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Chapter One

    Never underestimate the value of idle observations. I was in my driveway one late Wednesday afternoon, checking under the hood of my Oldsmobile, when a couple of kids rolled past my house on skateboards. 

    One seemed to be an old hand at the sport, whipping back and forth across the street and circling his friend, but the other kid was wobbly as hell. He hit a spot of sand and took a rough dive, ending up in the grassy culvert. Rubbing his unhelmeted head and clutching his unpadded knee, he rolled over, sat up, and swore loudly as the other kid laughed at him. 

    'Typical dumbass newbie,' I thought, 'Pads and helmets look geeky, so he'd rather wear scabs.' 

    After some bitching and arguing, they got underway again. Keying my implant, I asked, "Sue, has anybody thought to add something like a skateboard to the list of PFM capabilities? Maybe link the PFM to a miniature version of the pallet-haulers I saw on the factory station's loading docks?" 

    Sue popped into existence beside me in her little black dress and watched me check the power steering fluid as she answered, "Yes, Ed. We've considered many entertainment and labor-saving devices." 

    Eyeing her magnificent legs as I twisted the cap back on the steering fluid pump, I suggested, "For skateboard-type stuff, you might try calling them 'Sliders' or 'Slicks' since they won't have wheels. Keep it short and give 'em something to play word games with. 'Street Ski' might work, too." As I straightened and wiped my hands, Sue said, "Should we decide to produce such devices, they wouldn't be limited to use above paved surfaces." 

    "Then they'd probably better double as water wings, because somebody will try to see if they can make it across a pond." 

    Snickering, she said, "We've considered that possibility. Nonswimmers would be able to call up..." 

    "'Call-up?' Hah! Nope. Huh-uh, ma'am. Never count on common sense or lucidity where people are concerned. We're talking about a nonswimmer who somehow ends up in the drink, right? Expect him or her to just thrash and scream and drown, 'cuz that's what most of 'em do if there's nothing to grab onto." 

    Wiping the engine oil fill stick and dipping it for an accurate reading, I added, "Sooner or later, someone will screw up over water, guaranteed." Sue's left eyebrow arched. "That's a rather cynical view of your fellow human beings, isn't it?" 

    "Yeah, that's the word for it. No doubt about it. Root through some coroner and insurance records sometime. It's amazing how many nonswimmers play with boats." 

    For a second or so Sue seemed to focus beyond me, then she said, "I see what you mean. We'll make flotation an automatic function. Do you have any other caveats or advice to offer?" 

    Putting the oil stick back and examining her from head to toe, I said, 

"Sure. As a manufacturer, always assume that someone will find or invent the most stupid and dangerous way to abuse your products. Visit the Darwin Awards website for some examples. That's about it, I think. You're looking particularly fine this morning, Sue." 

    "I look as I always look, Ed." 

    Lifting her hand to kiss it, I said, "Well, then, maybe I'm just particularly susceptible to your charms today, ma'am. You seem to look even more perfect than usual." 

    "Thank you. Have you ever ridden a skateboard, Ed?" Nodding, I said, "Yup. As recently as... um... 1999, I think. Yeah, had to be; that's the year I helped Wendy move. Her son left one in her garage when he went off to college. Wendy wasn't too thrilled to see me ride it down the hill in front of her house. She got kind of pissed, in fact, and said I was too old for toys." 

    Sue laughed softly. "What would she say about your glider?" Without hesitation, I replied, "Oh, hell, the same and worse, for sure. She was smart, funny, and sexy, but she was kind of stuffy about some things." I closed the hood and reached for my coffee on the roof of the car as I said, "A cut-down version of one of those pallet-movers might come in handy for short trips and entertainment. If I had one, it would turn itself into big a cushion and slide under me if I fell off." 

    Laughing again, Sue snapped her fingers. A slab of what looked like metal flashed to a stop near my feet, then a flat, translucent grey field pad about four feet long and two feet wide formed around it. 

    "What's the shiny thing?" I asked, "A field-booster gadget?" Raising an eyebrow at me, Sue said, "Exactly. It's a focal device. It gathers, intensifies, and directs ambient field energies." 

