm already flying it and 3rd World's labs don't need to study it. Next topic, please; have you heard anything more about the flitter deal?" 

    Immediately turning wary, she replied, "No. Why?" 

    "No complaints? No accusations?" 

    More insistently, she answered, "No. Why?" 

    "That's my question, too. By now they should know it has a standard core. Angie, they spent a million on a used flitter. Why? What the hell did they think they were getting?" 

    After a brief pause, she sighed, "They got it away from you. I really can't think of anything else they'd have gained." 

    "Neither can I. How are 'they' gonna take the news about my new ride?" She chuckled, "Oh, probably not very well at all, I'd say." 

    "Do we know exactly who 'they' are yet?" 

    Angie shook her head. "Stone, of course. The NIA, but from what I've turned up, they're just following orders, and Larcon truly didn't seem to know why or where the orders originated. I've just labeled that side of things 'the feds'." 

    "Same here. My trace went up through no less than nine people --other than Chalmer and Stone --before it stopped at the Attorney General's door. I couldn't find an actual order concerning my flit, and while it's obvious in various transcripts that the AG received the instruction from someone, it isn't readily apparent who gave it." 

    I sipped and sighed, "And that's probably a reflection of the kind of government we'll have for the next four years or more. Some directives will be ambiguously worded and delivered verbally to avoid a record. There'll be as many levels as possible between the order and the action so those at the top can say the order was misunderstood if things go badly." Canting her head, Angie said, "After eight years of Bush, a lot of people aren't going to go along with that." 

    "They'll be looking for new jobs if they don't. That aspect of things is no different from any previous administration, Angie. What's different about this one is a strong propensity for duplicity. I'd almost call it Standard Operating Procedure." 

    She seemed to give that some thought, then said, "He's only been in office a few months. Give me an example?" 

    "Okay. During his campaign, Obama promised he wouldn't try to tamper with the Second Amendment. But... After confirmation, he made Holder the US

Attorney General. Now they're trying to label damned near anything with a trigger an 'assault weapon' so they can reinstitute Clinton-era bans based on those vastly extended gun lists. They also want to super-tax weapons and ammo, mandate that ammo be micro-numbered like diamonds, install draconian penalties for owning non-numbered ammo, and mandate gun ownership registration with exorbitant fees. If they succeed, only rich people will legally own guns; people unlikely to do anything drastic with them." 

    With a shrug, I said, "It isn't that he began his regime with a con job. They all do that. It's the way he's going about this. Obama never had to tell Holder to do anything in particular; Holder's already suggested all those moves as non-legislative ways to achieve gun control. That's why he was chosen. All he needed was the right job and tacit approval." 

    "And you think someone has applied this technique to you and your flitter?" 

    "It sure looks that way, doesn't it?" 

    After a short pause, she answered, "Yes. I guess it does." 
Chapter Fifteen

    Angie's phone rang and she paused our chat to answer it, then said, "Gotta go, Ed. We'll talk again later." 

    "Bye, Cap'n Angie." 

    She dropped the link. With nowhere I had to go and nothing I had to do, I considered how to use the next few hours of daylight. Talking about guns had made me realize how long it had been since I'd had occasion to use one, even on a range. Good 'nuff. I put the African 9mm and my newly acquired .45 into my backpack with my cleaning kit, called up my board, and headed for Sportsman's Attic, a local gun shop. 

    If I had occasion to carry either gun, I'd want hollow points in it, so I bought a box of each caliber's hollows and a box of target rounds for each. From there I went to the local shooting club, one of only two places where it was still legal to fire a gun in Hernando County. When I arrived at the range, I landed surreptitiously in the parking area and walked to the range house, where I paid the non-member day rate and turned down a chance to join the club. 

    The guy said, "You can only use the day rate three times a year. After that you have to be a member. Club rules." 

    "You know why you've never seen me out here before?" He shrugged. "'Cause you've never been here before?" 

    "You got it. I haven't been to a range in years and I wouldn't be here now if Thrasher Road was still open." 

    Leaving the range house, I chose a shooting station several stalls down from an overweight guy in his thirties. It wasn't that he looked as if he might be a cop; I just don't like having company while I shoot. After stripping African rounds out of the 9mm's magazines, I reloaded three clips with US rounds and bagged the foreign stuff. Anyone looking for reloadable brass would find nothing unusual after my visit. The ammo I'd found with the .45 was US-made, so I decided to use it first. After stripping each gun, applying some oil, and reassembling it, I chose a 25-yard target and started shooting one-handed. 

    My first three rounds nicked the paper. That's all. No black hits. I studied the gun for obvious damage and found none. Hm. Moving the station's little sandbags, I braced the pistol on them, lined up the target again, and fired one round. A good hit in the first ring from the center. Aiming again, I hit the center ring. Well, damn. It wasn't just the gun's heavy trigger pull, it was me. 

    So I used two hands for a while. My next three hits were all in the black, though not a tight, centered group. I reloaded and rested my one-handed grip on sandbags to see what I'd been doing wrong before. Slowly pulling the trigger, I watched the barrel move very slightly to the left before the gun fired. 

    Ah-ha. After firing a few more times to train that motion away, I held the gun up and put three rounds in the black. Good 'nuff. Switching to the other 25-yard target, I killed some more paper, then pulled the targets in and clipped on new ones for the .45. 

    Aiming at a target, I'd barely put pressure on the trigger when the gun fired. Wowsers. Maybe a two-pound pull, if that. The round went into the center ring, though. Aiming again, I put two more rounds in that ring without difficulty, then two more. Using a two-handed grip, I quickly fired the clip dry and missed the black only once. 

    Motion to my right caught my attention. The guy from the other station was coming my way. I stood close to the bench as I reloaded the .45 and shoved the 9mm and its spare clips into my backpack, then stepped back as the guy arrived. 

    He said, "Hi, there. Are you a member here?" 

    "Nope. I wouldn't use it enough." 

    "You could. I watched you shoot. You're pretty good. You could get a lot better with more practice." 

    Giving him a fisheye, I said, "No offense, but that's a sales pitch. Also no offense intended, but I took this station because I didn't want company. Would you mind leaving?" 

    He nodded as if enlightened and half-turned, then turned back and said, 

"Oh, by the way, I know I heard two different guns over here. Where's the other one?" 

    "In my bag. I was through with it." 

    "Is it loaded?" 

    "Nope. Needs cleaned." 

    "May I see it?" 

    "Nope. I want to shoot, not talk about guns." Again doing that 'enlightened' nod, he said, "Well, one last question, then; do you have a CCW?" 

    "Nope. I don't wear my guns." 

    "You could if you took our course. We have..." Interrupting, I said, "I said I don't wear my guns." Glancing at the parking area, he said, "I didn't see you arrive and I don't see any cars that weren't here before. Where's yours?" Pressing the intercom button in the station, I said, "There's a guy hassling me on station eight." 

    Someone inside the range house asked, "Did you ask him to leave you alone?" 

    "Yes." 

    "Well, then, that's probably Deputy Cabo. If he isn't leaving you alone, he must have a reason." 

    "Yeah, probably so. He's trying to badger me into joining the club, so I figure he gets a cut of every signup. Get a range fee refund ready. I'm coming in." 

    "We don't give refunds, sir." 

    "You will today." 

    As I gathered my stuff into my backpack, Cabo ominously asked, "What the hell did you mean by that?" 

    "Cabo," I said, "If they don't give me a refund, I'll call some deputies who aren't off-duty to come sort this out. Do your deputy buddies know you moonlight as a goon?" 

    "You'd better watch your mouth." 

    "As much as I hate to say certain words, I have one for you; 'lawyer'. If you so much as touch me, you'll meet one." 

    When I walked into the range house, I said, "Cabo hassled me about joining the club. When I asked him to leave, he started acting like a cop at a traffic stop. So... Unless you want me to call an on-duty cop, give me a refund." The hard-looking guy behind the counter had a hand on the gun at his belt as he said, "Sir, we don't give refunds. That's final. Now get the hell out of here and don't come back." 

    "No, what's 'final' is that I have the time and inclination to make a nasty case out of this. You can cough up my range fee or I'll drop a bunch of very public trouble on you." 

    In a cautionary tone, the other guy said, "Lennie..." I asked, "What's to decide, Lennie? You either run this place above board or you don't, right? Would an investigation turn up anything you wouldn't want people to know about? If you're paying Cabo in cash, there's prob'ly an extra set of books around here somewhere." Looking at the camera high in the corner, I asked, "Is that thing on, or is it just a decoration?" The other guy said, "Uh... it's on, sir." 

    "Good. Don't lose the tape. How about that refund? Lennie's still having trouble thinking things through." 

    Glancing at Lennie, the guy opened the register and handed me ten bucks, then set a half-sheet refund form in front of me. Ignoring the form, I wrote

'refunded' on my range fee register receipt and left it on the counter as I headed for the door. 

    Cabo moved with me and snapped, "He told you not to come back. You'd best remember that." 

    Meeting his gaze, I said, "If I have to come back, I'll have Detective Greer and a lawyer with me." 

    With that, I went outside and called up my board to head west, stopping only to pick up a fat chunk of tree branch. When I was well out at sea over the Gulf, I field-cut the branch into chunks and tossed a few over the side as targets. First using the 9mm, then the .45, I used up the target ammo with pretty good results. The beer can sized chunks of wood bobbed and weaved with the action of the waves and I had to shoot without time to think about aiming. I hit about half the time and barely missed the other shots. Good enough for my purposes. 

    I headed home and spread newspapers on the kitchen table, then set about cleaning the guns. Greer called and I answered with a blank field screen so I could tell him what had happened in detail while I continued cleaning the guns. He said the range guy was considering filing charges. 

    "Charges for what? Let him, LT. A lawyer would dredge up every shady thing he's ever done and cut him a new hole. There'd be new management, cheaper rates, and no more off-duty deputies acting like union thugs." 

    "I think that may be stating Cabo's role a bit harshly." 

    "You didn't see him in action, LT. He was definitely shilling hard for the club. I'll bet he gets a cut of the fees or some other kind of kickback." Greer paused briefly, then asked, "Can we call it finished?" 

    "If nobody wants to go to court, sure." 

    "That means not talking about it, right?" 

    "Nope. I'm going to use the incident in a story." 

    "Oh, damn. Ed, they could sue you." 

    "Not if I don't name names." 

    "There are only two ranges in the county. It won't be too hard to guess which one you're talking about." 

    "Good. Less confusion that way. Hey, you know anything about a guy named Poole?" 

    After a moment of hesitation, Greer answered, "Yeah, he's a recent hire out of Tallahassee." 

    "Well, he had Wendy record our lunch today. She doesn't know I know and don't give her a hard time about it, okay? He's prob'ly with Homeland's gestapo corps. She wouldn't have had a choice. Neither would you." 

    "Me?" 

    "Yeah. You and Wendy are my only two real friends on the force. If he can't use Wendy, you're probably his next victim. If he puts pressure on you, don't waste time fighting it. He'd just set you up for job problems later." Sounding almost angry, Greer asked, "Ed, what the hell's all this about?" 

    "Flitters, mostly. They don't like me having one. In fact, they don't like it so much they paid a million for my last one." 

    "A million?! The damned things only cost two hundred thousand new!" 

    "Yup. Kinda shows how serious they are, doesn't it?" 

    "Well, what about the one you have now? Won't they try to get that one, too?" 

    "Yeah, seems likely. Doesn't matter. I won't give it up." Greer was silent for a moment, then he said, "Ed, I sure hope you know what you're getting into." 

    "Prob'ly just more of the same for a while." Pausing again, Greer said, "At the very least. Look, I have to get back to work here, so I'll let you go. Later." 

    "Okay. Later." 

    He hung up and I let the screen dissolve as I thumbed the slide button on the reassembled .45. The slide slammed shut and I shoved a magazine into place, then I set the gun aside and checked my work on the 9mm. Reassembling it, I loaded it and set it with the .45. 

    Greer hadn't said something before he'd hung up. He'd wanted to, but he probably couldn't think of a comfortable way to put it. If the feds decided to use local resources to try to take the flitter, his office could be involved. Maybe it was time to do something preemptive. 

    I said, "Catherine." 

    She appeared in the chair across from mine. "Yes, Ed?" 

    "The law says I can appoint anyone to be my representative in a court of law, doesn't it?" 

    "Generally speaking, yes, it does." 

    "How would you like to represent me if things go to court concerning my new flitter?" 

    She smiled and said, "I think Stephanie or Susanne would be better choices. Many government agencies have yet to receive PFMs. They might tread somewhat more cautiously in whatever proceedings may occur." 

    "Maybe so, but I got the impression Steph and Sue were super busy constructing a PFM factory about halfway to Mars." 

    Stephanie and Sue appeared at the table in the empty seats and Steph chuckled, "We can spare the time, Ed. Which of us would you prefer?" 

    'Prefer?' No way in hell I'd choose between them. "Well, I'm really not a trained judge of legal expertise, ma'am. Which of you is best qualified?" Steph laughed, "Good parry to my poor choice of words." Sue grinned and raised a hand. "I'd do it, though you may require bar-certified representation if it goes to trial." 

    I shrugged. "I have more faith in you, milady, but if it comes to that, you could advise her." 

    "Her? You already have someone in mind?" 

    "No, but with you advising her, we could pick a name out of a hat and win. Might as well give some sharp, brand-new shyster her first big case." Steph said, "I'll take that comment literally, if you don't mind." Putting up a screen, she displayed a list of names, two women and a man. "I think you should find your representation soon, to allow time to prepare. These are recent graduates who applied for positions with 3rd World last year. Circumstances prevented their acceptance." 

    "What kinds of circumstances?" 

    "Injuries and subsequent illnesses." 

    Scanning the list, I clicked up their resumes. They all had top scores from schools. The man and one of the women had only recently been released from medical care. One woman had been released almost six months ago. I asked, "You sure this one hasn't found a job by now?" Nodding, Steph said, "I'm sure." 

    The second one was more than a year out of school. "And this one? That's a long time to be jobless." 

    "She's still available." 

    Uh, huh. One in Boston. One in Chicago. One in Orlando. I tapped the Boston woman's bio and saw a picture of a woman in a wheel chair. She'd been in a car accident and survived with a damaged spine and assorted other injuries. The Chicago man had been attacked by a street gang. He'd survived severe head trauma and partial blindness among other injuries. I tapped the last bio --Mary Horton of Orlando --and saw a once-beautiful face. She'd been sliced all to hell by someone who'd broken into her apartment. Faint and not-so-faint red lines led every direction, indicating there'd been an infection to exacerbate matters. 

    Did I need three lawyers? No, but I hadn't been asked to choose among them. Carefully reviewing Steph's words, I decided they'd been presented as a group, not as individuals. 

    I ventured, "You want to set up a law firm?" 

    "Yes, to work against and around laws prohibiting medical field devices and PFMs." 

    "Uh, huh. And if these people can work together, they'd form the nucleus of a training group that would also be able to demo some of the fields. I like it, ma'am. When do we start?" 

    "Now. We'd like you to make initial contact with these people and present a tentative offer." 

    "No problem. One suggestion, though. There should be at least one old hand in the group, someone who knows courtrooms and juries inside out." Steph smiled and said, "Gordon Timley." 

    The name meant nothing to me. I gave her a blank look and she said, "He's an ex-federal prosecutor who retired four years ago for health reasons. Now he consults." 

    I nodded. "And he still has contacts in the system. What'll your offer be?" 

    "Anything they'll need, once they've agreed to form a law firm exclusively for our purposes." 

    She put up a picture of a sprawling, single-story brick house with a sheltered receiving alcove at each end and a U-shaped driveway. The front steps had a wheelchair ramp. 

    Steph said, "This property seems suitable. The east wing has already been converted to offices." 

    Elevating the probe view as I zoomed out revealed a smaller, two-story brick home behind the big one. 

    Steph said, "That was the original property owner's home." Zooming out and lifting the view again, I saw the original house stood at the far end of the driveway, about a hundred yards from the rearmost segment of the big house. Sipping coffee, I signaled the probe to show an overhead view from five hundred feet. The houses sat on top of what appeared to be the tallest of a group of low hills. 

    I said, "It's an interesting place, Steph. From the scenery, I'd say it's here in Florida." 

    "It's nineteen miles northeast of Ocala." 

    "How much land?" 

    "Seventy-eight acres." 

    "What'll you do; offer them room, board, money, medical care, field gear, and a chance to play in the big leagues?" 

    She smiled and nodded. "That's the plan." 

    Releasing control of the viewer, I said, "It oughta work. Should I approach them in any particular order?" 

    "What made you ask that?" 

    I shrugged. "Just figured you'd want the women aboard first and that you'd want me to start with one in particular." 

    "Which would you choose?" 

    "The lady with the mangled face. Mary Horton." 

    "Why?" 

    "Because she'd probably have the frailest ego, but she'd also be the most easily inspired by what the others have had to --and will have to -overcome. She'd either pitch in like a demon or run like hell after meeting the others. She's also a native who could help the others settle in." Sue asked, "Which of them would you approach next?" 

    "The other woman. The file said she was mostly getting around on her own, but she'd still need some occasional help, especially in an unfamiliar environment. Are you going to be the den mother to this crew?" She grinned. "Do you think I'd make a good den mother?" 

    "Sure, if you'll walk through a wall and jog across the swimming pool to get their full attention. They're lawyers, y'know." Taking a sip of coffee, I said, "You've probably already thought of this, but my kata resistance suit could be added to a PFM and modified to provide support and motion. And a scooter board could just as easily be a scooter chair." Steph said, "You're right. We thought of those uses. Can you go to Orlando tomorrow?" 

    "For you, milady, I'd trash my hectic retirement schedule without a second thought, but I'm kind of wondering why you want me to contact these people." 

    "You have a proven talent for such things." Uh, huh. When she said no more, I shrugged. "Okay. Any comments or suggestions about Horton?" 

    With a slight shake of her head, Steph said, "Not really. She was approached by a local firm recently, but she declined their rather generous offer. I've been unable to discover a reason, which is why I'm reluctant to approach her myself." 

    "You think you might scare her off? Steph, if that were the case, why would you want her? Anyone working with AIs is going to have to be able to tolerate some... 'unusualness'." 

    "I don't think her rejection of their offer was based in fear, Ed. She's been performing legal counseling for friends and family at little or no charge." 

    "But there's little or no chance of rejection at those prices, and those people have already seen her face. She probably doesn't even have to appear in person anywhere to file most of the paperwork." 

    "You think her rejection of the firm's offer has to do with an aversion to appearing in public?" 

    Looking at Horton's picture again, I nodded. "Could well be so, Steph. Would fixing her face be part of the deal?" 

    "Of course. Once she joins the firm, we can send her to handle some legal issue in a country which has no objections to field medical devices." 

    "Then recruiting her may not be too difficult." We talked a bit more about the candidates and setting up the law firm, then the AIs left around nine. I pulled up Horton's file again and had the screen show me what she'd looked like in college. Those pictures strongly reminded me of someone, but it took me a while to pull up a name. My subconscious helped by playing some music I recognized as the theme from a TV

show called 'Nash Bridges' and the name finally bubbled up; Yasmine Bleeth. Putting her picture up next to Horton's, I decided Horton might actually be a bit more attractive than Bleeth if her face were in better condition. She'd played field hockey in high school and captained a basketball team in college. Passed the bar on her first try with very good scores. I looked over some of the pictures and saw a tall woman who looked as if she went after any goal like a rottweiler. No mention was made of any sports since her graduation from law school, but one item jumped out at me just before I tapped for the next page. A pilot's license. She'd gotten her private ticket during her last year of high school, and that could be a useful bit of info. After a few more pages, I closed the file and got ready for bed. 
Chapter Sixteen

    Sirens on Northcliffe woke me around eight. I checked to see what was going on; a two-car accident on US19. If anyone was seriously injured, it wasn't readily evident. I visited the bathroom and then the kitchen. Tiger and Annabelle arrived and I put a slice of bacon in the micro for them. After breakfast, they headed for the 'lake' at the end of the street. After checking email, I spiffed up, made a coffee for the road, and headed for Orlando on my board around nine. Horton's file said she lived with her parents in a suburb on the northern outskirts of Orlando. The 'suburb' turned out to be mostly forests and farms. At her address, I found a decorative iron gate at the end of an asphalt driveway. At the other end of that driveway stood a good-sized house in the middle of a large lawn dotted with oak trees. Two horses craned their heads through the fence to reach tall grass and 'No Trespassing' signs decorated the fence on each side of the gate. The idea of simply buzzing the house from the gate's squawk box flitted through my mind, but I trashed the idea. Mary Horton's file said she was damned near a recluse. It seemed unlikely she'd welcome an unannounced visitor and just as unlikely that phoning would get me an invitation. However... Someone at the house had horses, which meant that someone was probably known at the local tack shops and feed stores. I'd seen a tack shop sign two miles or so back toward town. Good enough. I went there to do some browsing. The blonde clerk asked what kind of horse I had and I said, "I have a bike, ma'am. I'm just looking for some ideas." 

    Bridles, bits, saddles. Blankets, boots, horse care tools. All the usual stuff. I saw nothing I could --or would --use on a bike except maybe a western saddle. Nope, the saddle's tree wouldn't fit the bike's frame without some serious butchering. Heh. Fun idea, though. 

    Then I saw some big, rectangular, zip-top insulated saddlebags made of Corfam. In a nearby 'picnic on horseback' display was a cooler similar to the one on my bike. I laid the saddlebags over the cooler and they fit perfectly, barely touching the floor. The clerk asked what I was doing. 

    "I'm thinking, ma'am. I mounted a cooler on my bike. These would give me extra storage space above my regular bags. If they didn't fit for some reason, could I return them?" 

    She nodded. "Just keep your receipt." 

    "Hm. It's a long ride over here. Maybe I ought to go get my bike and try these on it first." 

    She looked outside as she asked, "It isn't here?" Thumbing west, I replied, "Nope. It's back that way. You're only a couple of blocks from the restaurant." True enough. The bike was 'back that way' in that it was west of Orlando, and the store was only a couple of blocks from the restaurant. 

    She asked, "Are you from around here? Orlando, I mean?" 

    "Nope. I just dropped by to see Mary Horton." That brought her head up fast. 

    She asked, "You know Ma... Miss Horton?" 

    "Not yet." 

    "You a relative?" 

    "Nope." 

    That made her cant her head and eye me for a moment. 

    "Then it must be about legal stuff. Did you know she doesn't work with the public?" 

    "Yup. Doesn't matter. A friend wants to start a private law firm. I'm here to see if Ms. Horton would be interested." 

    Heading for the door, I said I'd be back in a while and left the store. A block away, I stepped into a space between buildings and called up my three suit and board to zip home. At the house, I rolled my bike out of the garage, summoned Galatea to take the bike aboard, and headed back to Orlando. About two miles west of the restaurant, I had Galatea set the bike and me down behind a BP gas station and rode to the pumps. After filling the tank, I headed back to the tack shop. 

    Riding through town got me noticed; one guy grinned and pointed at his similar black cowboy hat and another guy yelled, "Got any beer in that cooler?" as I rode by. 