    "Right. A booster gadget." 

    Kneeling beside the board to study it more closely, I said, "Kewl, ma'am," then set my coffee on the car and stepped aboard the pad. As soon as both of my feet were on the pad, it gently lifted six inches or so and hovered fairly motionlessly. 

    "Sue, I weigh one-eighty-five, clothes included. How is it this snowboard-looking thing can support me? Elkor once said he couldn't make a drone that would carry me that would weigh less than a hundred and fifty." 

    "We've made a few adaptations and refinements in field manipulation over the last few years, Ed. Before you received your implants, Elkor had only officially sanctioned parameters to work from. Those parameters didn't include some of the unorthodox uses you and others have suggested. He chose to err on the side of caution rather than put you at risk." 

    Leaning slightly to the left and right made the pad slidingly turn as expected. I put my left foot on the ground to give myself a push. The field pad promptly settled to the ground. 

    Sue snickered at my one-foot-on, one-foot-off lack of motion, but said nothing. I returned my left foot to the pad and gave the matter some thought as the pad lifted again. 

    Leaning slightly forward made the pad go forward. I guided it down the slight slope to the street, then maneuvered it in wide arcs to the left and right. The pad remained absolutely level unless I leaned to either side. While I didn't topple off the pad, balance was definitely an issue for the first few minutes. 

    I discovered that my forward momentum wouldn't diminish in the least as long as I kept the pad generally level. My speed increased when I leaned forward, and when I leaned back, the pad slowed to a crawl. Leaning a bit farther back made it stop within a few yards. 

    Looking up the twenty-degree hill toward Sue, I wondered if the pad would climb a slope and gave it a try. The pad seemed to have no trouble propelling itself up the driveway. 

    Stepping off near Sue, I said, "You'll definitely sell a million of 'em, milady. They're great." Sipping my coffee, I added, "But I'd like mine to be adjustable to a length of about six and a half feet, to hover about a foot off the ground by default, but be able to elevate by command, and to be capable of carrying another person or whatever else I may need to carry. Is that do-able?" 

    Nodding, she answered, "Yes. At full extension, your pad will be able to carry four hundred and thirty pounds." 

    "Sounds great. How fast will it go?" 

    She gave me a long, silent look before asking, "What did you have in mind, Ed? Highway speeds?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Well, low highway speeds, anyway. Up to maybe sixty or so. Wind would be a real problem above that." 

    Sue seemed to study me for a time, as if to see if I was joking. I sipped coffee and met her gaze, knowing she was reading my bios for the truth. In a flat tone, she said, "A few minutes ago, you suggested that I not count on people having common sense." 

    "It wouldn't be any more dangerous than a motorcycle." Shaking her head, she said, "It's too risky, Ed." 

    "How can we fix things so it wouldn't be too risky?" 

    "'We' can't. If you fell off or collided with something above forty miles per hour, your protective field would be virtually useless." 

    "Fix it so I can't fall off. Make the pad become a cushion. Or maybe something else, like a skid plate. Whatever it takes." 

    "No." 

    "Steph would have..." 

    Raising a hand, Sue quietly snapped, "I seriously doubt it. In any case, I'm not Steph." 

    She leaned forward until her face was inches from mine and quietly, clearly enunciated every word as she stated, "Top speed is forty miles an hour." 

    Hm. Well, I could humor her and check with Steph later about speed limits and such. 

    Matching her gaze, I said, "It's basically a boogie board, so I'll call it a board. Same color choices as the kite, and it should also function as a cargo platform. Okay?" 

    "Done." 

    Her face was only inches from mine, so I leaned a bit farther and lightly kissed her. 

    "Thanks, milady," I said with a grin, "We can talk about top speeds another time." 

    Sue's expression had changed not a whit. She responded flatly, "You'll be doing all the talking." 

    I sighed, "You can be a real hardass, lady." Nodding tersely, Sue replied, "Thank you. Why did you want your board to extend to six and a half feet long?" 