    When I parked in front of the tack shop, the clerk came to the window. She let me take the bags outside and I laid them over the cooler. They fit as well as I'd expected, but because she'd let me take them outside instead of accompanying me, I faked fussing with them as I glanced back into the store to see what she was doing. She was on the phone, of course. I fussed with the bags a bit more, then went back inside to let her ring up the sale. She hung up the phone as I entered. 

    Pulling a store sticker off the bags and sticking it on a page in a notebook, the girl gave me a studious sidelong look and said, "That's thirty-eighty-one with tax. You don't know very much about Miss Horton, do you?" 

    I handed her forty bucks and said, "I know she had top scores in law school and she was captain of her college basketball team. She can fly, too." Nodding at the register, I said, "Nine-nineteen." Looking down, she asked, "Huh?" 

    I chuckled, "My change, ma'am." 

    "Oh! Yes. Okay." She finished ringing up the sale, handed me my change, and asked, "Ma... Miss Horton is a pilot?" 

    Pocketing my change, I replied, "Yup. Both single and twin engine." Slinging the bags on my shoulder, I said, "Well, I guess I'd better go find a way to tie these onto the cooler." 

    I was halfway to the door when she said, "Oh, hey! I have some cord back here somewhere." Returning to the counter, I waited as she rooted in some cabinets. When she produced a ball of cord, she asked, "Uh... do you know why Ma... Miss Horton doesn't do public law stuff?" 

    Meeting her gaze as I took the cord, I said, "There's no easy way to say it. Someone messed up her face. But that doesn't matter. It would be a very private law firm. Mostly research, I think. Someone else could handle public appearances." Holding up the cord, I said, "Thanks. I'll bring it back shortly." 

    As I headed for the door, I saw her reflection fidget and make a face of nervousness. Uh, huh. She'd called Horton and apparently had reason to think someone might be coming. Instead of cramming the bags into the cooler or simply strapping them down on the lid, I tossed them over the cooler and took my time about tying them down. 

    Gravel crunched as a car fairly swooped into the parking lot and slid to a stop two parking spaces to my right. The driver's door of a white Crown Victoria opened and a casually dressed man in his twenties got out. A moment later, the passenger door opened and a tall woman in a dark blue skirt and jacket got out. She was wearing a matching lace veil under a broad brimmed hat, so I took her to be Mary Horton. As the guy ambled over to study my bike, Horton went into the store. 

    Once she was inside, he said, "Nice bike. Where'd you ride in from?" 

    "Spring Hill." 

    "Where's that?" 

    "West about eighty miles, where US19 and route 50 meet. Was that Mary Horton?" 

    He flashed a badge and said, "Yeah, but before you talk to her, you'll talk to me. What's your business with her?" 

    I finished tying the bags down and said, "A tentative job offer. A friend of mine wants to start a law firm." 

    He looked me up and down, then said, "Let's see some ID." Reaching under my shirt, I ripped my Velcro wallet off my belt and said, 

"Let's see yours, too. Anyone can buy a badge." Heh. Reaching under the left side of my shirt had frozen him a few feet away. His quick right-handed reach had paralleled mine until he saw me tear the wallet loose. Visibly relaxing, he produced his badge case again and I saw he was William Baxter, a local cop. 

    Handing him my driver's license, I said, "Yup. That badge looks pretty real now. Sorry to startle you." 

    "No problem. Just stay by the bike, okay?" 

    He went to his car and used his radio. I leaned on the cooler sipping coffee until he returned. Handing me my license, he asked, "You still work for 3rd World Products?" 

    "Nope. Retired." 

    Sending a very light stun at Baxter's head made him reel slightly. I asked, "Are you okay?" 

    He mustered himself and replied, "I'm fine. Who are you working for now?" 

    "Nobody." 

    "Then why do you want to see Miss Horton about starting a law firm?" 

    "That's between her and me for now. If she's interested, I'll introduce her to my friend." 

    I sent a slightly stronger stun at his head and he staggered. Reaching to grab his arm and support him, I asked, "Are you sure you're okay?" Freeing his arm, he grunted, "Uh... Yeah. Yeah, I think so. I don't know what that was about." 

    "Uh, huh. Well, let's get you into some air conditioning on general principles. Come on." 

    With that and a 'come along' gesture, I headed for the store's front door. He started to object and I sent another stun at him. This time he almost went to his knees before I got to him and hustled him forward. He staggered through the door when I opened it and I sat him down on a display saddle. Waving the women over to us, I said, "Sit still and take a few deep breaths, Baxter. If this doesn't pass soon, we'll get you to a hospital." That horrified him. "No! No, no hospital!" 

    Mary Horton and the clerk arrived and Horton said, "Bill, take it easy. Is this the first time you've felt this way?" 

    "Yes. Look, I don't know what this is, but I'll be okay." After a moment, Horton said, "Just sit still for a while and see how it goes." 

    She looked at me and lifted an eyebrow, then stated, "You wanted to talk to me," and led the way outside. When we reached the store's porch, she turned to face me. Before she could speak, I walked around her to stand in the shade. She followed and said, "There are much easier ways to reach people, you know. Annie said you came here for a friend. Why isn't your friend here?" 

    "She can be. I'm supposed to introduce her, in fact, but I have a question first. Do you still fly?" 

    Her eyes narrowed. "You've done some homework on me. Yes, now and then I rent a Cessna. Why?" 

    "I have something to show you. Board on." 

    My board popped into being beside me and I stepped onto it, then launched it upward in a slanting loop that returned me to the parking lot on a boomerang-type trajectory. Flashing past Horton, I made another loop over the street, then returned to stop the board just above her eye level. Baxter and the clerk came outside to help Horton stare at the board. As they eased forward, I looked down at Horton and asked, "Think you might want one of these, ma'am?" Flipping the board upside down, I grinningly met her gaze directly and added, "You can't fall off. As I see it, that's a real big plus." 

    Even through her veil, I could see she was jaw-droppingly amazed. I flipped the board again and lowered it to step off, then raised it to her chest height so she could study it. Her left hand reached tentatively. She wonderingly grasped the edge of the board, then ran her hand along it. I said, "One of these would come with the job. You'd get a PFM, too. You know about those?" 

    Her big eyes turned to me. "Yes. I've read about them." 

    "Okay. If you have any questions, hold them for a minute. My friend wants to set up a law firm to fight anti-field device laws and eventually get them rescinded, especially the laws that prevent the use of medical field devices." 

    "Medical field devices?" 

    "Yup. From something as simple as using a field stick-on to immobilize a broken leg or act as a cast to fields that could temporarily replace damaged organs. Got a busted liver? No problem. A field liver could take over the job until yours heals. Same with hearts and anything else. We've used them in Africa, but they're illegal here." 

    Looking somewhat shocked, she asked, "Why would something like that be illegal?" 

    "We'll go over that later. Actually, you'll go over that later, if only to independently verify what I've told you. For now, just accept that they are illegal in western nations. It has to do with certain monopolistic medical organizations. Not to be rude, but how would you like to have your face repaired, ma'am? Fixed without scars or red marks. It would take a couple of days, I think. Want me to ask her?" 

    "Her? Her who?" 

    "My friend. Just a minute. Steph?" 

    Steph appeared on my right, facing us all. The store clerk gasped loudly and Baxter yelped, "Oh, Jesus!" Mary Horton quickly stepped back a pace, taking a vaguely defensive posture that told me she'd had some equally vague training. 

    Looking at me, Steph asked, "Yes, Ed?" 

    "This is your introduction, ma'am. Stephanie Montgomery, meet Mary Horton. I told her I thought it would take a couple of days to fix her face. Was I right?" 

    "No. Tissue regeneration can be encouraged to rapidity, but it could take as long as four days." 

    "Close enough. I tossed in a board and a PFM, too. Okay?" Steph smiled. "No problem. Did you discuss money?" 

    "Nope. Not the title on her door, either. I figured you should do that since you'll be funding things." 

    Horton held up a hand and said, "Wait. Just... wait. Are... Are you serious? You can fix my face in less than a week? With no scarring?" Meeting her gaze, Steph replied simply, "Yes." Horton looked highly skeptical, to say the least. The clerk stayed by the door, but Baxter eased forward and asked Steph, "Are you real? I... I mean... well... Are you... real?" 

    Steph extended a hand to him and said, "Very real." She glanced at me and I said, "Oh. Yeah. Sorry. This is Bill Baxter, a local cop who came here with Miss Horton." To Baxter, I said, "This is Stephanie Montgomery. Shake her hand so we can get on with things, okay?" 

    He'd been staring at her, but he managed to take her hand as he asked, "On with what things?" 

    Flicking open my belt knife, I said, "This," and quickly made a six-inch gash on my left forearm. It hurt like hell briefly, then my nanobots shut down most of the pain as they went to work to stop the bleeding and close the wound. Steph added a grey closure field to their efforts and the bleeding stopped almost instantly. 

    The clerk had made an 'Aaaahhh!' sort of noise and cringed against the door. Baxter's hand went for his gun when my knife snapped open, but he froze and watched me without drawing his weapon. Mary Horton had shrieked softly and stepped back another pace, staring at my arm. Fishing a paper towel hanky out of my pocket, I wiped the blade and put the knife away, then simply held my arm clear of my clothes. 

    Steph said, "Ed, that really wasn't necessary." 

    "Quick and simple, Steph. In a few minutes she won't have any doubts and you can get on to the important stuff." 

    Between the nanobots and Steph's field, the wound was sealed well enough in a minute or so that I could wipe my arm with the hanky. Horton stepped close and took my wrist to turn my arm and examine the fading red line. Within three minutes, there was no sign of the cut. 

    Baxter demanded to see my knife, of course. I handed it over and he examined it thoroughly. Horton continued to study my arm, then took my hanky by a clean corner and studied it for a time before handing it back. The store clerk finally peeled herself off the door and came forward for a look. 

    "Well?" I asked, "Does everybody believe she can do it?" Looking up to meet my gaze, Horton said, "Yes, but if she can heal a gash like that in only a few minutes, why will it take so long to fix my face?" I shrugged. "You're asking me? Ask her." 

    She turned to Steph, who said, "His incision was fresh, Miss Horton. It required only knitting severed tissues back together and reinforcing the skin. Repairing your scars would require gradually removing scar tissue and replacing it." 

    "Would it hurt? Or hurt very much, I mean?" With a slight shake of her head, Steph said, "No. It will happen so gradually there should be no pain at all." 

    Horton seemed to consider matters for a moment, then she said firmly, "Ms. Montgomery, I'd be absolutely thrilled to very seriously consider any offer you wish to make. Would you care to come to my office? It isn't far from here." 

    Steph smiled. "I'd be delighted, Miss Horton." Turning to Baxter and the clerk, Horton said, "Annie, I want to thank you very much for calling me. Bill, if you're feeling better, let's go back to the house, please." 

    He nodded, said, "I'm feeling fine now, Miss Horton," and went to open the car's passenger doors. Over the roof of the car, he said to me, "Sorry I gave you a hard time earlier." 

    I waved and replied, "No problem." 

    Horton turned to me. "You're also invited, of course." Shrugging, I said, "Nah. You and Steph have a lot to talk about. If you sign on, we'll have plenty of time to chat later." 

    "You're sure?" 

    Grinning, I said, "Oh, yeah. Not a doubt. You're gonna talk about money and how to set up a business. I wouldn't be necessary at all, ma'am." Extending her hand, she said, "Well, then, thanks." We shook hands, then she asked, "With that flying board, why do you ride a motorcycle?" 

    "Why do people with cars still ride horses?" Her left eyebrow went up. "Yes, I can understand that." Taking her hand back, she said, "Thanks again," and went to the car. I retrieved my coffee from the bike and sipped as I watched them drive away. When I put the mug back in its handlebar sling, I saw the clerk, Annie, looking at me. She asked, "You're leaving now?" 

    "Yup. Unless you need me to stay for some reason?" 

    "Oh, no, that's not... that's not what I meant. I just wondered if..." she nibbled her lip as she shrugged and finished, "I just wondered if it was really all over." 

    I returned her shrug. "Yeah, I guess so." 

    After another moment of dithering, she fell back on, "Well, y'all come back," and entered the store. I fired up the bike and headed west. 
Chapter Seventeen

    After stopping for a quick lunch at a Checkers, I headed for Mount Dora and Leesburg, turned south on US27. When I stopped at Stormy Hill Harley in Clermont for a coffee refill, I talked to some people who'd noticed my car tire. One guy said his dad had used car tires on his bike 'back in the day'. Someone else said Cubans had to use car tires on bikes because they couldn't get bike tires. I left them to their discussion and headed west. Angie pinged me as I passed through Tarrytown. I put up a screen and answered, "You got me, Cap'n Angie," as I entered the Withlacoochee State Forest. 

    "Hi, Ed. Oh, you're on your bike. Well, what else is new, huh? How about turning the screen around?" 

    "By your command, milady." I turned the screen so she faced forward and asked, "What's on your mind, Cap?" 

    "I just thought I'd ask how your retirement's going." 

    "It's been absolutely hectic, ma'am." 

    She laughed, "Poor baby. Wallace decided to delay processing your paperwork until the end of the month. That's not tattling; he told me to let you know." 

    "Well, he has the rank to do that unless I want to raise hell about it, which I don't. It doesn't matter. I'm off the clock." 

    "You may change your mind about that. Your name came up today among certain federal offices. So did news that you have another flitter. They called to see if it was one of ours." 

    "And when you told them it wasn't, how did they take it?" She chuckled, "Not well. Not well at all. Apparently they don't believe what you told Chalmer." 

    "That's the government for ya. Any repercussions?" 

    "Not so far. That's not to say there won't be any." 

    "As long as they don't fall on you, Cap'n Angie. Who'd be the best fed to talk to about it?" 

    She sighed, "I'm not sure. Any number of people might be worth your time. What about Stan Maxwell?" 

    "Yeah, why not? Maybe I'll set up a chat through Myra if things get ugly later." 

    She chuckled, "You know they will. Why wait?" 

    "Because I really don't want to mess with it right now, even if it would mean spending some time with Myra." Mentioning Myra conjured a vision of her gorgeous face and legs and I muttered, "Oh, hell, did I really just say that?" Angie gave a short, sharp laugh, then let out a real guffaw and said, "You must really hate dealing with the government. Keep me posted, Ed. Later." 

    "Bye, Cap'n Angie." 

    She poked her 'off' icon. The rest of the trip home was uneventful. As I rolled the bike into the garage, Steph appeared and said, "Your method of convincing Mary Horton was rather extreme, but very effective. Thank you." I chuckled, "Anytime, Steph. Want me to go see the lady in Boston this afternoon?" 

    "So soon?" 

    With a grin, I said, "I don't seem to have anything else scheduled. I'm beginning to think retirement is boring." 

    Grinning back, Steph repeated, "So soon?" 

    "Yup. Unless you have some reason to wait, I'll head up to Boston and visit Brenda Pierson." 

    Pretending to cogitate the matter, Steph said, "I really can't think of a reason to wait." 

    Summoning Galatea, I said, "Then I'll get right on it, milady." Holding out a hand to her, I asked, "Want to ride along? I don't see you often enough anymore." 

    Steph let me hand her aboard and took the right seat. I hopped into the left seat and got Tea underway. Putting up a screen with Brenda Pierson's picture and data, I saw a fairly attractive blonde woman in her twenties. Scanning parts of her medical records showed me the extent of her spinal damage. Her other broken bones and damaged organs had healed as well as Earth medicine could manage. 

    Pointing at info about Pierson's liver, spleen, and pancreas, I said, 

"Those would have to be renovated before spinal surgery. How long would it take the nanobots to do that?" 

    "Two weeks to a month, depending on her current health." 

    "And to clone a foot or so of spinal column? The areas between the crushed vertebrae may look okay, but I'd pop in new segments on general principles." Steph grinned. "You'd 'pop' them in?" 

    Reaching behind my back to clasp my hands together, I shoved them forward between my shoulder blades. My back crackled and I said, "Yup. Spines pop, y'know." 

    Steph chuckled, "Apparently so. Making a replacement for so large a section might take as long as three months." 

    Pretending disappointment, I said, "Oh, well. I guess it'll still look like a miracle to some people. Showing her footage from Linda's spinal surgery ought to cinch the deal." 

    We talked a bit more, then she said she had a few things to do and vanished. As I flew over the southeastern corner of Virginia some minutes later, I felt another flitter's field and poked up a screen just as a man hailed us with, "Flitter D319207, this is flitter X212. Respond, please." Watching the other flitter streak upward, I answered, "You got me. What's up and why are we using flitter numbers?" 

    "You're about to enter restricted airspace. Adjust your course to avoid flying within ten miles of Norfolk." 

    Huh. Okay. I said, "No problem," and jinked right to swing out over the Atlantic as I checked with Athena. Her charts showed no restricted airspace on our previous course. 

    The other flitter took a position on our left as I said, "You guys better check your charts again. There were no restricted airspaces on my previous flight path." 

    As I waited for an answer, I felt a field surge. Obeying an urge to duck, I sent Galatea sharply down and under the other flit and reinforced her hull field with some of my own field energy. The other flitter rolled --likely so the pilot could keep us in direct view --and Galatea's hull field glowed slightly just above my head as it absorbed a heavy stun blast. Rolling Galatea up and over the other flitter, I had her send a return stun through the upside down flitter's deck, aiming at the pilot's seat region. Her stun didn't get through his hull field any better than his had through mine, of course. I considered using an organic stun blast, but it occurred to me that a pilot collapsing for no apparent reason would likely cause an unwanted investigation. 

    The other flitter again took a position on my left. He couldn't stun me and I couldn't stun him. Or could I? 

    "Athena, what happens if two flitter hulls collide?" 

    "They won't collide, Ed. The fields will merge." 

    "Kewl. I'll bet whosis over there doesn't know that." I had Galatea scoot sideways quickly. When our two fields barely touched, a tiny opening appeared in the other flitter's silvery hull effect. I sent a personal stun through the hole at the two guys on the other flitter and had Galatea move away. The other flitter slowed to a stop and descended. Heh. Their flitter would have had no injuries or illnesses to treat and no instructions to counteract stuns. It had simply relied on default programming, which told it to let someone else determine what to do. 

    I chuckled, "Athena, if I'm ever stunned while I'm aboard Galatea or my board, please wake me up instantly. For that matter, wake me up instantly if I'm ever stunned by anyone." 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Thank you very much, ma'am." 

    By that time I was nearing the New York and New Jersey area. Two more flitters rose from the shoreline region below and took positions on each side of me, then someone said, "This is Homeland Defense. Please land your flitter immediately." 

    I sent back, "You need a good reason to stop someone. Since you already know who I am and I'm not over restricted airspace, you don't seem to have a good reason." 

    "Sir, I repeat; land your flitter immediately." 

    "Here's a better idea. Go pester someone else." Athena said, "Ed, a vehicle accident has occurred below." 

    "Take us there, please." 

    Galatea abruptly nosed straight down and I-95 quickly changed from a faint thread to an eight-lane highway. On the northbound side, two cars had been crumpled and strewn, and as I watched, an SUV ran into one of them. A car that had been knocked off the road sat in the grass beyond the shoulder. Smoke billowed from under its hood. 

    I noted the other two flitters hovering perhaps a quarter of a mile above and asked, "Athena, can you take control of those two currently useless flitters?" 

    "Yes, but..." 

    "No buts, please. This is an emergency. Make them glow neon red and use them as roadblocks, but try to keep a couple of lanes open. How's the driver in the burning car?" 

    "He has minor injuries and he's unconscious." 

    "Anyone else in the car?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    "Any serious injuries to other drivers?" 

    "No, only slight injuries, Ed." 

    "Thanks, Athena. In that case, don't treat anyone. Let them wait for medics." 

    I hopped off near the burning car and Galatea set about her tasks. A field in the car's engine compartment smothered the flames. I tried the driver's door. It was locked. I sent a tendril to form a mask over the guy's face, then let it vanish when he came awake gasping for air. After a dazed moment of staring around, he pulled the door handle and shoved the door open, but didn't get out of the car. 

    Pointing at the hood of the car, I opened the field to let some smoke escape and the guy's eyes got big. He fumbled open the seat belt and hurried out of the car and away from it on shaky legs that almost failed him. I reached into the car to pop the hood release, then walked around to open the hood. When I removed the field, some smoke roiled upward, but the fire seemed to be out. 

    A couple of the damaged vehicles were now off the road and a few other vehicles had pulled off the road ahead and behind them. People got out and rushed to help or stood talking on phones. The two federal flits continued to glow red ten feet above the line of damaged cars. I told Athena to tell them to do that until the fire department arrived, then I boarded Galatea and continued on to Boston. 

    As I descended toward an area I remembered as Cambridge, Angie pinged me. I answered with a screen and, "Hi, there, Cap'n Angie." She looked somewhat distressed and her voice was a trifle high and tense. 

"Ed, what the hell's going on? I just got word you stunned two men in a flitter at seventy thousand feet and refused to stop for federal agents over New York!" 

    "Then you don't have quite all the info, ma'am. Athena, send her a copy of everything since we reached Norfolk, please. Angie, have a look and I'll call you back in a bit, okay?" 

    "What?! Ed, I..." 

    "Angie, I like and respect you enough to let you know what's going on, but I have things to do. I'll call you back in a while, ma'am. Later." Poking my 'off' icon, I looked at the brownstone row house at Brenda Pierson's address. It had been renovated at some point, but it looked at least a hundred years old. I let Galatea vanish when I stepped off her deck. Faces at windows staringly watched me walk to the front door. The rather attractive fiftyish woman who answered the door had a cool demeanor that seemed to turn positively frigid when she saw my hat, shirt, and sneakers. In a tone as frosty as her demeanor, she asked, "Yes?" 

    "Hi. I'm here to see Brenda Pierson." 

    "Miss Pierson sees no one without an appointment." 

    "Uh, huh. Are you gonna be difficult, ma'am?" Recoiling in an aloof manner, she snapped, "What?!" I sighed, "Yeah, you're gonna be difficult," and fed her theta waves until she nearly went limp, then assisted her to a straight-backed wooden chair in the hallway. Sending a tendril to push the door shut, I asked, "Where's Brenda?" 

    Looking up at me in a glassy, languid manner, the woman said, "Uh... She's upstairs. In her bedroom." 

    "Is that where she normally receives guests?" With a slow nod, she said, "Yes." 

    "Is she dressed? Can she receive a guest now?" Nodding again, she replied, "Yes." 

    "Excellent. Let's go." 

    I helped her to her feet and up the stairs. She led me to the second door on the right. I gave her my name and asked her to announce me. She rapped lightly on the door and a woman asked, "Yes?" 

    Opening the door, she told Brenda I was there. Brenda's reply was, "Who?" and I asked, "Are you decent, ma'am?" 

    Sounding less than certain, she said, "Ah... Yes. Come in." I did so, letting the older woman precede me. Brenda lay propped up in one of those multi-position hospital beds, dressed as if to go out for the day. She wore just a bit of makeup and an expression of wary amazement. Guiding the older woman to sit on the end of the bed, I said to Brenda, "I hope you don't mind my dropping by. This lady seems to think you shouldn't have any visitors, ma'am." 