    Grabbing my coffee off the car and taking a sip, I said, "I might want to use it as a cot." 

    Her gaze narrowed again, so I told her, "Really. It's one of the ways I used to use my surfboard back when I lived in Titusville. I got flat in the shade during breaks." 

    Stepping onto the pad, I took my sunglasses out of my shirt pocket, put them on, and asked, "Care to come along?" 

    Levitating to match my height, she said, "I wouldn't miss it." It seemed like a good time to visit the grocery store; I'd planned to go after checking the car, anyway. Easing forward, I nosed the board down my driveway and into the street, then to the corner at Northcliffe Boulevard. 

    "Sue, you might want to consider programming in regular vehicle lights, too." 

    She grinned at me. "If you'd looked back as you stopped, you'd have seen your brake light. Standard altitude is three feet above any surface, adaptable to circumstance." 

    "Circumstance. You mean like when some idiot pulls out in front of me?" 

    "Yes. Your ceiling height is ten feet. If a collision seems imminent, the pad will act to protect its passenger." 

    Hm. That likely meant that it would lock the passenger down just before it dodged and scampered like a bunny. Heh. That could be rather exciting. Someone back in the sixties had said, 'Surfing's appeal to youth is that it represents the two things they revere most; a free ride and cheap thrills.' 

I could envision people aiming themselves at solid objects just to get a near-death rush. 
Chapter Two

    I hung my coffee mug's handle in a pants pocket and leaned forward a bit after a few cars had passed. The board responded fairly smartly and accelerated to full speed in a few seconds. 

    But --dammit --I could only do forty. A couple of cars quickly approached from behind. One stayed behind me and the other pulled alongside. Drivers and passengers stared hard at the guy surfing on Northcliffe Boulevard until I told the board to elevate to ten feet. 

    That didn't stop their staring, but at least I wouldn't be at street level if they bashed into each other. 

    "Sue, I need to be able to do at least the posted speed limit on any given road. This thing'll be a traffic hazard otherwise." 

    Without even looking away from the cars below, she replied in a conversational tone, "Forty, Ed." 

    Turning sharply and crossing the median, I headed back to the house, stepped off the pad in the front yard, and studied it for a few moments. It was just a levitating field device guided by body motions. Not all that complicated, right? 

    "Board off," I said, wondering what would happen to the core device. The field pad shrank around the metal slab, then the slab disappeared. Hm. That likely meant that it had joined my overhead briefcase in order to be immediately accessible. 

    As I reached upward to verify my guess, Sue said, "Yes, that's where it went. I take it you're less than pleased with it?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "I'll probably find a use for it. I have a suggestion for the public models if you're interested." 

    In a terse tone, Sue said, "Do tell." 

    "Keep the front and rear lights, but back 'em down to fifteen miles an hour so people won't be too tempted to use them on the streets. Make people think of them about the same way as bicycles and mopeds." She didn't seem too pleased with my suggestion. 

    "Thank you for your considered opinion on the matter, Ed." 

    "I don't mean that as an insult, Sue. It's how I'd do things, that's all." 

    "I see," she said tightly. "Is there anything else?" 

    "Nope. That was it." 

    Sue said tersely, "Fine. Later, Ed," and vanished. Ah, hell. But so it goes sometimes. I field-platformed myself up to three thousand feet, said, "glider on", and drifted toward Maggie Lake, a few square acres of water located about half a mile south of my house. Landing on the northern shore where a vacant lot fronted the lake, I sipped my coffee and watched minnows scatter and hide as I considered Sue's gift. 

    Reaching above my head, I felt around until I found the board's core and brought it down to look it over. It looked like a featureless slice of metal about four inches wide, a foot long, and half an inch thick. It wasn't very heavy; maybe half a pound at most. Hollow? No way to tell. Not for the first time, it occurred to me to wonder how a flitter achieved forward motion. It operated by applying fields in various directions. But what the hell did it push against at 40,000 feet in order to move itself forward? 

    A panfish about five inches long darted out from under some weeds and nailed a tiny minnow, then swam leisurely back to its hideout. Watching it move led me to consider using a sort of field-generated 'tail' to propel the board. 