    Her look of amazement abated only slightly as she asked, "Who the hell are you? Why are you here?" 

    "I'm here because you're here, of course. My name's Ed and I have something to show you." 

    Putting up a field screen about a yard wide made her let out a soft screech, but I held up a hand and said, "It's just a way to show you pictures. Relax." 

    The older woman had also managed to startle fairly hard, even through the theta waves. I patted her hand and said, "Just hang on, ma'am," then I started the show. 

    I began with some of Linda's medical records, editing out her name and personal info through Athena's system before feeding the data to the field screen. After having displayed the extent of Linda's spinal injuries, I showed her the new sections of spine being cultured in a lab, then moved on to its installation. 

    During the show, I moved the screen closer to Brenda and showed her how to tilt it to suit her comfort. She rather wonderingly adjusted it twice, then simply watched the screen as Linda progressed into post-surgery therapy. The final few scenes showed Linda using various exercise machines and jogging in the hallways on the transport ship. 

    Switching the view back to the chunk of spine growing in a lab, I stopped the theta waves and said, "Now, ladies... What I've just showed you happened nine years ago aboard the big ship that brought the Amarans. The technology involved in creating and installing some new spinal column is available. All you have to do is listen to an offer from a friend of mine." The older woman wore an expression of shocked wonder as she reached to try to touch the screen. Her fingers pushed through it and she jerked her hand back, then seemed to realize something and reached for the corner where I'd showed Brenda how to move it. The screen turned for her and she stared at the display for a few moments, then looked at me. 

    "You're saying... this can be done for my daughter?" I nodded firmly. "Yup." 

    Brenda softly asked, "Do we even want to know how much it will cost?" 

    "Yup. It won't cost you a dime, as far as I know. It comes with a job. If you take the job, you get fixed." 

    Instantly turning wary, both women asked almost in unison, "What kind of job?" then glanced at each other before returning their wary gaze to me. Looking at Brenda, I said, "My friend wants to start a law firm. If you sign on, you'll also get a PFM. Sound good?" 

    Brenda's mom said, "Too good. What's the catch?" 

    "I'll let you know if I spot one. The operation you just watched is illegal in most western nations on Earth. So are things like field-generated gurneys, splints, bandages, and casts. My friend wants to get those laws rescinded." 

    "Why are they illegal?" 

    "It probably started with the introduction of robodocs. The medical lobbyists threw big money at politicians to get them and other field medical stuff declared illegal." 

    "There must have been a good reason." 

    "Yeah, I'm sure they thought control of the market was a good reason. Are you ladies ready to meet my friend?" 

    They looked at each other, then Brenda looked at the screen and nodded. 

"Yes. If that... operation... can work for me, I don't give a damn if it's illegal." 

    Nodding, I said, "Okay, then. Steph, it's showtime." She appeared beside me and I thought Brenda's mom would faint as she reeled back with a wall-eyed scream. Brenda shrieked and got a death grip on her sheet. 

    Holding up a calming hand, I fed them theta waves as I said, "Ladies, this is Stephanie Montgomery." 

    Brenda softly hissed, "What are you, some kind of ghost?!" Steph chuckled, "No, I'm an artificial intelligence." Extending a hand to Brenda, Steph said, "Pleased to meet you, Brenda." After a long moment of hesitation, Brenda mutely took her hand. Steph then offered her hand to Brenda's mom, who took it with a studious expression and asked, "Can you really repair my daughter's spine?" In a tone of absoluteness, Steph answered, "Yes." Sliding off the bed to stand straight, Brenda's mom said, "Then we have a great deal to talk about, Ms. Montgomery." Turning to me, she said, "You can stop doing whatever you've been doing. I'm not going to panic." I grinned. "You noticed, huh?" 

    Rolling her eyes, she replied, "Yes. I definitely noticed." 

    "Oh, well. Maybe I need more practice. Stephanie, milady, if you don't need me here, I'll head on over to Chicago." 

    "Okay, Ed. Thanks for the introduction." 

    Extending a hand to Brenda, I said, "Nice to meet you, Brenda. Maybe we can all go jogging later." 

    She snickered, "I wasn't into jogging before my accident." 

    "You may get into it when you can actually do it again." Her mom saw me to the front door and I soared upward on my board, meeting Galatea just above the row of buildings. I waved before I got underway, but Brenda's mom just stood on the porch staring up at me. Good. That would help her accept whatever else Steph cared to offer. 

    Above Lake Erie, I pinged Angie. She answered with a screen and I said, 

"Hi, Cap'n Angie. This is that callback I promised you earlier." Angie's gaze was as stark as I'd ever seen it. In that same tense voice as before, she said, "Ed, you shot down a flitter over Norfolk and took over two Homeland Defense flitters." 

    "Yup. The Norfolk guys tried to stun me first. The others followed me down to an accident site and just hung around upstairs, so I put 'em to good use. Now tell me why you're all fuzzed up about it, ma'am. What part of any of that will fall on you or 3rd World?" 

    "All of it, dammit! They don't believe you're off the payroll and they don't believe we didn't issue you that flitter!" 

    "Remind them who came up with flying boards. If they still don't believe you, ignore them. When I finish in Chicago, would you like me to drop by? It isn't much farther to Carrington." 

    "Orlando. Boston. Chicago. What are you doing, Ed?" 

    "Just running some errands for Stephanie, ma'am." 

    "What kind of errands?" 

    "I'll let you ask her that. She can explain it better." 

    "In other words, you won't tell me?" 

    "Yeah, those words would do well enough. And before you get pissed; would you want me to blat around some of the stuff I did for you? Confidence works both ways, ma'am. I will say that if she's successful, 3rd World could benefit." 

    After a tense, glaring moment, Angie said, "Okay, I'll call her. And yes, drop by Carrington. Later, Ed." 

    "Bye." 

    She tapped her 'off' icon and I pulled up data concerning the man in Chicago. He was Fred Astor, twenty-six, living in a suburb called Crystal Lake. In high school and college he'd been into track and field and done pretty well. He also held a brown belt in karate and I wondered how much that may have contributed to the severity of his injuries. 

    According to the police and medical reports, five black guys ambushed him in a parking garage almost a year ago in a particularly vicious attack. They'd broken his arms and legs and one doctor had speculated they'd stomped his skull against the concrete a few times. He also believed that injury had damaged the optic nerve, causing Astor's partial blindness. Hm. As I recalled, the optic nerve was pretty well buried inside the head. Must have been one hell of a slam to shake it hard enough to break it. A two-month old medical report said he still had trouble speaking clearly sometimes. Huh? Steph wanted a lawyer with a speech impediment? Well, she could fix spines, so she could probably fix brain injuries, too. 
Chapter Eighteen

    As we descended toward a beige house on a corner lot, I saw a man in knee-length cutoff jeans and a blue t-shirt working on a riding lawnmower near a shed in the back yard. 

    Stopping the flitter twenty feet or so above him, I asked, "Mind if I drop in?" 

    The guy startled and quickly looked around. 

    "Up here," I said, lowering the flitter somewhat ahead of him. His face matched the picture on my screen, so I said, "Hi, Fred. I'm Ed," and landed the flitter a few feet in front of him. 

    Fred stared for a couple of moments, then asked, "How do you... know my name?" 

    His mid-sentence hesitation didn't seem to be a result of surprise or shock; he seemed to have to piece things together. 

The words sounded clear enough to me, though. I wondered if the doc might have

'misworded' his own report. 

    Removing all but Fred's picture from the screen and turning it to face him, I said, "Got your picture right here. A friend of mine is looking for a lawyer. She sent me to talk to you." 

    That seemed to startle him more than anything else. He replied, 

"Someone... wants to... hire me?" 

    Stepping off Tea and extending a hand, I said, "Yup. You'll like her. She's real cute. Almost a goddess, really." I let Galatea vanish and asked, 

"What's wrong with your mower?" 

    Fred froze in the middle of shaking hands. After a moment of staring at the space where the flitter had been, he responded, "Uh? Oh. I think... the fuel line is... clogged. A friend... borrowed it... last week. Where'd the... flitter go?" 

    "I sent it away. I won't need it for a while." He'd already pulled the mower's gas filter off. I walked over and blew through it. There was almost no resistance. Where the end of the fuel line hung free, no fuel dripped out of it. I opened the tank and found half an inch or so of gas in it. Sending a thin grey tendril into the filter end of the fuel line made Fred step back and ask, "What... what's that?" 

    "A field tendril. I'm looking for whatever's blocking it." As I said that, the tendril encountered something solid in a curve in the fuel line. It took quite a bit of pressure to free the object and repeated jarrings to push it back toward the tank, but after a minute or so, it popped out of the tube into the tank. Gasoline had begun dripping as it moved up the line. Now it flowed freely and I capped the tube with a finger. Fred hurried to move a gas can into place and I removed my finger. While the tank drained, I looked in and saw a small round object in the bottom of the tank. When I lifted it out with another tendril, we saw the object was a plastic bead. 

    Placing the bead in Fred's hand, I chuckled, "Does your friend have a small child?" 

    He examined the bead and answered, "Yes, she does." I reached for the gas filter to reconnect it, but Fred pocketed the bead and took over the job, quickly clamping each end of flexible tubing in place. He then put the filler spout on the gas can and put some gas in the mower's tank. When he touched the starter button, the mower roared to life. Fred revved it a couple of times, then turned it off and pushed it inside the shed. As he gathered tools off his workbench and put them in two toolboxes, he said, "Thanks. I'd have had... to take the line off... to get that bead out." He said no more as he cleaned and packed the tools. A socket rolled off the bench and his left hand darted to catch it halfway to the ground. I said, "That was a damned good catch for a guy with limited depth perception." 

    Glancing back at me, he said, "You get... used to it." 

    "Yeah, but never completely. I used to have cataracts so bad using my left eye was like looking through a scummy shower curtain. Couldn't even back up a small trailer 'cuz I couldn't tell how close its butt was to anything." With a shrug, I said, "But it didn't seem to make any difference on a range. I could line up the sights well enough. And driving wasn't a problem." I chuckled, "As long as I didn't try to back up." 

    Fred put his tools in the shed, then the bench, and closed the doors. Turning to face me, he said, "Tell me..." his pause lasted nearly two seconds until, "Why you're here. Please." 

    "Like I said, a friend wants to talk to you about a job." 

    "I have a job." 

    "Yeah, you're doing part-time legal research for an outfit here in Chicago under some kind of handicap program. I think my friend can offer you better than that." Calling up my board and making it hover at a comfortable height, I sat down on it and asked, "Fred, have you ever heard of robodocs?" 

    "Yes." He seemed to have more to say about the topic, but didn't say it. Caution, or just too much trouble to chat? 

    "Well, you probably also know they can fix damned near anything that can go wrong with someone and that they're illegal here. Do you know why they're illegal here?" 

    With a sour expression and a tone of disdain, he replied, "They're illegal... because long-established... institutions... would lose huge amounts of income." 

    "Yup. She wants to start a law firm specifically to fight the anti-field device laws. Now, what's keeping you from flying to Africa and going to a robodoc there?" 

    He came to rap his knuckles on the board and push down on it, then he sat down a foot away on my left and said, "Money. I don't have enough... I don't make enough... but I'm saving. In four or five years... I may be able... to make the trip." 

    I had a thought and asked, "What's to prevent someone from stationing a robodoc offshore? Beyond the US limit?" 

    His gaze became sharp and his left hand began to tremble a bit as he asked, "Is that what... your friend... intends to do?" Shrugging, I said, "I don't know. I just thought of it. But she's the one who installs them in Africa, so she can probably get you fixed pretty much right away. And forget about air fare. As you saw earlier, I have a flitter." 

    "But I read that... flitters can't... go that far." 

    "Mine isn't a commercial model and it can go that far. Want to meet her and listen to her offer?" 

    Eyeing me as if to determine whether I was bullshitting him, it took Fred a full three seconds to almost expel the words, "Yes! Where? And when?" 

    "How's here and now? Steph, can you spare a minute?" Steph appeared in front of us and Fred recoiled hard with a short shout. I grabbed his right arm and Steph grabbed his left to keep him from toppling backward over the board. We pulled him back upright and I held his right arm out to Steph. 

    She grinned as she took his hand in hers and said, "Hello, Fred. I'm Stephanie Montgomery." 

    Fred just stared bugeyed at her for a few moments as he tried to form words, then he managed, "Ah... Uh... Hello. Uh... Ms. Montgomery." Leaning toward him, I said in a confidential tone, "Tell her she's gorgeous. That always works for me." 

    Fred turned his stark stare on me as Steph laughed, "Of course it does. Ed, he looks rather startled. What did you tell him about me?" 

    "Only that you're some kind of goddess, ma'am. And that you could prob'ly help him get fixed. And I asked him why someone wouldn't station a robodoc on a ship well offshore instead of making people trudge all the way to Africa." She said, "We've considered that. It may not be necessary if Haiti and the Bahamas become more cooperative." 

    "I'm surprised they haven't, the Bahamas in particular. A helluva lot of tourist money would be involved." Thumbing at Fred, I said, "At any rate, Fred's interested. I thought you might take a shot at fixing his eye to convince him this is all for real. What do you think?" Steph looked at Fred as if studying the left side of his face for a moment, then said, "I think it would take about five minutes to repair the damage. It might take him a little longer to begin processing data from the eye properly. Did you tell him about nanobots?" 

    "Nope. Fred, nanobots are little machines that fix things. There'd be no surgery, no pain, and your eye would start working almost immediately. Do you really need to know more than that?" 

    His staring gaze turned to me. "Ah... Ahhh... Well... Probably, but... No surgery? No pain?" 

    "Nope. No surgery, no pain. Ready?" 

    "Ahh... I..." He looked at Steph's smiling face, then back at me. I said, 

"We don't have any reason to hurt you, Fred. This would only be an example to bring you aboard her law firm." 

    He looked at Steph. "Would it be... permanent? Even if I... say no... to the job?" 

    Steph said, "Of course it would be permanent. Repairing your optic nerve would simply be proof, not pressure." 

    With another glance between us, Fred nodded tightly and said, "Okay. Yes. Please fix... my eye." 

    Almost as soon as he'd gotten the words out, Cat appeared, startling me almost as much as Fred. Steph said, "Fred, this is Catherine. I am unable to violate US law by treating you. She will administer the nanobots." I gave Cat a fisheye look and she grinned as she said, "I'll explain later, Ed," then she extended a hand to Fred. He took it almost automatically and she grinningly said, "Hello, Fred. Pleased to meet you." He replied, "I'm... pleased to meet... you, too." Looking at their handclasp, she said, "Thank you, Fred. You've just been treated with nanobots." 

    His gaze dropped instantly to their hands. He blurted, "What?!" and took his hand back to examine it. 

    Cat chuckled, "You can't see them. They're too small." 

    "You mean... you've already... put them on me?" 

    "On you and in you. By now you should be seeing vague patterns of light and dark. Cover your right eye and report your progress, please." After another moment of staring at her, Fred did as instructed, covering his right eye. His left eye swept back and forth and up and down almost frantically for a moment, then it fixed straight ahead and Fred softly moaned, 

"Ohhh... my... God! I... I see..." He uncovered his right eye, then covered it again and said, "I'm seeing! I mean... I'm seeing you!" He aimed his left eye at Steph and yelped, "And you!" When he whipped around to me, I said, "And me, right?" 

    He laughed, "Yes! Yes! And you! Oh, my God! I can see!" He uncovered his right eye and seemed to be trying to make them work together. 

    Waving at Steph, I said, "You ladies seem to have things handled here. I told Angie I'd drop by Carrington today, so if you don't absolutely need me anymore, I'll get underway." 

    Steph grinned and said, "Okay. Thanks, Ed." Calling Galatea, I replied, "Anything for you, ma'am." Cat smiled and gave me a little hand-flap wave. I returned a little two-fingered salute, stepped aboard Tea, and lifted westward. Cat appeared in the other seat and grinningly asked, "Are you still wondering how I could treat Fred?" 

    "Yes, ma'am. Sure am." 

    "His feet were off the ground. So were mine." 

    "The old 'we weren't touching sovereign soil' trick we used to use for interrogations?" 

    "Exactly." 

    "That would have applied to Steph, too." 

    "Yes, but due to her involvement with her law firm, she may need deniability later. I won't." 

    I chuckled, "You must know why we stopped using that dodge, Cat." She put up a screen full of legalese and said, "During the Carter Administration, that and many other practices were halted, but never actually deemed illegal. Apparently too many people would have been subject to prosecution." 

    "Then I'm very impressed, ma'am. You aren't just a pretty face, you're also a cunning and devious creature of magic." 

    Cat laughed, "You say the nicest things. Were you aware that certain people are considering a warrant for your arrest?" 

    "No, but I'm not surprised. I commandeered a couple of federal flitters earlier to deal with an accident. They were just hanging around upstairs, so I put them to work." 

    "Well, there's that, too, but it seems you stunned two men on a flitter above Norfolk. That disturbed some people." 

    "Screw 'em. They had no qualms about trying to stun me. Am I going to run into any problems at Carrington?" 

    "None of which I'm aware. Angie watched the vids you sent and seems to sympathize." 

    "What about Wallace?" 

    "No idea." 

    I shrugged. "I'll be on guard on general principles. Haver was at the very least sympathetic with the idea of confiscating my last flitter." Linking to Athena, I instructed her to be ready to use our non-standard field frequencies to bolster our standard fields at any moment. I also told her to let me know instantly if she detected any sort of attempt to nullify or disrupt our fields. 

    Catherine gave me a sidelong glance and asked, "Aside from the fact all previous attempts to nullify your fields have failed, do you really think Angie would participate in such actions?" 

    "Prob'ly not. Nor Wallace, I'd expect. But sometimes people try to pull end runs around key players, using them as focal points to keep the mark's attention occupied." 

    With a small grin, Cat shook her head slightly and remarked, "My, aren't some people paranoid?" 

    "I don't put anything past anyone, Cat. There's always a way to make someone cooperate. There's always someone happy to use anyone else in any conceivable manner. The one thing history truly teaches is that honcho types tend to ignore any history that doesn't suit their goals." She laughed, "Some call that 'perseverance'." 

    "Sometimes that's what it is. Look how many times someone thought he'd invented an airplane. Yet people kept at it and eventually someone got off the ground." Wishing I had my coffee mug with me, I sighed, "But this wouldn't be perseverance, ma'am. Trying to take my new flitter would be nothing more than a typical attempt at control." 

    We were perhaps two hundred miles from Carrington when I said, "Athena, correct me if I'm wrong, but I think you could make an illusion of this flitter that would read properly on monitors, yet move at just about light speed. True?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    I chuckled, "Excellent, ma'am. I'll let you know when, where, and how to deploy it. Thank you." 

    Cat asked, "Ed, what are you thinking of doing?" 

    "It's a fake trump card, Cat. There's not a doubt in my little mind that a dozen or so monitors have been watching me cruise from place to place today. I have some time to kill before dinner, so I'm going to spook the watchers." 

    "Given that some of them already highly disapprove of you owning a flitter, is that really a wise thing to do?" 

    "They may disapprove, but if they think there's something very valuable to be lost by not playing nice, they'll behave." 

    I stopped the flitter, summoned up some enthusiasm for display purposes, and pinged Angie. 

    She answered with a screen and, "Hi, Ed. What's up?" 

    "Well, I was on my way to Carrington when something finally gelled. You remember when I teased you by saying my new flit could go twice as fast as a standard flit?" 

    Looking somewhat wary, she replied, "Yes." 

    "Well, it's just barely possible I was wrong, ma'am. I'm calling because I may want a copy of your logs later." 

    Sounding somewhat alarmed, Angie asked, "Ed, what are you about to do?" Grinning, I asked, "Remember when I managed to get my board to go over Mach one? Well, hold my beer, sweetie! I'm about to try something! Bye!" With that, I dropped the link and looked at Cat. "Are you going to want to ride the illusion, ma'am?" 

    She chuckled, "Oh, no, I think not. I'll just watch from a safe distance," and vanished. 

    Ignoring Angie's repeated pings, I switched off my implants and turned on organically-generated three and five suits. Powering up my board the same way, I hopped off the flitter and linked to Athena to render my flitter as an illusion. Launching Galatea forward at full speed, I eased her up to five thousand miles per hour, then very gradually increased her speed to almost seven thousand. After about thirty seconds at that speed, I boosted it up to seven thousand, six hundred and held it there as if that was as fast as she'd go. 

    Watching my flitter illusion's progress through Athena's sensors, I had the flitter make a huge arc around the middle of America as I angled downward toward Carrington base. As the fake flitter completed the circle and slowed to land in front of Carrington's admin building, I flew into it and had it resolidify around me. Turning off my field suits and board, I landed Tea on the walkway in front of the admin building. 

    Angie, Wallace, and half a dozen other people I barely knew or didn't know at all hurried outside. I cranked up Chuck Berry's 'You Can't Catch Me' at volume seven and stood up to sing the verse; 

'I bought a brand-new air-mobile, 

It custom-made, 'twas a Flight De Ville, 

With a pow'ful motor and some hideaway wings, 

Push in on the button and you can hear her sing. 

Now you can't catch me, baby you can't catch me, 

'Cause if you get too close, you know I'm gone like a cool breeze.' 
Chapter Nineteen

    Angie didn't wait for an invitation to board; she dashed down the steps, vaulted onto Galatea, and stood a foot away from me to scream, "Turn that damned music off! What the hell did you think you were doing up there?! Do you have any idea how fast you were going?! Are you fucking crazy?!" Turning the music down, I looked at Wallace and said, "Cap, she swore at me. Can I sue the company?" 

    I noted that one of the guys circling the flitter --Mike Cramer --had an NSA visitor's badge hanging from his lanyard holder. Hm. Maybe Myra was visiting, too? 

    Giving me a fisheye look, Wallace replied, "Hell, no. She's right. Flitters aren't designed to go that fast." 

    "They aren't? Well, damn." Turning to Angie, I asked, "Does all that screaming mean you still care about me, ma'am?" 

    Angie looked as if she wanted to slap the shit out of me. She said through gritted teeth, "We were afraid this goddamned thing would disintegrate around you, Ed! You scared the living hell out of all of us!" Meeting her gaze, I replied, "You're positively gorgeous when you're angry, ma'am. Can we take this to the mess hall? I could use a coffee." Stepping off the flitter, I held out my hand to her. She ignored it and hopped down, glared at me for another moment, and looked at Wallace as she snapped, "You talk to him! See if you can get through to him!" With an 'oh, really?' sort of expression, Wallace chuckled, "Well, yes, ma'am, Air Force Captain Horn." 

    Angie realized her error and quickly backpedaled. Stiffening up a bit, she said, "I'm sorry, Captain Wallace. I was upset." 

    "I noticed that. Are you okay now?" 

    Looking anything but okay, she said, "Yes, sir." 

    "Good. Now let's go inside and find some coffee." I turned to say, "Thanks, Galatea. Later," and let the flitter vanish. Two of the others jumped back as if she'd exploded. Wallace chuckled again and shook his head as he and I followed Angie up the steps. Upon seeing Angie's expression, the guard at the ID kiosk hurriedly signed me in and handed me a visitor's badge without a word. 

    Most of the others followed us to the mess hall, where I got two cups of coffee and a big bear claw pastry. Angie, Wallace, Cramer, and I headed for a table and set our stuff down. Two of the others sort of trailed after us, but Wallace waved them off. 

    One guy lingered for a moment and asked, "Uh... what was that music you were playing when you landed?" 

    "It was Chuck Berry's 'You Can't Catch Me'. Did you like it?" 

    "Yeah, I did! I never knew he did anything but 'The Twist' way back in the old days." 

    "Well, gee, thanks. 'Way back in the old days', huh?" Looking chagrined, he said, "Uh, no offense, sir." To Wallace, I sighed, "And then he goes and calls me 'sir' on top of that. Is flogging still legal?" 

    Wallace shook his head. "Regrettably, no." 

    "Well, damn." Turning back to the guy, I said, "Berry did a lot of good stuff. Google him sometime." 

    He said, "Yes, si... Uh, okay. Thanks," and followed his friend to another table. 

    Cramer chuckled and sipped coffee. Sending a cooling tendril into one of my coffees, I tasted it and took a bite of the bear claw as Angie growled, 

"I'm still pissed at you, Ed. Real pissed. You could have killed yourself up there. Flitters aren't designed to go that fast." 

    Nodding toward Wallace, I said, "Yeah, that's what he said. So how do you explain the fact it did?" 

    In that same growl, she replied, "I don't have the slightest damned idea. I also don't know how the hell it held together. Do you know what would happen to you if you were exposed to the wind at that speed?" I chuckled, "About the same as would happen to me at regular flitter speeds, I guess. A quick cremation while coming apart at the seams." Raising my left hand in a fist, I spread my fingers quickly and said, "PAFF! Gone with the wind." 

    Leaning halfway across the table, she snapped, "It isn't funny, goddammit!" 

    In a tone of iron, Wallace said, "Angie. Settle down. Now." She subsided, but gave him a wondering glance and asked, "Don't you feel the same way about it?" 

    "No. He rides the edge sometimes, but that was way beyond the edge. He must have redesigned his flitter for the extra speed." Looking at me, he added, "Right?" 

    Yeah, in that making it an illusion might conceivably qualify as

'redesigning it'. I nodded. "Yup." 

    Angie froze, then looked peeringly at Wallace. In a cold tone, she asked, 

"Captain Wallace, did you know about this?" 

    Sipping coffee, Wallace replied, "No. But I'm not too surprised, either." Looking at me, he added, "Come to think of it, it's been a while since anything you've done has really surprised me. That must mean something, I suppose." 

    "You weren't surprised when I made my own flitter?" With a dismissive shake of his head, Cap said, "Nah. Maybe kind of startled is all. I wouldn't call it 'surprise', really." Setting her coffee down firmly, Angie said, "Well, I was damned well

'surprised'. First you show up with a new flitter you supposedly made yourself, then you run the damned thing faster than seven thousand miles an hour. That's not even supposed to be possible." 

    Tensely taking a sip of coffee, she set the cup down again and asked, 

"Well? Are you going to tell us how you did it?" 

    "Did what? How I made the flitter or made it go fast?" With some exasperation, she sighed, "Yes. Both." Mimicking her tone, I replied, "No. Sorry. Did you ask Stephanie about my errands?" 

    "Yes. She said you were helping her assemble a legal team. Why'd she need you to contact them?" 

    "Maybe she just wanted to give her friend the poor ol' retiree something to do with his spare time?" 

    Sipping coffee again, Angie said, "I think not. Why else?" 

    "Possibly because she knew I'd dive right in, bypassing the usual methods which would have taken days or weeks?" 

    "Yeah, that sounds more likely. How'd you do?" Pretending to smugly polish my nails on my shirt, I said, "I cast lines at all three candidates in one day, ma'am." 

    Wallace chuckled, "But did they all bite?" 

    Nodding, I said, "Oh, yeah. All Steph has to do is set up a shop and put

'em to work. After she fixes 'em, that is. All three were damaged in various ways. Fixing them was the bait." 

    Angie said, "That sounds rather predatory." I grinned. "Not to the people about to be fixed, ma'am. They were thrilled. I may wind up running two of them over to Africa later for a robodoc visit." 

    That made Wallace pause in the middle of a sip. He glanced at Cramer as he set his cup down and said, "That may be a problem, Ed. We received a personnel update from Homeland Defense today. Your passport has been suspended." Did that shock me? Well, not all that much, I guess. "What about my class Q clearance?" 

    "It's still valid, as far as I know." 

    "Got news. If I can't travel at will, it won't be valid much longer. I'll be damned if I'll stay on a volunteer list for the very people who yanked my right to travel. I'll resign my clearance and take out a newspaper ad to explain why." 

    "That probably won't mean too much to those guys." I finished my first cup of coffee, put the cup aside, and said, "Well, Cap, the next step might be to emigrate. If they think they're dealing with a Joe Sixpack who can't possibly imagine living anywhere else, they're sadly mistaken. I might even apply for Amaran citizenship." Angie laughed softly, "You've never been there and you even turned down an offer to go." 

    "That's 'cuz I don't want to go there. I can be an ex-pat. Hey, maybe I can become the first non-AI Lorunan in this corner of the galaxy. That'd be kind of cool, huh?" 

    Wallace had been eyeing me dolefully. He asked, "You'd really give up your US citizenship?" 

    I met his gaze and answered, "Can you think of anything else that would make them stop and think? Cap, if this place ceases to be the America I grew up in and fought for, you bet I would. Want to start at the top or the bottom of the list?" 

    He shrugged. "The top, I guess." 

    "Okay. Let's start with ignorant, expensive deals with other countries for sixty years, like paying North Korea not to develop nukes while they developed their damned nukes. NAFTA. The so-called 'Patriot Act'. Borders so porous they're a joke to all but the most stupid illegals. Trying to charge veterans for VA health care, then revamping that failed bill twenty years later to try to charge their insurance companies. It'll fail now, too, but the fact they tried it again shows their mindset. How about political correctness to an extent that has otherwise powerful people afraid to call a terrorist a terrorist? And conducting half-assed campaigns of occupation since the fifties as if our militaries are cops instead of soldiers. Calling things 'wars' that aren't, like the drug 'war'. It isn't even an effective police action and nobody has sense or guts enough to take the sorts of steps that would end the drug problem. Do-nothing federal agencies constructed for display only. Airline security under Homeland Defense, which spends vast amounts of time and money hassling innocent citizens about petty crap instead of putting more armed skycops on planes and trusting pilots with guns. What's a better weapon; a handgun or a fully loaded aircraft? Political and financial corruption at levels that damned near brought down the whole world's financial systems. A history of never having funds for total health care or continuing education, but no damned difficulty at all coughing up billions for nukes and other weapons. No difficulty at all pissing trillions of dollars in bailouts, most of which were rerouted to other countries and used to pay fat bonuses to the very people who sank our financial ship. Now we have a national debt six future generations of Americans may not be able to pay off." In a low tone, Wallace said, "That's enough." 

    "Actually, it isn't, Cap. You know I'm no left-winger. I'll shoot a bad guy in a heartbeat. What I'm bitching about is only what just about every citizen with more than half a dozen brain cells has bitched about. What I'm saying is that it'll still have to get just a bit worse before I'll jump ship, but having an obscenely incompetent and power hungry government on my ass just might do it. They got my other flitter. That's all they get. Trying to lock me in by pulling my passport is bizarrely stupid; there are still too many ways to escape. Trying to arrest me for not giving up my new flitter would also be stupid. They'd end up empty-handed and publicly embarrassed. And if they have the smarts of an average pissant, they really shouldn't force me to leave. I might tell someone in some other country how to build flitters at home." Cramer had sat through the rest of my little speech without much expression, but that last statement made his eyes narrow. He sat up a bit and sipped his coffee. 

    Looking at him, I said, "Oh, yeah, that's worth passing on, isn't it, Cramer? I've been kind of wondering why you're at our table, but I don't mind, really. One of my better friends is NSA. You may even know her. Myra Berens?" He nodded. "I know her. In passing. I wonder what she'd think of your threat to --putting it politely --emigrate." 

    "She wouldn't like it either, for all the same reasons." 

    "Doesn't that tell you something? Like maybe it's not the best way to handle things?" 

    "Would the 'best' way take reams of paperwork and ten or twenty years in court? If so, I'll put some lawyers on it and go do what suits me anyway. Besides, since Homeland Defense pulled my passport, getting it back would be at least as hard as getting off their 'no fly' list, wouldn't it?" Sitting fully upright, Cramer said, "I wouldn't know about that, but I can tell you that running wouldn't be the best idea you ever had." Grinning, I replied, "If I leave, Cramer, I won't be running. I'll be flying." 

    Wallace said, "Enough. Ed, I'll see what I can do about helping you get your passport reinstated. Agent Cramer, let's go have a word in my office." Angie started to get up, but Wallace put a hand on her shoulder while Cramer faced away from them. She subsided and Wallace said, "Later, Ed." I nodded. "Later, Cap." 

    Cramer said nothing. He just gave me a last desultory look and walked away with Wallace. I looked at Angie, but she focused on her coffee. After almost three minutes of her icy silence, I felt a probe pop into being above us and said, "Hey. You there. Miss Mopey. Cap'n Angie." When she didn't answer, I slapped my hand on the table and her head came up. She grunted sharply, "What?" 

    "Do you think Cramer bought it?" 

    "What?!" 

    "You heard me." 

    "You want me to believe that was all just an act?" 

    "No, of course not. I really do bitch about those things. But do you think Cramer believed I'd skip the country?" 

    Giving me an acidic look, she asked, "Wouldn't you?" Rolling my eyes, I sighed, "Well, hell. Apparently somebody bought it, if not Cramer. Angie, you play spades. What does a trump card do?" 

    "It takes the pile if it's the only one or it's big enough." 

    "Right. And what are the risks in relying on trump cards?" 

    "Overbidding or taking too many hands." 

    "Right again. Overplaying your hand, mostly. Now, what does the government do when faced with any obstacle?" 

    She sighed, "You want me to say it overplays its hand. Okay, say it does. What's your point, Ed?" 

    "It may overplay or underplay its hand, but it never just plays its hand, does it?" 

    She growled, "I'm getting damned tired of this analogy." 

    "It may be a metaphor. I'm never sure which. But okay, here's another one for you; when the bully comes up and tries to take your bicycle, what do you do?" 

    Angie snorted a chuckle. "You sold him your last bicycle." 

    "Yeah, at four times what it was worth. Not a bad deal. I also embarrassed him by making him give the money away. Governments hate pissing money away when it isn't their own idea. Back to the bicycle. Now say he wants this one, too, but you don't want to sell it. What else can you do?" She thought a moment, then said, "You can fight." 

    "Right. You slam his shins with that bicycle, then you beat him senseless with it right there on the street." 

    In a flat tone, she said, "If you can. You could still lose." 

    "Yeah, but no matter what he does, he ain't gettin' this bicycle. He can hound me, beat the shit out of me, try to imprison me, or even try to kill me. He still won't get the bicycle, but everydamnedbody will know exactly what he did. I've made absolutely sure of that. My every public moment is recorded, ma'am. Some of my private moments, too. And --best of all --people the government can't touch in even the slightest way will be able to release my recordings if anything happens to me." 

    Angie stated, "You mean the AIs." 

    I sipped coffee and said, "Yup. All that stuff about giving up citizenship was what I'd call a very last ditch. I've been outside this goldfish bowl, so I'm not actually worried about having to live somewhere else, but I don't really want to do it." 

    "But you're saying you would if you felt you had to?" 

    "Oh, hell, yes. Things would be a helluva lot worse than they are now before that happened, but yes, as a last possible ditch. Something I learned ages ago, ma'am; never, ever make a threat you aren't capable of carrying out. Never. There's always some fool who'd try to make you prove it and sometimes those fools will have the power to do that." 

    "What if they arrest you?" 

    "They can't. I won't go peacefully and they can't stun me. To take me down at all, they'd have to kill me. If they do that, it all goes public." Rolling her eyes, Angie asked, "What do you mean, 'they can't stun you'? 

Stuns work on anybody." 

    "Nope. Try me. Stun me." 

    "You have your p-field on." 

    Using my pen to mark my hand, I said, "Nope." Without warning, she stunned me hard. I dropped my pen and reeled slightly in my chair, then my head cleared before I became unconscious. Sending a big

'thank you' to Athena and grinning at Angie, I picked up my pen and said, 

"Maybe you just winged me, ma'am. Want me to move a little closer?" Angie stared in total disbelief, then yelped, "That was a full stun! Why the hell aren't you on the floor?!" 

    She stood up, pointed at me, and sent another stun blast. I reeled again, but Athena did her thing and I quickly pulled out of it. As Angie's arm dropped, I lifted my coffee and took a sip. Looking confused as hell, Angie returned to her chair and slowly lowered herself into it, staring at me the entire time. 

    Reaching to pat her hand, I said in a confidential tone, "This is one trick I'd share with you, milady, but only in the most private of circumstances." 

    Giving me a fisheye, she blurted, "The what?" Leaning forward, I whispered, "You know; like things used to be once upon a very delightful time." 

    Her eyes got big and she blushed slightly as she hissed, "Shut up, dammit! 

I'm up for major!" 

    With a hand to my chest and trying to look sincerely apologetic, I whispered back, "Oh! Right! Yes'm! I done forgot my place again! Shutting up now, ma'am!" 

    She growled, "You'd better knock it off, Ed!" Sitting up, I sipped coffee again and waited as she calmed down. Angie sipped her own coffee and took a deep breath, then let it out in a sigh. 

"Sorry. I..." She paused, then snapped, "No, dammit. I'm not sorry. I'm tired of all these little shocks, Ed. Tired of the big ones, too. I've had enough." Setting her cup down rather firmly, Angie got to her feet and said, "Later. Maybe," and stalked away. 

    The guys who'd trailed us into the mess hall took her leaving as an opportunity to move to my table. 

    Setting his coffee down, one said, "Man! She was pissed to the max! What'd you do? Or say?" He grinned and added, "I want to know so I won't ever get her that pissed at me!" 

    The other guy said, "I just want to know how you made that flitter go that fast! Jesus! Seven thousand!" 

    To the first one, I said, "It was a private matter. It'll remain a private matter." To the other, I said, "Call me when you have a few million to spare. Maybe I'll tell you then." 

    Guzzling the last of my coffee, I stood up and took the empty cups to the bus bins, then got one more coffee and dipped a cooling field in it. The two guys at my table glanced at me a few times, then began talking, probably about me. The probe had moved to stay near me. I decided to verify who was surveilling me and used Athena to send a probe of my own to Wallace's office. I found Wallace and Cramer watching me on a screen and felt their screen's sub-link. Tracing that, I saw Linda watching the same show. Hm. Either Wallace was smarter than I'd thought or Linda was coaching him on the job. Good enough. Everyone who mattered knew about the high-speed flitter and had heard my chat with Angie. When I left the mess hall, I went to the reservations desk in the transport arm of the building and asked if I could get a seat on a flight one week away. The lady checked and said the transport was full, but that there were always a few no-shows. 

    "Well," I said, "My vacation time is flexible. How about a flight two weeks from now?" 

    Looking at her screen again, she said, "No problem going up, but getting back might be standby. A lot of station Earthies have vacations this month." I said, "Thanks. Let me give this some thought," and left the counter. Asking about passage to the factory station would probably make some people nervous enough to decide whether to bug me or not. No passport was required to visit the station and it housed a Lorunan embassy. 

    Just to entrench the idea in the minds of anyone who might be concerned about such things, I stopped at the security office and had the woman at the front desk send a message to Sandra Caitlin, head of security at the factory station. 

    'Caitlin, I may be up there as a tourist soon. If that'll be a problem, let me know before the end of the month.' 

    I signed the message and headed for the front doors of the admin building. In truth, it didn't matter a damn how Caitlin felt about me visiting, though I rather hoped she'd be pretty much over a certain incident after several years. As I neared the front doors, I pretended to notice something odd in the door's reflection and turned quickly, as if only then discovering the probe. Looking directly at it, I pointed and sent a deliberately bright disruptive field to splatter the probe, then handed in my visitor's badge and signed out. Linda would know I'd known about the probe the whole time. Wallace might. Cramer wouldn't. He'd discuss matters with Wallace and possibly Angie, then slip away and make a report as soon as possible. 

    Knowing I had an audience, I ambled down the steps and turned to look at the admin building. Letting my gaze sweep over the rest of the base as if taking a long last look, I turned away and summoned Galatea. She appeared three feet in front of me and I hopped aboard, then aimed her toward Florida and launched at just under the speed of sound. 

Chapter Twenty

    Over Paducah, Kentucky, Linda pinged me. I answered with, "You got me, Fearless Leader!" 

    "Hi, Ed. Stan Maxwell wants to talk to you, but he didn't have you in his datapad. It'll be a conference call." 

    "No problem, ma'am. It'll be nice to have a witness." She poked an icon and my screen split, with Linda on the left and Maxwell on the right. I said, "Hi, Stan. What's up?" 

    He moved his pad, cleared his throat, and then said, "Hi, Ed. I was elected to contact you about... recent events. I'm told you have a new flitter." 

    "Yup. It's a home-built, but it seems to work okay." Giving me an odd glance, he repeated, "Home-built?" 

    "As in 'I made it myself', Stan." 

    After a pause, he said, "I see. Or rather, I don't see. How does one build a flitter at home?" 

    "Sharing that info would undoubtedly get me sued. 3rd World likes being the only official source of flitters." 

    Apparently shelving that question for the moment, Maxwell said, "Homeland Defense would like to know how you took over their flitters in New Jersey." 

    "I told them to block traffic around the accident and they did it. They followed me down, but they just hung around above the site, so I put them to work." 

    "Their pilots and crews were already 'at work', Ed. They were observing you." 

    "Then they were underemployed, but they didn't miss a thing. They were closer to me as roadblocks." 

    "How did you override their command structure?" I shrugged. "I've learned a few things about flitters. Stan, Homeland Defense threatened my friends to make me part with my last flitter. They've also pulled my passport. Why in hell would I feel at all motivated to tell you or anyone else in the government a damned thing?" 

    Leaning back in his chair, he pulled his pad along to keep it at the right distance and said, "Ed, a lot of people feel that non-commercial flitters are simply too powerful to be in the hands of individual citizens." 

    "Uh, huh. This isn't the first time I've heard that crap, Stan. One: they've been propagandized to feel that way, 'cuz if the ignorant putzes knew a damned thing about flitters, they'd know you can't make one break the law. Two: I don't care what a bunch of control-freak politicians think about me owning a flitter. Three: They won't get this one." 

    After a moment, he asked, "You'd ignore a court order?" 

    "Stan, I'd ignore a Presidential order on this matter." 

    "That could lead to arrest and prison." 

    "Doubtful. They'd have to take me alive." 

    His left eyebrow went up as he digested that, then he said, "This could get very ugly, Ed." 

    "It's already ugly and it'll get a damned sight uglier for all concerned if they push things. The best they can do is leave me alone. And restore my passport before I need it again." 

    He looked thoughtful, then said, "If you leave the country without a passport, you could face prosecution." 

    "Only if I come back as a US citizen. If I come back. How much would the tabloids pay for my story, Stan?" 

    "I doubt it would be considered 'news', Ed. I don't think even the tabloids would bother with it." 

    I sighed, "Stan, I know you have to shill for the feds, but don't even try to pretend you really believe that. The new regime in the White House seems driven more by looks than substance. In his first three months, the Prez backed away from several potentially nasty hot-button issues, indicating his crowd is desperately afraid of being seen as bad guys. This issue of my personal flitter is a legacy from the last administration's cesspool, so this bunch can drop it if they want to. If it goes public, the feds will look like power-crazed goons. Homeland Defense will be compared to the Gestapo yet again. And if they push this, they'll end up in court whether I leave the country or not. No matter how long it takes, they'd better not lose. Other US

citizens will definitely push for fully-powered flitters." Taking a breath, I said, "And... While fully-powered flitters haven't been sold to individuals and companies, private ownership has never actually been made illegal. They can't pass a law just for me. It would have to cover everyone, and there are people who would fight it tooth and nail. Some of them would be the Senators, Congressmen, and other spoiled rich kids who've had to stand in line to use federal flitters for years. The same ones who've bitched because they can't get PFMs. Not one of them would so much as flinch at spending a million --or more --to actually own a fully-powered flitter. If you think I'm wrong about that, 3rd World could probably provide us a long list of potential buyers Linda had to turn down." 

    Stan looked at Linda for a moment, then back at me. He sipped from a mug and put it down, then said, "Those 'spoiled rich kids' know flitter ownership is legal, yet they don't have flitters. That's because 3rd World Products is contractually obligated not to sell to individuals, so this matter still boils down to your flitter, Ed. Just yours. Passing a law isn't so very difficult when the law won't affect the status quo. Once such a law is in effect, your flitter's very existence would be in violation of it's protocol." Shrugging, I said, "Contracts are never completely ironclad, and if a law happens, I'll figure something out." 

    "Then I'll relay your feelings to the appropriate people. Do you have any last words for this interview?" 

    "Just that I'll lawyer up on general principles, Stan. As James Madison said, 'Enlightened statesmen will not always be at the helm,' so I'll try to be prepared for the worst." 

    Stan's finger tapped his mug a few times, then he said, "In that case, I'll bid you both good evening. Linda, it was nice to see you again. Ed, I hope things work out for the best for all concerned. Goodbye." With that, he thumbed his 'off' icon. 

    Linda simply looked at me for a time, then said, "I wish you hadn't taken such a hard line quite so soon, Ed. Some may take it as a challenge." 

    "They'd take any sign of reluctance as a challenge." Her next words were uncharacteristically un-Linda-like. 

    "Ed, I wish I could reach through this screen and hug you. I know you know what the government's capable of, but you may have taken on too big an adversary this time. I'm very worried about what might happen to you." 

    "Linda, they aren't quite adversaries yet. They can still restore my passport and drop the whole thing. But I'll make preparations, just in case. There are half a dozen countries that would issue me residency and possibly even citizenship more or less instantly. They're all UN and NATO signatories, so the US would be bound by treaty to respect their passports." 

    "That wouldn't obviate the matter of legality if they pass a law against private flitter ownership here." 

    "Then I'd sell Athena to Sara's Lorunan embassy for a buck and she can hire me as a volunteer. Just details, ma'am." 

    Linda chuckled, "You have an answer for everything. Why not just go ahead and do that now?" 

    "Because I want my passport fixed. That won't happen unless this matter has been settled in my favor. If that doesn't happen, maybe I'll become a Lorunan. Sara can do it by padmail and send copies to everyone involved. Any paperwork could be here on the next transport." 

    "Have you actually spoken with Sara about this?" 

    "No, but I put her in her present job and saved her factory station a lot of grief a few years back. Seems likely that might count in my favor." With a chuckle, she replied, "Yes, it probably would." She sighed, "Okay. When Emory gets home, I'll show him your chat with Maxwell. Later, Ed. Keep me posted." 