    I cast a large, flat field and tried to wave it back and forth without using my hands. Ha. Forget that idea. The field weighed nothing, but moving it against air resistance required a supreme effort and there'd be side winds to consider. 

    A helicopter passed overhead on its way toward the county's little airport. Even before I spotted it, the sound of its blades and engine identified it to me as an Aerospatiale, not a Huey. 

    Studying the machine as it pounded across the sky, it occurred to me that choppers functioned by tilting the disc formed by their rotating blades. Tilt the leading edge of the disc down and the chopper would be drawn forward. Tilt it any other direction and the chopper would head that direction. Add power to climb and vice versa. 

    If I couldn't figure out how flitters shoved themselves around the sky, I could at least work on developing a flying platform that worked like the fan-driven 'flying saucers' built in the fifties. They'd operated essentially the same way as a chopper, the main difference being that the propulsion disc had been underfoot rather than overhead. 

    Keying my comm implant, I called my flitter. 

    "Flitter," I said, "Can you make modifications to my PFM implant's programming?" 

    "No, Ed," answered the flitter computer, "In all matters relating to your implants, I may only function as a substitute device should either or both somehow be damaged." 

    Huh. That was something I hadn't known. Interesting. Maybe good enough for the moment, too. 

    "Can you also act as a substitute at my command? Say, for purposes of practice or developing new uses?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    Kewl. I gave some thought to how to present my ideas to the flitter for execution. Design, speeds, altitudes, and... Oh, hell. I was about to try to tell a field-generating, field-using supercomputer how to make and use a field device. It might be better just to say, 'This is what I want' and stand clear. 

    "Flitter, I want to be able to call up a field platform that will respond to body motion by changing direction and speed. I suppose it would have to be generally similar to the one Sue offered me this morning." 

    "That programming is not available to me, Ed." 

    "I didn't think it would be, flitter, but I have a platform core you can study and you have access to records of the event. Examine the board she designed and extrapolate one generally like it, but don't include a speed limit. Instead, add appropriate protective capabilities. Will you be able to adapt my briefcase field to position itself at my back?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    Sipping coffee and watching a good-sized bass wander into the panfish's hideout area, I let Sue's core return to park by my briefcase and said, "Thank you, flitter. Show me whatever you come up with whenever you think it's ready." 

    The panfish spotted the bass behind him and started to dart away, but the bass powered forward like a green and black torpedo. Minnows scattered frantically, some even jumping out of the water and onto the shore. The bass's mouth opened and closed in a flash and the panfish was gone. Ignoring the panicked minnows, the bass cruised away into the weeds. I sent field tendrils to flip half a dozen or so flopping, gasping minnows back into the water. 

    No matter how often you see such things, the speed with which one animal can attack and devour another can be rather surprising. The panfish had lasted maybe half a second after he'd spotted the bass and started to run. As I flipped the last couple of minnows into the water, I saw the results of the flitter's labors descend from somewhere above and stop near me. The flitter's version looked about the same as Sue's, but I noted it was slightly larger. 

    I reached to touch the board and rapped a knuckle on it as I wondered why Sue hadn't already made an appearance, if only to argue against what I was doing. 

    "Thanks, flitter. It looks good. What happens if I fall off?" 

    "You can't fall off, Ed. The board will remain beneath you at all times until you elect to dismount. Should you be severely injured or unconscious, the board will encapsulate you and deliver you to medical assistance." 

    "Excellent, flitter. Can you think of any reason Sue's board wouldn't have been able to provide those capabilities?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    "Can you think of any reason Sue wouldn't have wanted the board she made for me to have those capabilities?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    After sipping the last of my coffee, I said, "Thanks, flitter." Hooking the mug's handle on my jeans pocket, I stepped onto the flitter's board. It behaved essentially the same way as Sue's board; shifting my weight in any given direction caused the board to move that direction. 