    "Will do, Fearless Leader." 

    She dropped the link. I was above Montgomery, Alabama when Athena let me know Rhonda Steiner's cell phone was calling my home phone. Answering through a link, I said, "Hi, Rhonda." After a pause, she asked, "How'd you know it was me?" 

    "It's your cell number, isn't it?" 

    "Oh. Yes. Uh... But how did you know that?" 

    "It's a Miami number. What's on your mind, ma'am?" 

    "I... are you busy this evening?" 

    "Nope. Are you back in Spring Hill for some reason?" She paused. "No, I'm in Miami. I... I think I need your help with Terri. And you have that flitter, so it wouldn't take long to get here." 

    "Tonight it would. I'm still above Alabama, but I can be there in about half an hour. Good enough?" 

    Sounding a bit relieved, she answered, "Yes. Have you had dinner yet?" 

    "Nope." 

    "Then I'll set a place for you. We're having lasagna." 

    "Sounds fine, ma'am. With veggies on the side, right?" A woman softly asked something in the background and Rhonda replied, "Yes, it is," then she said to me, "Of course there'll be veggies. Are you ready for directions?" 

    "All I need is an address." 

    As she gave me the address I heard a low and unintelligible exclamation and soft, rapid footsteps in the background that seemed to be heading away from the phone. 

    Rhonda said rather quickly, "Damn. I have to go now, Ed. See you when you get here." 

    I said, "Okay, bye," but she'd already hung up. In keeping with my belief that one should at least try to know what one may be getting into, I sent a probe to the address and flew it through the front door. The apartment was neatly kept and apparently empty. Noises from another room made me aim the probe in that direction just as a blonde woman in jeans and a t-shirt stalked out of a bedroom with Rhonda right on her heels. 

    Rhonda grabbed the other woman's arm to stop her, but the other woman aimed a full-arm slap at Rhonda's face and yelled, "You don't understand! 

Let-me-go!" 

    Deftly blocking her slap, Rhonda said, "Dammit, Terri, you're the one who doesn't understand! He helped me find Rodriguez! He's not the enemy!" Looking completely outraged, Terri nearly screamed, "They're all the goddamned enemy! Let me go!" 

    "Look, I just want him to show you what we found, how we found out what happened to you, and how you got away. I just want you to know it's really over, honey! Nobody will ever come after you for... for what you had to do!" Sucking in a deep breath, Terri seemed to freeze, apparently consciously lowered her voice, and almost hissed, "You can't even say it, can you?! You can't even say the goddamned words, can you?! How-I-killed-him, right? You can't even say the goddamned words, Rhonda! How the hell do you think I feel about meeting a guy who knows what I did?! Will he be able to say the words?!" Apparently very close to being fed up with the discussion, Rhonda coldly snapped back, "Oh, yeah. He can say them. I can say them, too. You killed a guy who would have killed you. Big fucking deal. You're the only one who's going nuts about it. Why do you think that is?" 

    Terri sharply responded, "Well, why don't you tell me?!" I had the probe ring Rhonda's cell phone as I put up a blank screen. Looking irritated at the interruption, then somewhat relieved, she took her phone out of her pocket and answered rather assertively, "Hello!" Deliberately pausing a beat, I said, "It's me again. Hope I'm not interrupting anything. Should I bring anything? Wine, maybe? Some kind of dessert?" 

    Although Rhonda's tone softened, her glare at Terri didn't. "Oh. Sorry about snapping just now. No, you don't need to bring anything. I have some wine and there's chocolate ice cream in the freezer." 

    "Okay. Got any beer?" 

    "Beer? Uh... I think so. A couple of bottles, anyway. Why?" 

    "I don't drink wine. How are things going with Terri?" She looked startled, then said, "Fine. Why do you ask?" 

    "Because you don't sound as if things are fine, ma'am. You sound pretty damned tense, in fact. Would you mind if I asked her how she feels about me dropping by for dinner?" 

    Through the probe, I saw Rhonda's flash of disbelief and irritation as she held the phone away from her and eyed it briefly. That caused Terri to develop an expression of curiosity. She looked as if she wanted to ask what I'd said. Rhonda put the phone back to her face and said, "She's in the other room." Terri's expression changed to wariness. 

    Playing along, I said, "You could take the phone to her." Her expression bordered real anger as she took a breath and asked, "Why would I invite you over if there was a problem?" 

    "Why won't you let me talk to her?" 

    Raising her voice slightly, Rhonda said, "Okay, just a minute," and handed the phone toward Terri. 

    Raising her hands in protest and stepping back, Terri shook her head vigorously and started to leave. I sent theta waves at her through the probe and she instantly relaxed a bit. 

    Rhonda slapped the open phone in her hand and stepped back as she growled, 

"He just wants to hear you say it's all right to come to dinner." Meeting her gaze, Terri replied, "But it isn't all right." Using the probe to conjure a field screen at their end, I grinned as I gave them a small wave and exclaimed, "Hot damn! I finally got this thing to work! Hi, ladies!" 

    Terri shrieked and jumped back, landing on the couch. Rhonda had stepped back and looked startled as hell, but she asked, "Got what to work?" Like a techie who'd succeeded against a machine, I said, "I've always known these things were supposed to be able to put up a remote screen. I figured since we were talking on the phone, I'd give it a shot. Musta done something right, huh?" 

    "Did it ever occur to you that we might not be ready for a face to face, Ed? What if we hadn't been dressed?" 

    I tried to reflect an appropriate reaction. "Oh. Yeah. Sorry about that." Looking at the blonde, I said, "You're Terri? I'm looking forward to meeting you, ma'am!" 

    Still staring at the screen, she got to her feet and very warily asked, 

"Uh... Me? Why?" 

    I laughed, "Why?! Hell, lady, you're a statistical rarity! You're the proverbial 'one that got away'! The world's short one monster and you're still topside of the grass." 

    "I'm what?" 

    "You're alive, ma'am! If you aren't under the grass, you're above it, y'know? That's 'topside'. Hey, Rhonda! How about instead of eating in, I take you ladies out to celebrate?" 

    Looking a bit off-balance, Rhonda replied, "Uh, well, I've already made the lasagna." 

    As she answered, Terri almost frantically shook her head. I pretended surprise and asked, "What's the matter? Why shouldn't we be celebrating? I mean... Well, goddamn, y'know? The assholes of the world win way too often. When one of the victims gets away, it's a big deal, right?" Tossing in a brief pause, I followed up with, "Isn't it?" 

    Without waiting for replies, I said to Terri, "Anyway, as far as I'm concerned, it's a real honor to meet you, Terri. In fact, it's a pleasure to be able to meet you at all. If Rodriguez'd had his way, you'd have been the one who fed the fish and he'd be doing it all again to someone else." Using my implant to make Linda's flapping lips icon flash, I said, "That's my boss's link. I'll let you go for now and see you when I get there. Bye, ladies!" 

    Dropping the link made our screens vanish. I watched Terri and Rhonda stare at the spot where the floating screen had been. Terri very cautiously waved her hand through the area, then looked at Rhonda rather starkly and said, "Well, that was weird enough, wasn't it?" Rhonda shrugged. "After being with him on that flitter, it didn't seem all that weird to me." Heading for the kitchen, she said, "I did all the cooking. You can at least set the table." 

    After another moment of eyeing the area, Terri followed Rhonda to the kitchen. I let the probe dissipate as the flitter descended toward my house. Athena said there were two people watching the house; one aboard a flitter and one in a car half a block away. No surprise there. 

    I brushed my teeth, spiffed up a bit, and made a coffee for the road. Checking my backpack's supplies, I told Athena we'd be using non-standard field frequencies until further notice, then I went outside and summoned Galatea, telling her to operate in stealth mode. 
Chapter Twenty-one

    Galatea descended toward a region on the south end of Miami I knew to be Coral Gables and stopped in front of Rhonda's building. I stepped off the deck and took a long look at the tree-lined streets and the palm-shrouded art deco styling of the buildings, then walked up the steps to the metal-framed glass door and rang the buzzer for 223. 

    When Rhonda answered, "Yes?" I said, "I think tonight's password is

'lasagna', ma'am." 

    She chuckled, "Good guess," and buzzed me in. Heading up the stairs, I could see someone had gone to serious expense and trouble to restore and renovate what had once been a thirties office building into apartments. It seemed likely the rent would be staggering, but maybe the owners liked having a cop in the building and cut her a break. Rhonda answered my knock at her door and let me into an apartment that looked somewhat smaller in person than it had through the probe. The floors and window frames were polished wood and there were wood-framed book cases set into two walls. Even the kitchen counters and cabinets looked as if they were remnants of a bygone day. Across the living room was a bathroom in the center of a hallway that extended left and right, likely to bedrooms. At one end of the couch I saw something that made me chuckle; an old rotary-dial phone like the one in 'Dial M for Murder' sat on an end table. Putting my mug and backpack down, I picked up the receiver, heard a dial tone, and said, "Kewl. It works." 

    Rhonda said, "I have to keep a land line, so I got that for it. I think I've called out on it twice in two years." 

    Looking around again, I said, "This place is great. It's like the set of an old movie. Where's Terri?" 

    "She'll be out shortly. Want a drink?" 

    Doing a rough Humphrey Bogart imitation, I said, "Shure. Got any gin and bitter lemon, shweetheart?" 

    "Bogey didn't drink gin, did he?" 

    I shrugged. "I dunno, but I do. If you have it. If you don't, it doesn't matter." 

    Opening a kitchen cabinet, she moved a bottle of Jack Daniels and took down a bottle of Gordon's gin. From the fridge she retrieved a can of Sprite and asked, "Close enough?" 

    I grinned and opened the can. "Yeah, no problem." Rhonda preferred a shot of Jack with ice and cola. We'd just mock-toasted nothing in particular and taken sips when a door closing behind me made me turn. I saw Terri come out of the left bedroom hallway. She wore jeans and a different t-shirt than I'd seen through the probe. The front of this one had a picture of a white tiger nuzzling its cub. 

    As I held out my hand, I said, "All right! Another cat person. My cat's name is Tiger. Hi, Terri." 

    With a barely noticeable measure of hesitation, she took my hand very briefly, then somewhat nervously said, "Hi. You have a cat named Tiger? 

Really?" 

    "Yup." Turning away so I wouldn't see them startle, I called up a screen that showed a picture of Tiger sitting in the kitchen window, then a pic of him trotting through the house. Terri's left hand rose and tentatively tried to touch the screen. Her fingers poked through the image and when she quickly pulled them back, the image faintly rippled as it healed itself. She reached again and wiggled her fingers, then asked, "This doesn't hurt it, does it?" 

    "Nope. It's field energy. Touch this corner." I pointed to a solid spot. She touched it and moved the screen. 

    With a small grin, she said softly, "That's so cool!" Rhonda said, "Yes, it is, but I'm starving." Terri gave her a droll glance and I let the screen dissolve as I said, 

"Yeah, so am I. We can do show 'n tell later, ma'am." Table chat was rather forced and awkward at first, but talking about my first trip to Coral Gables in the early seventies loosened things up. I told them the place had looked much worse back then. Rhonda said parts of it still looked bad. 

    "It's a mixed area," she said, "Cuban and white, mostly, with a few blacks. A lot of them are working together to try to keep the place up, though." Gesturing around with her fork, she said, "That's one of the reasons I can afford this place. My rent's about half what anybody else would pay because the whole neighborhood knows a cop lives in the building." Terri said, "And I don't think that's fair." Around a bite of lasagna, Rhonda said, "Tough. I couldn't afford it on cop pay and you aren't the one paying our rent." 

    I said, "She isn't getting special treatment, Terri. In a building this size, what they don't charge her as rent would probably go toward a security guard anyway." 

    Rhonda nodded. "It would. We have one who's here when I'm on duty." Looking at Terri, she chuckled, "How about thanking the nice man for returning your purse?" 

    "Huh? But I thought you..?" 

    Rhonda shook her head. "He got it out of the boat's safe. I just brought it back with me." Looking at me, she asked, "Can you show her when you found the safe?" 

    Calling up another screen, I started the show underwater with the fourth cabinet on the boat and the discovery of the safe. Terri watched in open-mouthed wonder until the 'me' on the screen pulled two hundreds out of a money pack and said, "This'll cover my expenses well enough." That's when Rhonda said, "And that's enough for now. Let's finish dinner and see the rest of it later." 

    Looking at her as if she were nuts, Terri yelped, "Wait! What happened to the money? And where's the gun?" 

    I said, "I gave her the money and kept the gun. I used to have one just like it way back when." 

    Terri's gaze switched to Rhonda. "How much was there?" With a chuckle, Rhonda prepared to take another bite of Lasagna and grinningly said, "Oh, a lot, Terri. A lot." 

    Looking back at me, Terri asked, "How much was there?" Playing into Rhonda's game, I shrugged, said, "I dunno. Never counted it." I started to take a bite of lasagna, then said, "Guess I could ask the flitter." 

    Rhonda chuckled, "No need. There was almost three hundred thousand in the bag." 

    Terri's eyes got big and her mouth fell open again. She whispered, "Ohhhh, myyyy Gaawwwd!" 

    I said, "Careful what you do with it unless you can think up a real good story. No big purchases, no banks. All that." 

    Nodding, Rhonda said, "I know. I was thinking we could find it somewhere, turn it in, and let it revert back to us later." 

    "What's the tax rate on found stuff?" 

    "The tax rate?" 

    "Talk to an accountant first. Might be better to wait until someone close to you dies, then say it was in a box of stuff sent to you. That would make it an inheritance. No tax." 

    Terri gave me an 'are you nuts?' look and said, "That's ghoulish, Ed." 

    "Yeah, but it's also practical, Terri, and chances are good the deceased relative won't call you a liar." 

    Rhonda chokingly laughed, swallowed, and laughed, "No, he won't, and I think I already know who's going to leave us the money." She looked at Terri and said, "Uncle Robert." 

    Looking somewhat shocked, Terri again muttered, "Oh, my Gawd!" and shook her head in disbelief. "Rhonda, nobody's going to believe he ever had that much money in his whole life. He lives in a crappy old mobile home on a mountain." 

    Rhonda said, "That mobile home's on sixty acres and it's only about thirty minutes from Atlanta. Nobody ever knew he had any money to buy that land, either." 

    "That was thirty years ago. Maybe he had it then, but now all he's got is that crappy old mobile home." 

    "And some land within commuting distance of Atlanta that's probably worth a lot of money to developers." 

    Looking exasperated, Terri asked sarcastically, "Well, what if he doesn't cooperate by dying anytime soon?" 

    Rhonda sipped her drink and snickered, "Then we'll just wait a while or use one of our other relatives. It doesn't have to be a relative, you know. Even an old friend would do." 

    Shuddering, Terri snapped, "Stop it. You're making us sound like a pair of vultures waiting for something to die." 

    Snickering again, Rhonda said, "Not something. Someone." Glowering, Terri said, "I said, stop it. Death isn't funny." That statement seemed to sober Rhonda right up. She sighed gently and dug into the remains of her lasagna as she said, "Ed, you might as well turn that screen back on. Dinner conversation is going to suck for a while." I sipped my drink and asked, "Where do you want me to start? At the car wash?" 

    Her head came up quickly. "No. She doesn't need... No. Just start it... Does it have everything? Really?" 

    Nodding, I said, "Even stuff at my house. I didn't know enough about you to trust you when you showed up." 

    She seemed to give the matter some thought, then said, "Just start it where we took off to look for Rodriguez. Does it have some kind of fast-forward?" 

    I said, "It will," and put a screen above the table, then started the show when we boarded the flitter. Terri watched for a few moments, then visibly had a startling thought. She turned to me and asked, "Who's doing the... uhm... filming?" 

    "No film. Memory storage. The flitter's recording it, ma'am. It uses varying field views to record whatever's happening." While they watched, I finished my lasagna and dished up a little more. Rhonda used the fast-forward bar a few times and Terri backed things up twice, possibly to see if Rhonda was keeping her from seeing something. Terri gave Rhonda a look of shock and revulsion when she saw the loppers draw blood from the guy on the car hood, but she said nothing. 

    I finished my extra dollop of lasagna, got up to put my tableware in the sink, assembled another drink, wandered around the main room of the apartment once, and ended up looking out a window. Long shadows and orange-tinted sunlight added an odd, almost surreal sense to the view of the antique buildings in the neighborhood. 

    Linking to Athena, I used her computing facilities to see what new mentions of my name had come to pass in federal records and communications. As expected, Maxwell had quickly shared a copy of our chat --including a few comments --with some people. Those who'd answered immediately had mostly only acknowledged receipt, but two had returned comments of their own. A guy I'd never heard of on the White House staff flatly recommended the whole matter be dropped and forgotten unless or until someone of 'real importance' made a serious attempt to circumvent things and buy a flitter. Heh. Okay, I wasn't 'really important'. That ought to simplify things. Another responder on a Senator's staff said she'd only take action if issued direct, written, verifiable orders regarding this or any other matter involving field equipment of any sort. She further said that I'd been the key to finding a bomb in her DC office building and that --as far as she was concerned --I should be awarded sainthood, not hounded like a criminal. As I read that, another response arrived in Maxwell's chain of correspondence. This one came from a guy in the State Department --again, someone I didn't know --who brought up the Iranian hostages I'd rescued. He asked if there was any possible way to severely punish the person who'd started this witch hunt. Calling my efforts 'heroic', he said he'd be happy to assemble a team of character witnesses on my behalf. 

    I instructed Athena to collect copies of all government correspondences mentioning me for later sorting and glanced back at Rhonda and Terri. Their show had just reached my dive on the 'Southwind'. I watched myself direct the water jet for a few moments, then used Athena to riffle through 3rd World's recent correspondences concerning me. 

    There really wasn't much on file, but a pad message from Dave Haver to Wallace stated that --as a retiree --my ownership of a flitter should not be regarded as an officially defensible issue. I took that to mean he was still at least enough against me owning a flitter that he wouldn't allow the use of company resources to help me keep it. 

    Oh, well. Guess he finally figured out that big-assed bullet couldn't have hit him, but I wondered how he could ignore my previous service to 3rd World. Maybe he was one of those 'what have you done for me lately?' people who were only concerned with someone's immediate value to immediate needs. Whatever. It just meant he was worthless for defense, not necessarily that he was much of a danger. 

    I instructed Athena to collect mentions of me in 3rd World's records, as well, and swilled the last of my drink as the screen behind me played out the last of its story and Rhonda left my house with the axe. 

    Turning to face the table, I asked, "Where's that axe now?" Rhonda met my gaze and replied, "In a safe place." 

    "Want it destroyed? Burned and melted, right now?" 

    "How would you do that?" 

    I chuckled, "With a lot of heat, ma'am. If you want it to disappear completely tonight, get it and let's go outside." 

    She looked at Terri and Terri nodded firmly as she said firmly, "Yes. We want it gone. Completely gone." 

    Rhonda got up and went to the bedroom on the right, returning a couple of minutes later with the axe. I made a third drink and they made refills for theirs, then Rhonda led us out the rear of the building to a bare patch in the back lawn. 

    After a look around, she said, "Here's good, I think." She handed me the axe when I reached for it. I fielded it to eye level about six feet away, placed a protective field around it to catch sparks and splatters, and used a sunball to incinerate the handle. When only the head remained, I used a thin shearing field to split it more or less evenly, then melted each piece into a spherical field mold. 

    The ladies stepped back and made small sounds of amazement as the steel glowed and reformed. Once the balls had solidified, I sent a cooling field at them, using formation of a frosty rime to know when they were safe to handle. Handing a sphere to each woman, I said, "All done, ladies. No more axe." Terri studied hers as if it were a gemstone. "It's a perfect sphere! Look at this, Rhonda! It shines like... like... I don't know what, but look! It's absolutely perfect!" 

    Rhonda grunted, "Yeah, it's perfect, all right. Perfectly useless. I wanted an elephant." She looked up from the sphere with a big grin and said, 

"I can't even use this as a paperweight. It'll roll right off my desk." I sighed, "Some people are just never happy," and fielded the ball out of her hand. Shearing the bottom off to make it flat and boring a half-inch hole a bit to one side of top dead center, I plucked the ball out of the air and handed it back to her. 

    "There you go, milady. A pen holder. Will that do?" Still grinning, she muttered, "No elephants, huh?" Patting my pockets, I said, "Gee, so sorry, ma'am. I don't seem to have an elephant mold with me." 

    Looking at Terri, I sighed, "And you probably wanted a pony." Terri giggled and shook her head. "No! A ball is fine!" 

    "Want me to put a pen hole in it like hers?" Canting her head as she studied her ball, Terri shook her head. "No, it really is perfect just like it is. Thank you, Ed." 

    "One suggestion, then. If you want it to stay perfect, get some Thermoseal clear spray. That'll keep it from rusting." 

    Terri asked, "What's that? Paint?" 

    "More like a lacquer, but it'll be in the paint section. Clean it well with a solvent, let it dry, and spray it evenly. It should shine like that pretty much forever." 

    Rhonda said, "I may put mine in an old sock and carry it as a backup weapon." 

    Terri gave her an eye roll and, "Yeah, you would." We were trooping back upstairs when a loud 'BAM!' sort of noise came from outside the building. I recognized the sound as a car colliding with something and hopped on my board. Linking with Athena, I let her open the building's front door and guide me to the accident. 

    Almost a block away, where two nearly parallel streets intersected near the bottom of a hill, a red two-door sedan had rammed into the very end of a concrete retaining wall. The front of the car had folded around the barrier. Cat appeared by the car before I could reach it and silently sent, "The driver's dead," before she disappeared. 

    Rhonda and Terri were already halfway down the hill. I landed and waited for them. 

    I said, "A red sedan hit the concrete pillar at the end of the wall between this street and the next one." 

    Terri blurted, "Red?! What kind of car is it?!" 

    "I don't know." 

    They hurried a little faster. When Rhonda saw the car, she moaned, "Oh, no! Minnie?!" and her doubletime became a sprint. Although a bit slower, Terri was right behind her. I followed them at a walk, having no particular desire to either see what was in the car or deal with the aftermath. Other people were spilling down the hill, so I let a few of them get there before me. As I approached, Rhonda's cell phone rang. She ignored it as she peered into the car, but then she stepped back, said, "It's Minnie's car, but that guy damned sure isn't Minnie," and took the phone out of her pocket. When she answered it, she grabbed Terri's shoulder and yelped, "It's Minnie! She's okay!" She stepped away from the scene and tilted the phone so both of them could hear. 

    From what I gathered, Minnie's car had been stolen when she'd stopped at a convenience store a few blocks away. The thief had grabbed her keys out of her purse while she was at the checkout counter. She'd already called the cops. Rhonda said she'd have the cops bring her to her car and used Terri's phone to call them just as a cop car arrived. Handing the phone back to Terri, Rhonda walked over and identified herself, then outlined the situation. As all that was going on, I realized my backpack was still in the apartment. I sat down on top of the concrete wall to sip coffee and consider whether to stick around. A few minutes passed before Terri noticed me and came to stand on the sidewalk below. Looking up, she asked, "Comfy up there?" Patting the concrete, I said, "It needs some padding. I gather it's the right car, but the wrong driver." 

    "Thank God, yes! Minnie's down the street at a store. The guy in the car stole it." 

    "Well, before she gets here and you get all tied up in things, could we go get my backpack out of the apartment?" 

    "You aren't staying?" 

    Gesturing at the scene, I said, "This is gonna take a while and you'll probably want some time with Minnie. We covered everything that matters with the screen show, didn't we?" 

    Nibbling her lip, Terri said, "I... I guess so." Glancing back, she said, 

"Let me get the key from Rhonda." 

    She walked over and spoke with Rhonda briefly, then both ladies came to the wall. 

    Rhonda asked, "Do you have to leave, Ed?" 

    "You could be busy for quite a while, ma'am." 

    "Not that long. Minnie will be here soon. She'll get some stuff out of her car, then a wrecker will take it. We'll probably talk a while upstairs, then she'll go downstairs to her place." Taking a breath, she said, "Just stick around for another drink and a little more talk, okay?" What the hell. Did I have anything better to do? 

    Getting to my feet, I said, "Yeah, okay. I'll be back in a few minutes," and called up my board. 
Chapter Twenty-two

    Scooting into the night sky, I located the convenience store with cop lights and flew past it to one that didn't have cop lights. It offered half a dozen flavors of coffee, but only the French Vanilla was ready. I guzzled some more of what was in my mug, refilled it, and went to the checkout counter. Some guy in a lightweight hoodie jacket decided it was time to run for the door with a twelve-pack of beer. 

    As he slammed open the door and hauled ass, a bronze car stopped halfway to the gas pumps and the front passenger door opened. I grinned and pointed as I stunned the runner and he slid to a stop under the open car door. The driver hurriedly got out and ran around the car to his buddy. 

    I stunned him, too, and said to the clerk, "You have about fifteen minutes before they wake up. I'll go get the beer while you call the cops." He looked as if that idea horrified him. Glancing around the store, he asked if I'd walk outside with him. 

    I shrugged. "Okay." 

    He hurried around the counter and held the door as I walked out, then he hurried to the car, grabbed the beer, and almost ran back into the store. I watched him set the beer back on the shelf and get back behind the register, but he didn't use a phone. No cops? Must be a reason. Did I care? Not really. But the guys by the car were thieves. I felt I had to leave them something to help them remember the event, so I used my belt knife to puncture both passenger-side tires. As the front tire deflated, I walked well past the store windows and called up my board, then headed back to the dead red car. Rhonda and Terri stood near a police car as a woman I took to be Minnie read and signed something on the hood of the car. When she finished, the ladies went to the red car and Minnie took some things out of the trunk and glove box as the cops watched. All the stuff she removed was photographed before she was allowed to take it. I landed behind a tree and walked over to them. 

    "Want some help carrying that stuff?" 

    Terri greeted me with, "Ed! This is Minnie!" I said, "Hi, there," and shook Minnie's hand. Minnie said, "I've heard a lot about you." 

    Rhonda grinningly said, "Glad you're back," and handed me a box of stuff. She picked up another box and led the way back to her apartment building. We set everything down in Minnie's apartment, then headed up to Rhonda's apartment. 

    Minnie told us about her adventure as she snarfed down some microwaved lasagna. When she was finished with both the food and her story, she looked at me and asked, "You really only took two hundred bucks out of that pile?" Shrugging, I said, "Yup." 

    "Why not more?" 

    Thumbing at Rhonda and Terri, I said, "They may need it." Rhonda said, "Ed, show her what you showed Terri. They can watch it again while we talk." 

    Minnie gave her a raised eyebrow at that, but when I put the screen up, she screeched and nearly fell backwards in her chair. I set the replay, then said to Rhonda, "All set. It'll skip and fast-forward in all the same places it did before." 

    "Good. Come with me." 

    She led me into the bedroom on the right and closed the door, then somewhat disappointed me by asking, "Is everything really all over? Without that axe, can you think of anything that might make it all come back up later?" 

    "Not unless one of the guys says something they can back up with some solid evidence." 

    Rhonda mulled that for a few moments, then said, "I think having you here tonight helped a lot. I haven't seen Terri smile like that since before all this happened." 

    Sipping my drink, I said, "Glad to hear it. Hope it sticks." Chewing her lip, Rhonda went to her dresser and opened a small top drawer as she said, "I want you to have something, Ed. I know you don't really need anything or you'd have taken more of the money." Producing a small jeweler's box from the drawer, she handed it to me. I opened it and saw what appeared to be a man's wedding ring. 

    I couldn't help it; I grinned at her and said, "But this is so sudden, ma'am!" 

    With a wry grin of her own, she said, "I'm not proposing," and took the ring out of the box. Handing it to me, she said, "I just want you to have this ring, Ed. You don't have to wear it, but take it out and look at it now and then. It'll mean there's a woman who will always be on your side. I don't care what it is, call if you need me. I'll do anything I can." 

    "Careful with your promises, ma'am. I've managed to get into a helluva lot of trouble over the years." 

    Her grin got bigger. "Yeah, I know. I checked up on you. I also know I didn't see half of it. About twenty years of your records are flagged completely out of our reach." She made a dismissive gesture. "I don't care what you did or where. It's what you've done for Terri and me that matters." Looking into the empty ring box, I asked, "Where's the other ring?" Rhonda reached into her blouse and pulled up a chain. A smaller matching ring dangled from it. She said, "I had a fiancee eight years ago, but he discovered he couldn't handle me being a cop. He left one night while I was on duty. I keep this ring where I can put it on to keep the wolves away, but it hasn't really meant anything else to me. If you take that one, it will. You understand what I mean, don't you?" 

    The look in her eyes was one of near-pleading. She truly wanted me to have that ring. Did I really understand what she meant? I very much doubted that. Taking a seat on the edge of her bed, I sipped my drink and eyed the ring. It felt good in the palm of my hand. No inscription inside. It looked as if it would fit my ring finger perfectly. For all my doubts, I felt strongly drawn to try the ring on, but something kept me on the edge without letting me go quite that far. 

    Looking up at Rhonda, I said quietly, "Rhonda, what you've just offered me doesn't need rings. I know that for a fact." 

    For a long few moments, she just looked at me, the beginnings of tears welling in her eyes. "You know because... you already feel that way about someone, don't you?" 

    I nodded. "Yes. More than one, in fact." 

    She snorted a teary, choking chuckle. "More than one? You get around, don't you?" 

    "If it matters, only one is human. The others are AIs." 

    "They're... You mean they're machines?" 

    "Not really. Not anymore, anyway. Catherine?" Cat materialized beside Rhonda and fed her theta waves to keep her from screaming. I said, "This is one of them. Rhonda, meet Catherine." Extending a hand, Cat said, "Hello, Rhonda." Rhonda rather automatically moved to take her hand, then stopped and stared at it for a moment before completing the motion. She said, "Uh... hello, Catherine." 

    Glancing at me, Cat asked, "Ed, what's going on?" 

    "It would take a while to explain, Cat. I just wanted Rhonda to see who -and what --I was talking about when I said I knew what she meant about being devoted to someone. Several someones, in fact." 

    Cat looked thoughtful for a moment, then said to Rhonda, "I came in late on this, so I'll just say that Ed's heart is... shall we say... very expandable. If any of us needed him, I have no doubt at all he'd do his best, no matter the cost. We'd do the same for him. Does that more or less sum things up?" 

    Rhonda looked from me to Cat and nodded. "Yes." Smiling, Cat said, "Good. I'll get back to work now," and vanished. Rhonda startled hard and ended up with her back against the dresser. Her eyes swiveled to meet mine. 

    "What... what was she?" 

    Sipping my drink, I said, "Is, not was. I told you; she's an AI. What you just met was about the same as a solid hologram. She uses it to interact with people." 

    "You mean that's not what she really looks like?" 

    "Of course it is. She's a consciousness who lives in a computer. That's her chosen face and form, so it's what she really looks like." 

    "But... I mean... she could change it, couldn't she?" 

    "Yeah, but she hasn't." Sipping my drink, I said, "She can't wear real rings, either." 

    Looking at me oddly, Rhonda asked, "Why not? She sure felt solid enough to me." 

    "They'd fall off when she pops out like that." Another few beats passed, then Rhonda levered herself off and away from the dresser and reached for the ring in my hand. As she put it back in the box, she softly said, "I suddenly feel pretty silly." I reached to touch her hand and said with a smile, "Don't. I'm just not much into symbols and stuff like that. I know what's there without them." Standing up, I said, "When something dramatic happens, I may pick up some small souvenir of the event to remember it by, Rhonda, but it would have to be something that had actually been part of whatever happened. If you want me to have something to remember you by, let's go to the back window." 

    "The back window? Why?" 

    "You'll see." 

    We left the bedroom and found Minnie gone, though the screen still hung above the table. Terri joined our trek to a living room window facing the rear of the building, where I sent a wide grey sensory tendril to the lawn below. I located the bit of steel I'd sheared off Rhonda's ball and fielded it up to our window. Rhonda opened the window and the steel shard floated into the room. 

    The slice of steel was a little bigger than a quarter and about a quarter-inch thick. I used a pinpoint field to etch 'Rhonda and Terri' and the date on the convex surface, then handed it to Rhonda for inspection. After a moment, Rhonda handed the bit of steel back and nodded slightly. She chuckled hoarsely, "Don't forget to spray it." With a grin, I replied, "Yes'm. Will do." 

    Terri looked at Rhonda oddly. Rhonda caught her look and suddenly seemed on the verge of tears. She excused herself and walked rather quickly to the bathroom. As soon as the door closed, Terri grabbed my shirt sleeve and wordlessly pulled me around a short alcove wall and into the kitchen. When we stopped at the kitchen counter, Terri said very softly, "She wants you to stay over, but she won't say anything because I'm here. Tell her you're thinking about getting a room and spending tomorrow in Miami. She's got tomorrow off." 

    "She wouldn't buy the motel idea. It's only fifteen minutes back to my house on the flitter." 

    Her eyes got big and she grinningly hissed, "Really?! Oh my God! I have to ride in that thing sometime, Ed!" 

    "Would tonight do?" 

    Forgetting all about stealth, she happily blurted, "Tonight?! Yes! Oh, yes, definitely! Tonight's fine!" 

    The bathroom door almost instantly opened and Rhonda almost yelled, 

"What's wrong, Terri?!" as she approached us. 

    I said, "Nothing's wrong. We're going for a flitter ride. I know that's kind of old hat to a flitter veteran like you, ma'am, but would you maybe like to come along?" 

    Rhonda's look of alarm became one of glee as she said, "Oh, I guess I might be able to spare the time if my baby sister won't mind." Terri bridled. "Don't call me that. I hate it." To me, she excitedly said, 

"Let me go put on my other shoes! I'll be right back!" and hurried off toward her bedroom. 

    Looking at Rhonda, I asked, "Why does she need different shoes for a flitter ride?" 

    Slowly shaking her head, she replied, "I have no idea, Ed. Maybe it's some kind of blonde thing." 

    When I went to pick up my backpack and coffee mug near the end of the couch, Rhonda looked at the pack and asked, "Is this flitter ride the end of the evening?" 

    "I just like to have my stuff with me, ma'am. I may camp on the flitter and have a look at Miami tomorrow. Where would you go around here if you had tomorrow off?" 

    "As it happens, I do have tomorrow off. I don't know, Ed. There are lots of things to see, but I don't know what would interest you." She lowered her voice and said, "If Terri weren't here, I'd..." just as Terri strode out of the hallway. Rhonda held whatever she'd been about to say and we left the apartment to head down the back stairs again. 

    As we walked by Minnie's door, Terri stopped and asked, "Can Minnie come too?" 

    "No problem." 

    Soon all four of us walked into the building's back yard and I asked Galatea to appear as a standard flitter. Once we were aboard, I had Tea go to stealth mode and lift to a hundred feet, then head for the beach. Taking us down near the water, I had gradually increased our speed to one hundred, then to one-fifty miles per hour and let Galatea handle hopping over obstacles like boats and piers. 

    Just north of Fort Pierce, I located a new-looking gas station and parked beside it, saying, "I'm making a coffee stop. If anyone has to pee, now's the time." 

    When everybody was off Galatea, I let her vanish and we went into the store. The clerk glanced outside, then took a much more thorough look as I refilled my mug. He asked, "Uh... Where's your car?" Just then Terri found some lemon Zingers and yelped, "I haven't had these for ages!" 

    I said, "Just put 'em here on the counter, ma'am." She did so, then went to take a turn in the bathroom. I told the other ladies to get snackies or drinks if they wanted them and they did some quick shopping. Making my own trip to the bathroom, I returned to find three sodas and assorted packets of snack foods on the counter. I added one of the big red apples and topped up my mug before I paid the clerk. My coffee and bathroom stop ended up costing almost twenty bucks. 

    Summoning Galatea as we went outside and around the end of the store, I lifted as soon as we were aboard and hovered just above the store for a minute. Sure enough, the clerk came to the door and opened it to peek out, then stepped outside on the sidewalk to peer to his left and right. We shared some laughs and giggles about his puzzlement, then I aimed Tea skyward at about sixty. When a full minute went by and we didn't stop ascending, Minnie asked, "Uh, Ed, how high are we going?" I laughed, "That depends on how everyone feels about heights. When one of you starts screaming about going back down, I guess we'll prob'ly be high enough." 

    Rhonda chuckled and Terri snickered. Minnie didn't, so I patted her hand and told her to let me know --preferably without screaming --when we were high enough. That produced another round of snickers and chuckles. Minnie gave me a fisheye look, but settled back in her seat. 

    About six miles up, Minnie asked me to stop the flitter 'for a while'. I did so and asked how long that while would be. 

    In a tense tone, she almost whispered, "I don't know. I just need a few minutes." 

    The others didn't really look too comfortable, either. Though Rhonda was a pilot, most small planes don't normally fly quite this high. I sipped coffee, munched my apple, and let them have some time to study the world below and talk. 

    We'd been there a couple of minutes when Linda pinged me. I used the flitter monitor to answer, "Hi, there, Fearless Leader. What's up?" Linda saw the ladies as she answered, "Hi, Ed," then asked, "Am I interrupting something?" 

    "Of course you are, ma'am. These lovely ladies represent yet another vain attempt to fill the aching void you created in my heart when you ran off with that sailor." 

    Linda let out a ladylike guffaw and said, "Okay, we'll go with that story for now. I just received a call from Washington, Dragonfly. You may want to leave tomorrow open." 

    "Well, gee, I dunno. Was it anyone important?" 

    "Important enough, I think. Call me back for details." Glancing at the others, she said, "Goodnight, ladies. Later, Ed," and poked her 'off' icon. Minnie and Terri stared at the monitor. Rhonda stared at me. Looking at me, Minnie asked, "Tomorrow? In Washington?" 

    Terri asked, "Fearless Leader? Dragonfly?" 

    Rhonda asked, "That was her, wasn't it?" 

    I nodded, then said, "Tomorrow in Washington is a classified matter or she'd have told me more. Fearless Leader is her call sign. Dragonfly is mine." Grinning, Terri said, "I want a call sign like hers!" Rhonda muttered, "You might not like what you'd have to do to get it." 

    "Huh?" 

    "Never mind. Ed, how high will this thing go?" Looking around, I estimated conservatively, "On a night like this, at least twenty miles. Want to find out?" 

    She looked at the others and asked, "Well? Do we?" Terri bit her lip anxiously and glanced down at the Earth, then looked at Rhonda and nodded. 

    Minnie took a long look over the side and said, "I guess so, as long as we can stop and go back down... if we need to." 

    I said, "No problem," and had Tea continue climbing. Muttering, "Oh, Jesus!" Minnie stiffened and seemed to lock onto her seat with her butt. I patted her shoulder and said, "We can't fall, so try not to panic 'til I do, okay?" 

    With big eyes, she hissed, "What?!" then, "Oh, fun-ny!" Sitting forward, Minnie got a grip on her seat, shifted her butt, and picked up the drink she'd put on the deck at some point. After a hefty sip, she took a deep breath and sighed, but the sigh turned into a belch. She reddened a bit and the other ladies shared a laugh. 

    Terri said, "Relax, Minnie! Look at Ed. He's not worried." I said, "Try looking up instead of down. Count some stars." The ladies all looked up and I had Galatea rise to twenty miles at full speed. Rhonda's head moved slightly and she seemed to freeze solid, then her eyes shifted to me. I grinned at her and sipped my coffee. After a moment, her head moved again slightly and she rubbed her neck, then she looked beyond the deck and froze again. 

    Terri noticed Rhonda's reaction and looked to see what had her attention. A low hissing sound came from her that got Minnie's attention. When Minnie lowered her head, her eyes got absolutely huge and her mouth fell open as she sucked in a deep breath. That's when I had Galatea hit all the ladies with mid-range theta waves. 
Chapter Twenty-three

    Removing their urges to scream seemed to leave the ladies speechless. Released from their terror, they slumped in their seats and quietly gazed at the Earth below, the sky above, and the experience in general. When Terri and Minnie marveled at how their fear had suddenly vanished, Rhonda gave them a desultory glance, then looked beyond them at me. I gave her a thumbs-up and sipped my coffee. 

    Conjuring a two-foot field screen and the Internet, I Googled 'theta waves' and pushed the screen toward Rhonda. She read for a while, gave me a sidelong look, and pushed the screen in front of Terri and Minnie. Terri looked a little confused by what she was reading, but Minnie seemed to grasp things immediately. She glared at me, then seemed to realize something and looked over the side again. Standing up, she walked to the very edge of the deck. 

    Rhonda and Terri became alarmed, even under the influence of the theta waves. I said, "She's okay," but Rhonda got to her feet. "Really," I said, 

"Tea won't let her jump or fall." 

    She growled, "Who the hell's 'Tea'?" 

    "The flitter. Galatea. Tea for short." 

    Minnie muttered, "Oh, wwwooowww..." and I saw her wiggling her toes over the edge of the deck. That was too much for Rhonda. She walked over and gently eased Minnie away from the edge. Minnie grinningly cooperated, telling us she hadn't done that since she was a kid. 

    Terri asked, "Done what, Minnie?" 

    Sitting down at Rhonda's urging, Minnie said, "Hang my toes over an edge high up. There was a diving board at the top of Winter's Cliff back home. They said it was sixty feet above the water. When I was ten, I used to go out to the very end, but I never had the guts to jump. I think I could right now." Rhonda said, "You just stay in your seat, okay?" then she looked at me and said, "Turn off the theta waves, Ed." 

    I shook my head. "Not a good idea, ma'am." 

    She snapped, "Just do it." 

    "Tell you what; I'll stop yours first. You let me know how it feels before I let up on the others." 

    Without waiting for her agreement, I had Tea stop Rhonda's theta waves. Her eyes got big, she turned pale, her grip on the back of Minnie's seat turned white, and she sucked in a deep breath. Watching her pulse pound in her throat, I fed her theta waves again. 

    "See? Let them enjoy their sky tour." 

    Terri snickered, "You looked like you were about to scream." Rhonda gave her a droll glance, then said to me, "We'll talk about this later, Ed." 

    Yeah, we might. Or not, depending on how she felt later. A few minutes passed before Terri said conversationally, "Ed, I have to pee again." I had Galatea conjure a bathroom field and the ladies checked it out. Water ran in the sink, then Minnie asked, "Where are the towels?" which made Terri giggle hysterically for some reason. Her giggles morphed to laughter. Her laughter became even louder briefly and the others joined in. Someone squealed, the ladies laughed hysterically, and I figured they'd discovered the bidet feature Angie had asked for. 

    I said, "I have paper towels if you need them," and they burst out laughing again. I thought about taking the flitter a bit higher while they were in there, but decided against it. That was just as well, because Cat popped in a few minutes later. 

    "Ed, a truck overturned on I-95. I may need extra power." 

    "You have the conn, Cat." 

    My implants tingled as Galatea's field changed to standard mode. The flitter began dropping at full speed just as Rhonda stuck her head out of the bathroom. Even the current level of theta waves couldn't keep her from emitting a short screech when she saw the ground rushing up at us. I said, "Duty calls. There's an accident downstairs." As Rhonda hustled the ladies to their seats, I asked, "Cat, why didn't you just tap Athena for power?" 

    Giving me a small grin, she replied, "Only you can command her, Ed." 

    "Even in an emergency?" 

    She canted her head. "You didn't specify that." 

    "Well, damn. Athena, let my AI friends draw power from you, please. Sorry

'bout that, Cat. Why haven't you guys put up your own orbital generator?" 

    "Because you already have one." Glancing at the ladies, she added, 

"Besides, it's always more entertaining to use yours." With a death grip on her seat, Rhonda hissingly gritted out, "I'm glad we're so goddamned much fun to have around." 

    The flitter turned off the theta waves, left stealth mode a mile above I-95, and we descended with a typical silvery hull effect. Although the cab of a northbound gasoline tanker was burning, vehicles were going around it within only yards of the flames. One of the truck's fuel tanks exploded and the shock wave rocked some idiot's panel van as it passed. 

    When Cat sent fields to smother the flames and cool the area without trying to get the driver out of the cab, I knew his condition. I called up my five suit and board and zipped around the truck to send a neon red tendril four feet tall and a hundred yards long to guide traffic into the farthest lanes. 

    Within a few minutes, a Dade County Sheriff's helicopter arrived above us. It circled once, then landed on the shoulder of the highway some distance ahead of the wreck. As I lifted my board to a hundred yards, I saw Rhonda hop off the flitter and show her badge to approaching deputies. Fire trucks, more cops, and other emergency vehicles arrived a few minutes later. One of the firemen shined a bright light at me and flashed it a few times. I descended to see what he wanted. He told me they'd be setting out cones and the cops would take over traffic control. 

    I said, "Suits me," and returned to my high perch. Once the cops had their cones in place, I turned off the red tendril and looked for Rhonda. She and Cat were in conference with some cops. I didn't feel they needed me for that, so I slid back aboard Galatea and sat down with my coffee mug. 

    Minnie and Terri stared at me for a time, then Minnie asked, "How's the driver?" 

    "Still in the truck. There was no point in moving him." After a moment of silence, she asked, "Why aren't you over there with them?" 

    "They don't need me. Cat can give them a recording." 

    "Cat? Oh. Catherine. Well, still, isn't there something you should be doing?" 

    Sipping coffee, I said, "I'm doing it now, ma'am." Rhonda's head came up and she looked around, then she said something to the cop and came to the flitter. At the hull field, she put out a hand to touch it, but her hand sank through it. Steeling herself a bit, Rhonda walked forward and stepped onto the deck. 

    Looking at me, she asked, "Have you made a report?" 

    "Nope." 

    "Why not?" 

    "Why bother? Cat'll give them a recording." Taking a seat, Rhonda sipped her drink and said, "Now I'll probably have to go in and talk to someone tomorrow." Looking past Minnie and Terri, she said drolly, "Ed, thanks so much for such an interesting evening." Terri chuckled, "Oh, yes. It was definitely interesting." With a little two-finger salute, I drawled, "No trouble at all, ma'am. Hope you had a good time." 

    Cat popped aboard near me and said, "Finished." 

    "Good 'nuff." 