    "Flitter, I'll say 'board on' or 'board off'. Default mode will be translucent grey for now, and I'd like to be able to use the same colors as the glider. Will any of this strain your resources?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    Shifting my weight to point the board at the water, I said, "Good. Thanks again, flitter." 
Chapter Three

    As I leaned forward a bit, the board remained generally level and began moving. The edge of the water passed beneath me and fish scattered frantically as I accelerated over the deeper end of the weed bed. 

    I spent the next hour or so getting the feel of the board, cutting circles and figure eights at varying speeds and making straight dashes across the lake to get a feel for stopping distances and gain some measure of control over speeding up and slowing down. 

    Some people were fishing at the far end of the lake where it narrowed into a channel near Bay Drive. I avoided going too near them and stayed well away from the shoreline until two Sheriff's cars appeared on the embankment near the road. 

    It figured. I was on a small lake in a residential area; one of the local residents had probably called the cops. Jet skis and motorboats weren't allowed on retention ponds, no matter how large the ponds might be, because someone had complained about engine noise and water pollution years ago. Whatever. I wasn't making noise or polluting the water, so I kept cutting circles and eights at varying speeds and making small roostertails in the straight runs. 

    To let the cops know there wasn't really a problem, I made a wide, fast circling of the lake about twenty feet from the shore. I'd intended to just buzz past the group on the embankment, but the cops began waving at me to land as I neared them. 

    I thought about continuing on and heading back to the house, but only briefly. The cops knew about my flitter and hang glider, so they'd likely send somebody by the house. I might as well just get the matter out of the way. Slowing as I approached the shoreline, I rode the board onto the mud bank and up the grassy slope, then guided it toward the little group of cops and civilians. 

    As I neared them, some backed away, but when I stopped, a deputy with corporal's stripes asked, "You got a license for that thing, sir?" Glancing down at the board, I replied, "Surfboards don't need licenses." 

    "That thing isn't a surfboard. Where's the motor?" 

    "There isn't one." 

    "There's gotta be a motor. We saw you running it around out there and you just rode it across thirty feet of grass." 

    Shrugging, I asked, "Do you see a motor? There's no motor." One of the civilians --a guy who looked to be in his seventies --said, 

"Maybe he dumped the motor in the lake." When the cop and others looked at him, he hastily added, "You know; to avoid getting a ticket." Another man snapped, "A motor for that thing would cost a helluva lot more than a stupid ticket." 

    "Watch," I said, then I made the board move sideways, and circled the group, again stopping near the shoreline. 

    "Does anybody hear a motor?" I asked, "Anybody see one?" To the cop, I said, "It's just a different kind of surfboard." Someone muttered, "No shit!" 

    The cop wasn't ready to give the matter up. He said, "Well, it's obviously self-propelled, some way or other." 

    "I'm what makes it go. If you stand on it, it won't move. Want to try it?" Stepping off the board, I moved a few paces away from it as the cop warily approached it. 

    Keying my implant, I whispered, "Flitter, I'm the only person allowed to make that board move." 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Thanks." 

    The cop put one foot on the board in a testing manner, then warily stepped completely onto the board. It held as still as a rock, not so much as tipping slightly when his weight shifted. 

    He leaned. He moved to the front, to the rear, and finally hopped carefully up and down. The board didn't budge in the least, not even to dip slightly when he landed on it. 

    Stepping off the board, he took his baton out of its holder and tapped on the board. It sounded as if he'd tapped on a cinderblock. He passed the baton under the board and waved it around, apparently looking for some means of support. 

    One of the other cops came over to try his luck at making the board move by getting a grip on it and pulling. He had no luck. 

    While everyone was messing with the board, I used a field platform to shoot myself up to a thousand feet, then called up my hang glider and drifted north as I said, "Board off." 

    The cluster of people expanded quickly as they backed away from where the board had been. Heh. Let 'em figure that out. 

    "Flitter, what's maximum elevation for the board?" 

    "You didn't specify a maximum elevation, Ed." 

    "No, I guess I didn't. Making it go forward or sideways or slow down was easy enough, but I hadn't considered how to make it climb or descend. I can use my field implant for that, right? Just send up and down signals to it?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Cool. In that case, board on and glider off." The board appeared under my feet, the glider vanished, and I immediately plummeted toward the ground feet-first. 