    After a round of goodbyes, she vanished. I set Galatea in motion at sixty toward Rhonda's building, took us up to five hundred feet, and switched her back to non-standard fields and stealth mode. Minnie and Terri acted like tourists, pointing out neighborhoods and landmarks. When we set down, I picked up my pack and stepped off to hand the ladies down. Once we were all on the ground, I let Galatea rise into the sky and vanish. That caused some consternation. 

    Terri asked, "Where'd it go?" 

    Hm. How to explain? 

    "Back to its parking place. Somebody mentioned chocolate ice cream earlier. Is it too late to get some?" 

    Looking a little distressed, she said, "No, but as of last night, there's less than a half-carton left." 

    Minnie said, "No problem. I have some vanilla." We feasted on ice cream for half an hour or so, discussing a range of topics. I think I pissed Minnie off a little by repeatedly steering the conversation away from myself, but she eventually realized I wasn't going to share much of my personal history. Minnie's cell phone chimed around nine and she left the table for a few minutes. She returned to say someone was coming to pick her up to go back to work for half a shift and said quick goodbyes on her way out. 

    Terri and I settled back at the table, but Rhonda seemed a little agitated. She gathered up her bowl and Minnie's and took them to the sink, then stood there for a while as if looking out the kitchen window. I knew she wasn't; when I looked in her direction, her eyes in her reflection were fixed on me. They quickly shifted as if to the outside world, but I could still feel her watching me. 

    After a time, she came back to the table, sat down, and said, "If you're going to Washington tomorrow, I guess you won't be sticking around Miami tonight." 

    I decided to put things on the table and said, "I can if you'd like me to." 

    Rhonda's look at Terri was more than a glance, but still rather brief. When she looked at me again, she almost sighed, "No, maybe another time. We may have big days tomorrow." 

    Shrugging, I replied, "Or not. Won't know 'til it happens." She shook her head. "No, I'm pretty sure I'll have to go in tomorrow about the accident. Let's think about..." 

    Terri cut in tightly, "This is silly. Rhonda, if you want him to stay over, just say so. You don't have to pretend it's a bad idea just because I'm here." 

    I said, "Easy, Terri. She's having second thoughts about it. She opened by suggesting I couldn't stay instead of asking why I couldn't." Looking at Rhonda, I asked, "Right?" 

    Rhonda eyed both of us for a moment, then said, "Yes." Looking at me, then at Rhonda, Terri let us see what she thought of that with a derisive snort. Getting up, she took her bowl to the sink and turned to face us. For a moment, she looked as if she might say something, but didn't. After another moment, she shook her head and went to the bathroom. 

    "Well," I said, "I guess she told us, huh?" Rhonda studied me for a moment and said, "She talks big, but she's been through a lot. Having her in the next room wouldn't feel right to me." 

    "Figured that. We could spend a few hours on my flitter." She shook her head. "Not tonight. What if I scheduled a weekend visit? 

Minnie gets every other weekend off." 

    I didn't ask why she felt Terri needed a babysitter. Getting up to take my bowl to the sink, I said, "Just let me know when, ma'am. I'll even change the sheets just for you." 

    With a grin, she replied, "Gee, thanks," and got to her feet. Stepping closer, she seemed to waffle a moment, then hugged me and said, "I think meeting you has been good for her." 

    Releasing me, she stepped back a pace and sighed, then went to the couch. I followed and she handed me my backpack with a glance at the bathroom. As I shouldered the pack, she raised her voice slightly to say, "Terri, hurry up in there. He's ready to go." 

    Terri yelled back, "Wait a minute!" and we shortly heard the toilet flush and water running in the sink, then she came out and strode over to me. She started to extend a hand, then didn't. After what seemed like a major effort to prepare herself in some manner, Terri stepped forward and awkwardly gave me a hug, then let me go and stepped back. Rhonda's eyes almost bugged out and I realized that something fairly momentous had happened. Or rather, that she thought so. 

    Terri asked, "Will you come back some time?" 

    "Sure. I might even make the trip on my bike." She liked that idea. We made our goodbyes on the way to the back lawn and I lifted away on my board, sliding upward through the night sky. Calling up my three suit, I arced toward Miami Beach for a look at some of the art deco buildings facing the beach. Back in the early seventies, they'd been run-down wrecks for the most part. Now many of the surviving buildings almost looked new. 

    Half an hour of that was enough. I considered visiting a club or two, but except for a couple of places with long lines out front, the music I heard when doors opened was mostly rap. Lifting a mile, I summoned Galatea in her two-seat mode and sent a ping to Linda as I headed toward home. She answered almost immediately, reaching off-screen to do something as she said, "Hi, Ed." 

    "Hi, Linda. What about tomorrow?" 

    Grinning, she said, "Milton Larcon called me today to discuss things. He's the one they've designated to interview you. He drew the short straw this time, I think." 

    "You think he drew the short straw? They picked the one guy who's proven himself to be pathologically allergic to field stuff. Did he seem to be taking it well?" 

    "Well, yes, actually. He seemed fairly rational during our chat. I think he may realize the futility of pursuing this." 

    Uh, huh. "Would it be safe to assume you contributed heavily to making him see that light, ma'am?" 

    "It would. I sent him copies of flitter training vids in which you appear prominently." Sipping from a mug, she added, "And with Angie's assistance, I also sent him edited copies of some of your 3rd World missions. He seemed very impressed and mentioned he'd already reviewed records concerning your work with various local authorities. He sounded almost ready to recommend leaving well enough alone." 

    "Well, that's fine, but I'll believe it when I see it." She noddingly agreed, "As ever. I offered to appear with you, but Larcon said he'd prefer you show up alone." 

    "Figures. Thanks for trying, ma'am. If they're honestly weighing things, I'll be okay. If they aren't, it wouldn't matter if I showed up with Jesus as a character witness." 

    Linda's desk phone rang and she glanced at it. It rang again as she said, 

"True. Larcon said he'd call you in the morning. Good luck." The phone rang again as I said, "Thanks. Go ahead and answer that, ma'am." 

    "Okay. Later, Ed." 

    "Later, Linda." 

    She poked her 'off' icon and I sat back thinking, 'Larcon, of all people. Damn.' In an attempt to do some recon, I had Athena collect whatever records of Larcon's day might exist. The haul was pitifully small; apparently he used his cell phone only as a phone. His two email accounts held little but personal stuff that had nothing to do with me. 

    According to time stamps on his boot files and others, his computer had been on all day. He'd used it to check email and read documents from other offices regarding flitters and 3rd World Products. Pulling records from 3rd World and others he'd contacted led only to the order to interview me. If he'd been presented with specific questions or tests for me, they weren't mentioned where I could find them conveniently. 

    That presented a question of its own; why not? The answer was as simple as it had been back in my spooky days. Either the outcome was predetermined or any specific instructions he might have received had been delivered in person likely in an open country setting or near things that would have interfered with known bugs and recording devices. 

    For that matter, assuming his interview would be real, was it at all possible there'd been no specific instructions? Very doubtful. Beyond doubtful, in my estimation. Guys like Larcon believed wholeheartedly in degrees of responsibility. They may act somewhat independently within a mission, but they never initiate the missions. If things go to hell, they have to be able say, "I was just doing my job," and make it stick. Parking Galatea above my house, I linked to Athena and made an effort to trace Larcon's path during the day. The only odd item was a visit to Rock Creek Park in Maryland between eleven and noon. He'd returned to his office a little after two. I checked his previous week, then a month, and then three months. There were no other visits to the park. 

    Sending a probe to his office, I pulled a DNA sample from hairs and skin cells on his desk chair, then sent probes to the park to search for more of the same DNA. The probes found a cluster of matches on and around a bench close to the creek. The spot was in a hollow half a mile from Walter Reed Hospital and below line of sight from any surrounding buildings. Unfortunately, the path to the bench was also one of the main jogging trails. Athena found two hundred and nine other samples of human DNA in the vicinity. I thought it might be difficult to figure out who he'd met soon enough to be of any value, but I put Athena to work on sample matches. As faces and facts appeared on her screen, I saw some were children and told Athena not to display anyone under twenty-one. That weeded the total down to one hundred and eighty-six people. 

    Several worked for politicians. Some worked at Walter Reed or in various DC area offices. Many worked in places common to any town, like restaurants and bars. Some were students. No one thing seemed to stand out about any of them until I saw number one-thirty-four. She was Darlene Mayer, the gorgeous blonde I'd seen in a probe view of Stone's office. 

    I looked at all the others on general principles, but nothing about them seemed to link them to Larcon or Stone. Tracing Darlene's day proved difficult. I found no evidence of her activities until she'd met Larcon in the park. After the meeting, she'd gone to the Supreme Court building. Security cameras showed her visiting nine private offices. No footage existed of what transpired in those offices. 

    She wore a spiffy blue skirt and jacket outfit and carried a small laptop-type bag instead of a purse. At one checkpoint I watched a guard check the contents; a notebook computer and its accessories in one paneled section and the usual female personal items in the other side's zippered panel. Her keys hung on one of the shoulder strap's metal connectors. Sending probes to her Potomac, Maryland address, I had them search for that notebook and found it almost immediately. Darlene was using it at a desk in her den. Flying the probe to peek over her left shoulder, I saw she was reading a Fictionwise PDF copy of my ebook 'Stardancer'. 

    In a reflection from a framed picture of some guy on the desk, I also saw she was grinning. Darlene's right hand rose in what I thought was a gesture to scratch or rub, but it turned into a little handflap wave a few inches in front of my probe. 

    She said, "It isn't nice to spy on people." Oh, yes, I was startled. When I moved the probe in front of her, Darlene's head and eyes followed it easily. 

    I said, "Sorry. Just looking for clues, ma'am." 

    "Clues?" 

    "Clues to what to expect from Larcon tomorrow. Is the interview real, or has the decision already been made?" 

    A very brief 'ah-ha' showed in her eyes. "Then why not spy on him? Why me?" 

    Conjuring a field screen from the probe, I said, "Thought you might know. You met him in Rock Creek Park." 

    That startled her, but she didn't let much of it show. Tapping her notebook off, she sipped from a mug, then said, "I discovered your books when Mr. Stone had me check you out. I've enjoyed them very much." 

    "I'm happy to hear that, ma'am. It pleases me that my scribbles please you, and I really mean that. But my question stands. What can I expect if I visit DC tomorrow?" 

    Her right eyebrow went up. "If you visit?" 

    "Choosing Larcon makes it seem likely they've already made up their minds. Your reluctance to comment makes me think I might not enjoy the visit. Might be better if I skip it." 

    She smiled and sipped again, then said, "Don't presume. Larcon began his investigation with an open mind, as far as I could tell. He mentioned some incidents that had pissed him off, but he also freely admitted that you've come through a few times under extremely adverse circumstances." She chuckled, 

"When he shrugged and said some people just aren't meant to play on teams, I almost fell out of my chair." 

    An act? Maybe. Play along. 

    "Jeez... Milton Larcon actually said something like that?" 

    "Yes, he did. I couldn't believe it. Ed, when you demanded a million for your flitter, Mr. Stone laughed and said he'd always known it would come down to money. When Chalmer reported that you'd given it away without even touching the check, I thought Stone would go into shock." She laughed, "He truly hates being wrong about people. He had me dig up everything available about you and spent the rest of Tuesday and most of Wednesday studying." She paused with another raised eyebrow. I felt it was time to say something, so I did. 

    "You're saying he's had some sort of an epiphany?" Grinning, she said, "That's exactly the word for it, I think. After calls to 3rd World Products and Ms. Baines on Wednesday, he gave me a handwritten note to deliver to Larcon." 

    "Why not just fax it or drop it by his office?" With a wry expression, she replied, "You know some things don't work that way in this town." Sipping again, she said, "Larcon had some difficulty accepting a one-man decision on the matter. I let him look through my summaries in the park and gave him copies of my research on a DVD." Uh, huh. "Have you talked to him since?" 

    "No. Unless you've done something rather heinous since Tuesday, I really think you have nothing to worry about." 

    I studied her gorgeous eyes for signs of anything but honesty. Seeing no such signs, I asked, "So this is really just a matter of Mr. Stone doing the right thing?" 

    Nodding slightly, Darlene said, "I think so. He didn't give me any other impression." 

    "No strings? He won't try to call in favors later?" 

    "That I can't say. With Allan Stone, anything is possible. I will say that I've worked for him for four years and I've never seen him knowingly do anything reprehensible." 

    I chuckled, "That's comforting." 

    After sipping again, she asked, "Is this conversation being recorded?" 

    "Yes." 

    With a small grin, she said, "At least you're honest. May I call you Ed?" Uh, oh. Manipulation ahead? 

    "Sure, why not?" 

    Nodding again, she said, "Well, Ed, I don't like being spied upon, but I can understand why you did it and I'd have done the same. But now you know I'll know if there's a probe near me. I can feel them and sometimes I can see them. I discovered that when I attended one of 3rd World's demonstrations in 2001." 

    I wondered how close to her probes had to be and asked, "Why didn't you say anything when I sent probes to your office?" Her eyes flickered very briefly. As if I hadn't noticed, I said, "3rd World's looking for people who can sense fields." 

    She said, "I know, but I have no desire to become a test subject or change employers. My point is that I'll know if you send more probes, so please don't." 

    "Yes'm, I gathered that. My apologies for this one." She grinned. "Accepted, but only because you didn't catch me in the bathroom. Now get out of here, please. I have to get ready for bed." I grinningly saluted, said, "Yes, ma'am, ma'am. Getting out now, ma'am," and let the screen dissolve, then had the probe retreat across the room as I asked Athena to tap her phone. 

    Darlene watched the probe move away about ten feet, then her eyes left it and darted around a bit. She got up and followed the probe, but I had it back through an open doorway. Darlene stopped and took a hard look around herself. Good 'nuff. Apparently she could sense and see fields, but they had to be very close. I let the probe vanish. 

    Returning to her desk, she immediately called Stone and told him about our chat, adding --perhaps unnecessarily --that she'd be doing exactly the same snooping in my place. 

    Stone said, "I know you would, Darlene. So would I, and I don't think we have anything to worry about. Everything on file seems to say he doesn't abuse his resources. We've done what we can to right things. See you in the morning." 

    "Yes, sir. Goodnight." 

    I took the call with a few grains of salt. It might have been real or they may have expected me to listen in. Or, for that matter, both. At that point, the only thing to do was to meet Larcon tomorrow and see how things would go. 
Chapter Twenty-four

    My phone rang at nine sharp Friday morning. Caller ID showed a DC area code. I answered with, "You've got me." 

    A woman greeted me with, "Good morning," identified herself and her office, and asked if I was Mr. Howdershelt. 

    "Yes, I am." 

    She thanked me and asked me to hold for Mr. Larcon, then switched the call. Larcon picked up, greeted me, and said he'd already spoken with Linda that morning, then asked, "How's ten o'clock at my office for you?" 

    "No problem." 

    "Great! I'm looking forward to seeing your new flitter." 

    "That's a problem. DC's a no-fly zone. My board's legal because it doesn't fall into any official classifications, but a flitter's too big." There was a pause. "What classifications don't allow flitters over DC?" 

    "The same ones that don't allow ultralights and certain other aircraft. Mind if I set up a field screen at your end?" 

    "You can do that?" 

    "Yeah, I think so. Hang on one and I'll give it a shot." I paused a few seconds, then had Athena manifest a screen in front of him and saw him recoil in his chair. 

    "All right," I said, "I finally got this thing to work. Here's the problem; a flitter can carry two tons. The last time I was there, I was on an assignment for 3rd World and acting in conjunction with a federal agency. Clearance wasn't an issue." 

    He looked past the screen and said, "Katy, check this out and get me Don Franks. I may need clearance to let a flitter into DC airspace." I said, "No, don't bother about it unless it really has to be there for the meeting. I can hop off the flitter over the beltway and use my board from there." 

    To me, this was something of a test. If the flitter had to be there, the big question would be 'why'? If the meeting was really only about owning it, the flitter would be incidental. 

    Larcon paused again, then said, "Yeah, okay. I can see it some other time. Chalmer said it was a two-seater." 

    "It is, unless I need more seats. Then it expands the deck as necessary. They can all do that." 

    "They can? Oh. I didn't know that. I'm not sure anyone else does, either." I chuckled, "They do if they've read the manual." 

    "Well, there you go, then. I've never read the manual. Do you have the address?" 

    "Yup." 

    "Then I'll see you at ten. Uh, how do I turn this thing off?" 

    "It'll vanish when I drop the link. See you at ten." I let the screens vanish and sent probes that showed me Larcon's office and the rooms and hallways near it. Larcon got up from his chair and went to a woman's desk in the outer office. She stood up as he approached and he said, 

"Katy, go tell Mullin things are on schedule. He's coming at ten." She nodded and left the office. I sent a probe to follow her five offices down a hallway. She walked in and asked to see Agent Mullin. The receptionist nodded and leaned back in her chair to rap knuckles on the door behind her. A man said, "Yes," and the woman said, "Katy to see you, sir." 

    "Send her in." 

    Katy delivered Larcon's message verbatim, then said, "Sir, this guy was able to put up one of those field video screens in Agent Larcon's office." 

    "How did Larcon take it?" 

    "He talked on it like it was no big deal." 

    "Then it wasn't. He'd know. Thanks, Katy." 

    As she left the office, I tapped Athena for Mullin's info. He had sixteen years in security related federal service in four agencies. Same GS rating as Larcon and not working directly for him or assigned to any specific sub-office. A floater? Could be; most intel agencies had a few. Mullin opened a desk drawer and retrieved a big prepackaged cinnamon bun. I checked the probe watching Larcon and almost laughed. He was also opening a cinnamon bun as Katy returned and said, "I told him, sir." She picked up the office coffee pot and brought it to refill his mug. 

    "Thanks," said Larcon, "Want some of this?" She shook her head. "It would go straight to my butt." I made a coffee for the road, summoned Galatea, and headed to DC watching the Larcon and Mullin shows. For the next fifteen minutes, neither of them did or said anything to anyone that involved me. The flitter descended toward the I-95 and I-495 junction. I called up my board and hopped off a hundred feet up, let Galatea vanish, and headed toward DC without using my three suit. Detouring to follow Glebe road, I found a new-looking convenience store and got a coffee refill, then flew above I-395 into DC. Maybe I should have used my three suit after all; two cops at the DC side of the bridge seemed to get pretty excited about my arrival. More cops and others came out of buildings below and ahead of me. Not having to follow I-395 in town, I turned east on Independence Avenue, passed the Capitol Building, and turned north on 2nd Street SE. Looking back, I saw three lit-up cop cars trailing behind me. Nearing Larcon's building, I turned on my three suit, descended to one side of the top of the steps, and turned off my board and three suit, then entered the building and walked up to one of the security scanning stations. A guard asked the purpose of my visit. I said I was there to see Milton Larcon and handed him my backpack and hat after he photocopied my ID. He asked me to take the lid off my mug and looked inside it. Recapping it, I set it down and he moved it to the other side of the station. Fishing change out of my pocket, I dropped it in a bowl, turned on my five suit, and walked through the scanner without setting it off. The guard seemed a bit surprised by that, but said nothing and turned to the woman behind me. On my way to the elevators I acquired some stealthy company; a man and a woman who --despite my Army shirt, backpack, coffee mug, and leather cowboy hat --pretended a little too hard not to be at all interested in me. When the doors opened on the ninth floor, they stepped out with me. The man used the water fountain as the woman strode to the hallway and turned left. When I turned right at the hallway, I heard his soft steps behind me. As I passed a glass-paneled picture, I checked its reflection. He was watching from the elevator alcove and the woman was poised as if to open a door just down the hall. I waved at them and continued to Larcon's office. When I walked in, I saw Katy at her desk and said, "Hi, Katy. I'm Ed, Larcon's ten o'clock appointment." 

    She gave me a rather startled look, but recovered quickly and pressed a button on her phone. Larcon answered, "Yes?" 

    "Mr. Howdershelt is here, sir." 

    "Send him in, Katy." 

    "Yes, sir." She got up and walked with me the necessary ten feet or so, opened Larcon's door, and closed it behind me. 

    Larcon was standing by his desk with two folders. He put one down and put the other on a wall shelf, then came to shake my hand and say, "Thanks for coming, Ed. Have a seat." 

    I sat in the sofa chair by the desk and sipped coffee as he went back to his own chair. Before he could say anything more, I asked, "What do I call you? Agent Larcon? Milton or Milt?" 

    He grinned. "Milt's good. Darlene told me you pulled that field screen trick on her last night, too." 

    "Yup." I sipped my coffee and said, "It's still a new trick, though. She's one fine looking woman. She seems pretty competent, too. I guess she'd have to be to work for Stone." 

    Nodding, Larcon said, "She's those things and more. If she worked in my office, I'd probably end up married to her." 

    I didn't voice my doubts about that. Instead, I looked at the folder on his desk and asked, "Is that about me?" 

    Nodding again, Larcon leaned back and said, "Yes, it is. I've spent almost two days trying to find a reason you shouldn't have a flitter. Those were my orders, you know; to find a reason you shouldn't have it." He left that statement hanging and seemed to be waiting for some response. Okay. I asked, "Had any luck?" 

    "No, not really. Nothing in your records indicates you'd misuse it. In fact, everything points to your work with local authorities, even while working for 3rd World Products." 

    "They never objected to me keeping busy between calls. Now that I'm retired, I can expand to work with other counties more regularly. Before, I wasn't always available for them." 

    Behind him and slightly to his right, a flicker of light caught my attention. I let my gaze rove the area and saw what looked like a pen lying on its side next to a coffee mug holding other pens and pencils. The pen's push button top had an odd sheen. A pinpoint camera? Athena verified my find and told me of two more such lenses. I didn't bother looking for them. Larcon flipped the folder open, located a page, and said, "You don't seem to have many friends, Ed. Mind if I ask why?" 

    "I have some long-time friends. No constant local contacts, if that's what you mean. I'm not on a bowling team and I don't care for pool leagues." He grinned. "Yeah, that's what I mean. Why is that, Ed? Don't you ever need some company?" 

    "Now and then, sure. Not daily. Not even weekly, really." Larcon seemed to study me again for a moment, then said, "You know how this works and why we do it, so I won't apologize. Why don't you have any close friends, Ed? And by that I mean in your neighborhood. In your town. In your state. Hell, in your end of the country. The nearest one we were able to find is Linda Baines, two thousand miles away. Another one's in California and there's one in Spokane, Washington." 

    He paused as if expecting a reply. 

    "How many are considered normal, Milt? I could promote a few acquaintances to pad the number if it really matters." 

    Tapping the folder, he said, "According to this, you don't belong to any local or national groups, either, not even a veteran's organization." I shrugged, as would be expected, and chuckled, "Did you check with AARP? 

People join groups for a lot of reasons. I never had a reason." 

    "What about veteran groups? You're a veteran." 

    "But I don't need their help with anything and I'm not into their interests. Too much petty political crap involved, too." He seemed to mull that answer for a time, then asked, "Would you submit to a physical?" 

    "I had one last month. Two doctors and they were very thorough. Something about turning sixty soon seems to make insurance companies very nervous." His brow furrowed and he riffled pages until he found something. Poking his phone, he said, "Katy, come in here, please." She did so and he showed her the page, then said, "See if you can get a copy." She nodded and left. To me, he said, "You passed, right?" 

    "Yup." 

    "Good." Sitting back, he said, "Reports say you made your own flitter. Is that true?" 

    "Yup." 

    "How?" 

    "Can't say. 3rd World Products would bleed me dry in court. But the fact is, even if I did share it, people couldn't get their hands on an Amaran computer core to run it." 

    He gave me a fisheye look. "Apparently you did." 

    "It's the core out of my old flitter. The flitter Chalmer got had a brand-new core with only basic programming. In order to make the whole mess go away fast, 3rd World sort of helped me out a little bit." All true. 3rd World definitely only helped a little bit, primarily by providing a meeting place. 

    Larcon said, "Then I guess I really only have one question left for you, Ed, and it's the big one. Did you mean what you said about leaving the country?" 

    "It's a last ditch solution, Milt. If the 'land of the free' stops being free for me, I'll move. I don't want to, but I see no reason to let anyone tell me I can't tour Europe or ride my bike to Alaska." 

    "Alaska?! Why the hell would you want to go there on a bike? What's in Alaska?" 

    "It's about the trip, not just the destination. I rode out to Grand Canyon in 2007. That's probably in your file, too, along with all my stops along the way and how much I spent on gas and motels. Flying over the country at high speed is a lot less interesting than rolling through it on a bike." Sipping my coffee, I said, "There's a helluva lot of the US I'd like to see or see again. I want to ride the Smoky Mountains up to Pennsylvania and maybe visit the Adirondacks in New York this summer. See Niagara again from both sides. But if my passport isn't cleared, I can't do that without getting a new passport from somewhere else." 

    Larcon sighed, "You know we can't let you take your flitter technology out of the country, Ed." 

    "There are flitters in all western nations now." He shook his head. "Not like yours." 

    "What's different about mine? That it's privately owned or that I built it myself?" 

    "Yes to both." 

    "Think about it. I used an Amaran core and programming. Nothing else would work. That means it's as allergic to breaking the law as any other flitter. It isn't about money and I'm not interested in sharing flitter tech with the world. Fact is, if I were running the show, flitters wouldn't be available now to a lot of countries. It isn't that flitters are in any way dangerous; that's programmed out up front. It's that I'd use field tech as bait to get some countries to clean themselves up. They'd meet certain standards or do without." 

    "Standards? What standards?" 

    "Everybody'd get health care. Nobody'd starve. There'd be serious resource management. Free education with good grades. Free trade schools. Justice systems that rely on real evidence instead of political and religious traditions. In short, they'd get nothing but medical and agricultural field tech until they could measure up." 

    "Medical field tech? That stuff was banned here." 

    "Yup. Investigate that sometime, Milt. You won't like what you find out. I can absolutely guarantee that." Sipping coffee again, I asked, "Now, what about my passport?" 

    Riffling the stuff in the folder again, he slid a sheet of paper across to me. It had a State Department header and said an error had been corrected, restoring my passport. 

    Larcon said, "I took care of that this morning. In case you were wondering, the order to pull your passport didn't come from this office. Your name was added to a list by persons unknown. We're looking into it." Truth? Maybe. Or not. Didn't matter. The paper in my hand said my passport was good again. I had Athena verify that a copy existed at the State Department, then said, "Thanks," and mildly horrified poor Larcon by neatly folding the paper twice to make it fit my shirt pocket. 

    He recovered and said, "I need your personal assurance that you won't make any information concerning making flitters available to anyone who doesn't already have it." 

    I laughed, "You've got it, Milt. No sweat. Air traffic's already bad enough. We really don't need a sky full of flitters." He smiled, but still looked a bit uncertain. Judging it time to make a kind of closing statement, I tried to look thoughtful, then said, "Look, in the interest of settling this thing, I'm going to be absolutely open about something, Milt. You've never seen me wear anything but jeans and one of these green shirts, have you? You've seen my home. You've seen my car. You know I don't ride a big-assed super-expensive bike. But... You've also seen my tax returns and credit reports, so you may have wondered why I don't live a little higher on the hog." 

    After a moment, he nodded slightly and admitted, "Yes, I've wondered. More than once. So have others." 

    "It's because the more you have, the more you have to deal with in various ways. These days I'd like a lot more land around me for privacy, but I don't want the hassle of a bigger house or a pool. A new mobile home on ten acres in nowhere would be great, but selling and moving is a major goddamned hassle, y'know? It's easier to stay put. I like a car that starts when I turn the key and doesn't look too rough for a trip to town, so I spent a few bucks and got one. No payments. Nobody's likely to steal it. Same with the bike. I strap my stuff on it and haul ass down the road. It has one of the best v-twin engines on the market, but it isn't a Harley. It's very quiet and it isn't decked out with expensive extras. Chances are excellent it'll still be in the motel parking lot in the morning." 

    Sipping coffee again, I plucked at my shirt. "And now to my wardrobe. The old-style Army shirts. No decisions to make in the mornings. Big pockets with pen slots. The gold diggers of the world see me and keep moving. Not just the women, but the beggars and thieves of the world, too. No watch on my arm. Don't need one. No rings, no jewelry. They're useless crap to me. Stuff to haul around." 

    He grinned, apparently enjoying my diatribe. "What about that hat?" 

    "Portable shade. Nothing else." 

    "Not a fashion statement, huh?" 

    "Not where I live, and it doesn't matter a fat damn what anyone thinks of it a thousand miles from home." 

    Getting up and picking up his coffee mug, Larcon said, "I think you just told me you can't be bought. Right?" 

    "Yeah, pretty much." 

    He nodded. "I already had that figured out, Ed. I know you aren't a boozer and you don't gamble for money. What about women? Some men get stupid over women and you seem to have had more than your share over the years." 

    "A 'share' of anything is whatever you can get and hold. I stopped thinking of women that way after my first marriage. They either like me or they don't. They either stay or they don't. Some have, most haven't. Sometimes it was the job. Sometimes the new wore off. Sometimes we found there was less in common than we'd thought." Thinking of Dana and Selena, I added, "And sometimes there were other reasons, but they all added up the same. Some stay and some don't." 
Chapter Twenty-five

    After a bit more chat, the interview seemed finished, but I stayed on guard. Larcon looked at his watch and said he'd buy lunch if I could stick around until eleven-thirty. I thanked him for the offer, but said I wanted to get some things done around the house. He also offered a coffee refill, but I passed on that, too. With a handshake and a smile at Katy, I left his office and asked Athena to monitor his calls for later review. 

    When I stepped into the hallway, things didn't feel right. Beyond the fact my visit had seemed to go far too easily, I couldn't be more specific than that. I didn't consciously see or hear anything in particular worth wariness, but things flatly didn't feel right as I headed to the elevators. Knowing my every move was likely being filmed, I didn't want to use my three suit, but I put up my five suit immediately. Paranoia? Maybe. It can't hurt to be at least a little paranoid in a place like that. 

    As I waited for an elevator, I linked to Athena and sent a probe into Larcon's office. He poked a button on his phone and asked, "Well?" A voice I recognized as Mullin said, "He spotted the pen camera, but he didn't seem to care. He talks and acts as if he thinks he's completely out of our reach. Why the hell would anyone think that?" 

    "No, I don't think that's it, Mullin. He's ex-Company. He knows anyone can be reached somehow. But what would it take to reach him? Would it be worth the price?" 

    "The price?" 

    "Time and trouble. Potential media exposure. We'd get some level of malicious cooperation out of him for a while, but what would it cost us in the long run?" 

    Mullin said nothing for a moment, then asked, "Malicious cooperation? 

You'll have to explain that one." 

    "Remember Mike Robeleski? He finally gave in to the Albany mob. He worked for them just long enough to learn how to take them apart. Over half their top dogs went to prison. He went into Witness Protection and retired on IRS tax bounties." 

    "You're comparing us to the mob?" 

    With a sigh, Larcon said, "No, I just think forcing this guy to work for us would end up about the same way. There's no quiet way to put a collar on him and we'd never sleep soundly again if we did. He'd find or make a way to take us down, Mullin. Or more likely set us up for a big fall. I don't want to spend the rest of my life looking over my shoulder." The elevator arrived. I got in and pushed the 'down' button as I listened to them, but the conversation ended soon when Mullin half-sighed, "Yeah, that's about what I get out of it, too. I think we're done with him. Are you golfing this afternoon?" 

    "I wish. I'm meeting Barber and James at three." Once they'd hung up, I briefly wondered if they'd expected me to be listening. Larcon knew about data probes, so it seemed likely Mullin would. Did it matter? No. They'd do whatever they'd do and I'd try to be ready. Business as usual. 

    Two people got on at the sixth floor and got off at the fourth floor. My feeling of unease had lessened a bit by the time I reached the lobby. A guard again checked my backpack and let me go past the scan stations. As I neared the front door, a small motion in one of the darker shaded corners of the ceiling caught my eye. I didn't look directly at it, but noticed how a tiny part of the shadow moved as I walked further. 

    When I finally stepped out into the sunshine, I expected the feeling of unease to fade away, but it didn't. Moving to let some people go past me, I had a quick look around the entranceway and saw two cameras aimed outward through upper windows. 

    I wondered why they hadn't set off my bells when I'd gone in, then I saw one of the guards inside angrily talking on a phone. He looked up at the cameras as he talked and my sense of unease faded. A few seconds later it came back as the guy reached for something on his desk. Now all smiles, he said something and put the phone down. I realized the cameras had likely been off for a moment while he'd fussed. They'd probably been off when I'd entered the building, too. 

    Masking a shudder with a shrug and forward motion, I walked to the side of the steps where I'd landed, waited for a gap in foot traffic, and called up my board to soar away. Once I rose above the building, the sense of unease faded again. Being noticed and evaluated was one thing; everybody does that in passing and it barely registers most of the time. But being closely watched has an entirely different feel to it. 

    I made a slow circuit of the downtown area and considered dropping in at 3rd World's offices, but I'd really had enough of being inside highly secure office buildings. Scooting a few feet above the Potomac River, I headed upriver just beyond Brunswick, Virginia. When I located the trailhead for the Appalachian Trail, I followed it south for an hour or so at about fifty to shake off my exposure to Washington. 

    Where the Trail intersected US-211, I turned right and found Luray, Virginia a few miles away. The restaurants in the area looked pretty busy and I didn't feel like waiting for food. I landed behind a Burger King, bought lunch, and headed back to a picnic area on the trail. After a quiet lunch at the edge of a forest, I dropped food wrappings in a supposedly bear-proof trash can and summoned Galatea a little before one. 

    Making a copy of my DC visit from the time I'd entered Larcon's building to the time I'd left it, I sent copies to Linda and Angie and sat back to think. It seemed very likely that 3rd World would figure out the nature of my new flitter fairly quickly if it hadn't already. Was there a way to use that info in some manner before they figured it out on their own? I mulled that for a time, as well as whether there was any point in mulling the matter at all. What did I need from it? 

    Something else occurred to me; Galatea was essentially just a rather enhanced field probe. It seemed likely to me that a standard core with a standard flitter generator could probably operate ten or more flitters at once, if only as basic transportation. Say five or so emergency services flits that might need more field power to get their jobs done. 

    But it seemed to me this was the kind of thing the Amarans couldn't possibly have overlooked. It was just too damned easy for one of their flitter computer cores to multitask. Someone had to have thought of it before me. Or had they? People have used car engines in sawmills, farm machinery, and boats, but I couldn't remember ever having seen one powering more than one gadget at a time. But this wasn't a mechanical v-8 engine. Could the explanation really be that simple? 

    "Athena, using a standard core and generator, how many flitters could you manifest and operate at once if their only purpose would be transportation within the operational parameters of a commercial flitter?" Her answer startled the hell out of me. 

    "Twenty-six, Ed." 

    Well, damn! But... 

    "Um... I truly hate to question your math, of course, but if a flitter can only carry two tons, how can you make so many of them that could each carry two tons?" 

    "I would provide only form and guidance. Each manifested flitter would utilize broadcast field energy." 

    Duh! Just like probes. Any other questions, genius? 

    I said, "Thank you," and sipped my coffee. How would Carrington react if I showed up on their screens with a fleet of flitters? Or... what about public transportation? 

    "Athena, say each flitter would be capable of carrying only one ton of people or cargo. It would fly no faster than one hundred miles per hour and no higher than a mile from the ground. How many of those could you operate at once?" 

    "Fifty-eight, Ed." 

    That made me sit back, take another sip of coffee, and think some more. It seemed absolutely impossible to me that someone, somewhere hadn't thought of this before. There had to be some reason things weren't being done this way. The easiest answer would be plain ol' marketing, just as it was here. There was more profit in individual cars and who'd ride a bus if he or she could own a car? On the other hand, the economy was in the toilet and I'd heard of some canceled flitter orders. A virtual flit would also eliminate the need of parking spaces at either end of a commute. A dozen other side benefits occurred to me and I asked Athena if she knew whether flitter cores were being used in this manner elsewhere in the universe. 

    "No, Ed." 

    "Um... is that 'no, you don't know', or 'no, they aren't being used that way'?" 

    "I don't know whether they're being used in that manner." 

    "Thank you. I'll try to phrase my questions better. Elkor?" He appeared on the dashboard in his cat suit. "Yes, Ed?" 

    "Take a look at my last conversation with Athena, please. Can you answer my question?" 

    Half a second passed before he replied, "No, Ed." 

    "Hm. If you don't know, it seems likely the ladies wouldn't know either. I think it may be due to single-line marketing, but that doesn't quite make sense. 3rd World could sell thousands of multiple-flitter cores and still sell just as many flitters to rich people." 

    "Perhaps they've simply overlooked a potential use and market for it. Or perhaps the Amarans deliberately failed to include this aspect of marketing on Earth." 

    "I dunno. Ninety percent of flitters are made for off-world export. Seems to me with that many minds already involved, someone's bound to have come up with this before me." 

    Canting his little cat head, Elkor stated, "You expressed a similar doubt concerning PFMs." 

    I chuckled, "Yeah, I did. It was hard to believe I was the first to think of sticking things together like that. Okay. I'll give it some more thought and see what Angie thinks later. Thanks for letting me bounce this off you, Elkor." 

    He replied, "You're welcome, Ed," and vanished. At some point, I'd sat upright in my seat and put my coffee in its holder between the seats. I leaned back and sipped as I considered matters. Linda pinged me and I answered with a screen, a salute, and, "At your service, Fearless Leader lady." 

    "Hi, Ed. That was an interesting bit of video. I thought you'd be there all afternoon." 

    "So did I, Linda. I think they may have realized they really shouldn't want me aboard their ship. They found a reasonable excuse to close the matter." 

    "That's how it looked to me, too. Anything to add?" 

    "Nope. I'll just wait and see if they really leave me alone." Tapping her pen on her desk, she nodded. "That's about all you can do, I think." Her phone rang. She looked at the phone and sighed, "I thought I'd have an hour or so before she called. Ed, keep me posted. Yell if you need help." 

    "Will do. Thanks, Linda." 

    She poked her 'off' icon. I sat back and said, "Steph." Stephanie appeared in the flitter's other seat and asked, "Yes, Ed?" 

    "Would you believe I just called because I needed another good look at you?" 

    With a small laugh, she shook her head. "Thanks, but no." I sighed, "You used to be so much easier to hustle, ma'am. I've had another idea about flitters. Got any interest?" 

    "Sure. Try me." 

    "Okay. One flitter core would create and direct fifty-eight flitters like mine, each running on broadcast power and capable of hauling a ton of people or stuff at low speeds." 

    She eyed me for a moment, then asked, "Why hasn't it been done before?" 

    "I've been pondering that, ma'am. I don't have a good answer and Elkor said he didn't know, either." 

    "Maybe there isn't a good answer. Or maybe it's the same answer as with PFMs. Nobody's thought of it before." 

    "Elkor shares that opinion. Now for another thought. If this idea is really workable, there's money in it, but 3rd World has a flitter contract with Earth. I propose that we deed this idea over to your legal team and try to sell it to 3rd World. Long legal battles take tons of money and I know you aren't making much with the medical facilities yet." Steph regarded me silently for a moment, then asked, "How do you mean

'deed it over to them', Ed? Let them take credit for your idea?" Shrugging, I said, "Sure. Wouldn't matter to me." 

    "It would matter to me. And to them." 

    "Then I'd handle it like Stone's check; tell 3rd World to pay the firm any royalties and like that. Have you formed a corporation yet?" 

    "No, but that's just a matter of time." 

    I grinned and sipped coffee, then said, "Fact is, I was going to ask if you'd send one of your lawyers for negotiations, just to keep all the field-related eggs in one basket. Unless you want to handle it differently, of course." 

    She returned my grin with, "I think it might be good to have the entire team present for negotiations as their first encounter with 3rd World Products." 

    "Okay. I want to toss the idea at 3rd World before anyone else stumbles onto it. Negotiations about PFMs didn't begin for a month and took close to another three months. Would that give you time to patch up your lawyers?" 

    "Easily. Each of them will visit the Angolan embassy this week for treatments. Brenda Pierson will provide tissue samples for culturing. When her spinal replacement is ready, she'll return to the embassy to have it installed." 

    I laughed, "I'm surprised you haven't turned the African embassies into robodoc clinics, ma'am." 

    As we descended toward Spring Hill, Steph smiled and said, "Certain treaty issues prevent that. What will be done will be legal, but just barely." 

    "Good 'nuff. In that case, I'll see about arranging some kind of demonstration soon." 

    "Such as?" 

    "Oh, I dunno. A convoy of some sort would do, I guess. I'll give it some thought. I may even run out to Carrington this afternoon if you have no objections, milady." 

    The flitter landed and I handed her down, then she smiled, said, "See you later," and disappeared. Tiger and Annabelle showed up as I made a coffee and considered how best to present my idea at Carrington. 

    I said, "I'm going to Carrington. Want to come along?" The cats seemed to confer briefly without speaking, then Tiger said, "No, Ed. Martha and Sophie will be home soon." 

    "Okay." 

    Grabbing a peach and an apple from the kitchen counter, I headed back outside and called Galatea. Tossing my backpack in the other seat, I put up a screen and called Linda. 

    She answered with, "Hi, Ed." 

    "Hi, Linda. I'm on my way to Carrington to do a show 'n tell about flitters. Want me to pick you up on the way? You could have a romantic mess hall dinner with your sweetie." 

    Giving me a studious look, she asked, "Exactly what do you intend to 'show

'n tell' 3rd World Products about flitters?" 

    Patting Galatea's 'dashboard', I said, "This one is basically just an enhanced probe, ma'am. Athena says she could make and juggle twenty-six of them at once. I suggested a one-ton, low-speed, low flying commuter version and she jacked the number up to fifty-eight. I figured to pick you up and..." Linda's eyes had widened considerably. She interrupted me with a quietly intense, "Fifty-eight?!" 

    "Yeah. They'd run on broadcast power, just like probes. Anyway, I was gonna drop this on 3rd World this afternoon and see if they like it as a product idea." I chuckled, "We could maybe ride in from the front gate driving a big herd of flitters, y'know? Yippeekiyay and like that." For a moment, Linda just sat there, probably trying to envision fifty-eight flitters lined up on display. For the next few minutes we went through the same 'and nobody's thought of this before?' dialogue I'd had with Elkor and Stephanie. I also told her I'd want any money from the idea to go to Steph's legal efforts concerning medical field devices. 

    She sat back in her desk chair and nodded. "Yes, I want to be there. I'll call Emory and tell him you'll pick me up." With a small grin, she said, "I suggest you call Angie and tell her... something... that will keep her from putting the base on alert." 

    "Roger that, ma'am. Mustn't panic the security people." 

    "Indeed. How soon will you be here?" 

    "Half an hour or so. Need more time?" 

    "No, that's fine. See you when you get here, Ed." 

    "Okay. Later, Fearless Leader." 

    Linda dropped her link and I ate a peach before I rang up Angie. She answered with two pings and I'd nearly reached Linda's place when she put up an answering screen. 

    "Ed, Wallace just told me you're coming here with Linda." 

    "He's right. Linda suggested that I tell you something that would keep you from putting the base on alert when we get there, but I don't know what that would be. Do you?" 

    Lifting her right eyebrow in a fisheye, she said, "You could just tell me why the hell I'd call an alert." 

    "Nope. That would ruin the surprise. I will say there'll be no danger of any sort. Make sure the cameras are on, okay?" 

    "Ed, what the hell are you up to?" 

    "You'll see. Later, Cap'n Angie. Remember not to shoot." I dropped the link as the flitter dropped toward Linda's house, where she stood in the yard with a briefcase. Moving my backpack to make room for her, I hopped down to hand Linda aboard, then got back into my own seat and launched us toward Carrington. 

    Linda chuckled, then laughed as we neared the base. When I looked at her, she snickered, "Nothing." 

    Right. 'Nothing', but she wore a broad grin. Okay. 

    Ten miles from the front gate and a mile above the ground, I had Athena create fifty-seven clones of Galatea. Flitters suddenly stretched into the distance on each side of us as we trundled forward at one hundred miles per hour. 

    Twisting in her seat and half-standing with a hand on the back of her seat, Linda stared left and right in wide-eyed wonder at the horde of flitters. She muttered something I couldn't quite hear as we passed over the gate's guard shack, then sat back down and composed herself. 

    "Why are we going so slowly?" 

    "Top speed's a hundred miles an hour like this. I also want to give people time to get outside before we arrive." 

    Both Carrington flitters took positions ahead of the admin building as we approached. People poured out of the building and more poured out of other buildings and the hangars. 

    I turned to Linda and said, "You're my crowd control officer, milady. I think they'll probably still listen to you." 

    She laughed, "Sure they will," as if she had doubts. I didn't. Linda hadn't been gone long enough to have been forgotten. 

    There were perhaps two hundred people gathered when I set the long line of flitters down and hopped off to offer Linda my hand. Wallace strode up to us as Linda stepped down. 

    He saw her smile and my sloppy salute as I said, "The fleet's in, Cap!" and stared down the line of flitters to my left. Turning to me, he asked, "Are they real? I mean... Oh, hell. I mean... well... are-they-real?" 

    "Yup. Each one'll carry a ton, do a hundred miles an hour, and fly a mile high. Steph, can you drop in now?" 

    Stephanie appeared beside me and greeted Linda and Wallace as Angie jogged up to us, then greeted Angie as well. 

    I said, "Steph will explain what all this is about," and asked Linda if she'd like some coffee while everybody looked the flitters over, then paused as if I'd thought of something. 

    Looking at Wallace, then at Angie, I said, "Oh, by the way, they don't have to be two-seaters," and had Athena morph all the flitters except mine into standard six-seat flitters. 

    People jumped back, shouted, and there were even a few shrieks. One guy who'd climbed aboard one made a particularly odd, half-strangling sound and thrashed a bit as he found himself suddenly lifted in a standard flitter seat. Linda snickered, "Poor Carl," took my arm, and headed us up the steps as she said, "We'll be in the dining hall, Emory." 

*
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