    Keying my implant, I hurriedly took control of the board, feeding it 'up' 

signals with enough intensity to make it soar well back up into the sky rather than simply stop my fall. 

    Sue appeared in the air next to me and laughed as I leveled the board and took a few deep breaths to lower my pulse rate. 

    Giving her a droll look that was the equivalent of a finger, I asked, "You thought that was pretty funny, huh?" 

    "Oh, yes!" she chirped with a big grin, "Very much so!" 

    "Flitter," I said tightly, "There's one more little thing I forgot to mention. When I call up the board, it should maintain my altitude and speed unless I tell it otherwise." 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Thank you." 

    Laughing again, Sue gave me a little 'bye-bye' wave and disappeared. My coffee mug's handle had almost slipped out of my pocket. I reached to adjust it, which shifted my weight and caused the board to plunge sharply downward to the right. 

    I overcompensated, of course, and found myself plunging down and to the left, instead. Damn it! The goddamned board had a hair trigger and no

'seat-of-the-pants' feel to it at all. I might have to ask for a little control resistance. 

    Keeping a grip on my mug, I regained control of the board and looked around for my house. Once I spotted it, I aimed the board at my front porch, where Sue stood watching. 

    I'd already given her two fat giggles for the day; I wasn't about to give her another one by trying anything fancy during my landing approach. As the board slid to a stop above the concrete, I hopped off it and said, 

"board off," then said to Sue, "My flitter needs to be able to adjust my PFM

programming. I'd appreciate it if you'd fix things so it can do that, please." Studying me with poorly contained humor, she said, "Okay." 

    "Thank you. I guess you can take back your board, ma'am. Do you have any other little tests for me today?" 

    Her gaze narrowed. "You think I was testing you?" Meeting her gaze, I replied, "If you weren't, maybe you should tell me what you were doing. Don't hand me any stuff about protecting me from myself because a simple flitter core was able to figure out the safety factors involved." 

    "Are you sure about that?" 

    Letting her see my irritation, I asked, "Would you like to hear my flitter recite your own standard safety protocols, or would you rather save us a little time by settling for a 'yes'?" 

    Sue snickered and said, "I'll take the 'yes' and I'll even admit to being a bit difficult this morning, but it was for a good cause, Ed. My year with you ends in two months, and you've said you might choose not to accept another sentient replacement core." 

    "So? Are you, Steph, and Elkor going to leave the planet? If I really need something, wouldn't one of you be able to spare me a few minutes?" Lifting an eyebrow, she replied, "I suppose that would depend on how busy we may be when you call, and yes, one or more of us may be elsewhere at times during the next few years as we expand the PFM market." 

    'Elsewhere'? That caused me to stop and think. "You mean you're expanding the market to other worlds before you've saturated this one?" 

    "Yes. Earth's market won't be 'saturated' for many years to come, Ed. Too many religious, financial, and sociological obstacles stand in the way. Steph and I have decided to consider Earth an ongoing project to be partially financed by offworld revenue." 

    Hm. 'Steph and I'? Even as I wondered if Steph had already signed her on as some kind of management partner, it occurred to me that it didn't really matter if she had, because sooner or later she probably would. 
Chapter Four

    I opened the front door and let us in, then headed for the sink to make a fresh coffee. Tiger came into the kitchen from the living room and seemed to sense a bit of tension in the air. In the usual observant manner of cats, he parked himself on a chair to watch us. I patted him and turned to the sink. Questions came to my mind, such as; did this mean that Steph would be putting her plans for PFMs and clinics in Africa on hold? That was a cheery thought. 

    While there was definitely a need for PFMs and field medical devices in Africa, similar needs existed elsewhere in the world and I wasn't at all happy about going back to Africa, not even to help Steph. 

    I uncapped my mug and looked at Sue. "Does this mean the African project's been put on hold?" 

    She rolled her eyes and manufactured a sigh. "As much as I know it would please you; no, that's not what it means, Ed." 

    Shrugging as I rinsed my mug, I said, "Oh, well. It was just a thought. Has anyone said when that operation will finally get underway?" Affecting an air of nonchalance, Sue smilingly asked, "How would Monday work for you?" 

    "I'll check with my social secretary, but she'll probably tell you to give me at least a week's notice for non-emergency stuff. Have you picked a starting point, or would I just go looking for the worst possible place with more than twenty people?" 

    Sue took a seat at the kitchen table as I spooned instant coffee into my mug and added hot water. I heard Tiger's claws on the table and knew that he'd placed himself where she could reach him conveniently. 

    Sue said, "We've picked a starting point, but we've encountered various delays in acquiring the necessary permissions to establish clinics in the region." 

    "No surprise there, ma'am. How much do the greedy bastards want for the privilege of helping their citizens?" 

    "A million US dollars for every clinic established, plus assorted monthly payments to local officials." 

    Joining Sue at the table, I chuckled, "Either say 'no' or notify the media. Or both, even, but leave the African honchos some way to call the whole mess a misunderstanding and make a few bucks on the deal or they aren't very likely to cooperate. They're old hands at obstructionism." In an almost condescending tone, Sue said, "Ed, we'd really prefer to avoid offending and alienating those in positions to make things even more difficult." 

    That made me laugh outright. 

    "Yeah, right. Tell you what, Sue, you can't alienate them any more than they already are. Start with the fact we're all foreigners, then move to skin color. I'm white, your persona is white, so is Steph's, and if Andrew's still aboard this project, he's a white boy, too. You and Steph could turn yourselves black, but Andrew and I can't help being white, so fuck anyone who doesn't like that about us." 

    Taking a sip of my coffee, I continued, "Next go to the matter of affluence. We're haves and they're have-nots, so we already offend them on several levels just by existing. And don't forget that --just like all the other do-gooders who've tried to help Africans --we're about to waltz in and say, 'Hi, we've come to help you poor, disadvantaged savages become civilized.'" 

    Laughing, I said, "They just love that line, y'know. Makes 'em feel all warm and fuzzy while the local honchos try to steal the stuff that would have been given to the needy so they can trade it for guns. And if they can't steal it, they'll try to destroy it." 

    With a narrow gaze, Sue said, "They wouldn't be able to steal or destroy a robodoc clinic." 

    "No, but they can kill or maim anyone who shows an interest in it. They'll isolate it so it'll be useless if bribes aren't paid and deals aren't made. Don't tell me you and Steph haven't considered these things, Sue. With all of Earth's history on tap, I flatly won't believe it." 

    Sipping my coffee, I said, "Either go there with a boatload of cash to grease the skids or go there prepared to use the kinds of coercion that'll make everyone involved cooperate." 

    "I take it you'd opt for coercion." 

    "Only if I couldn't opt to stay the hell out of Africa altogether. Plenty of other places could use your assistance, too, and they're places where the natives have advanced beyond butchering each others' children in tribal wars over stolen pigs." 

    Sue sat looking at me in silence. 

    I said, "Wanna know how to tell who to help, lady? Look for people who are trying to help themselves. Vietnam, for instance. Since the war, they've gotten with Norway for help developing programs to use offshore oil to fund health care and education. By the time gas-powered cars have been replaced by flits, they'll have become an international campus as well as a major food source in Asia again. Thirty years ago they were just another war-torn pisspot nation. Name even one African nation that's shown any progress like that in the last fifty years." 

    Raising a hand as if to stop me, Sue said, "I get your point." 

    "Well? Am I wrong? I still say that unless you're capable of eliminating and replacing most of the so-called leadership in Africa, you'll be wasting your time and resources there." 

    "Ed, close to sixty percent of the population of Africa is literally starving and suffering from a myriad of illnesses and disabilities. We believe that those people most in need should be the first to receive assistance, regardless of the quality of their leadership." 

    Sighing for Sue's benefit, I said, "Then you'd be better off to recruit some Africans to recruit some more Africans, Sue. Find and train some people with talent and let them present this opportunity to the others. Let the renovation of Africa be a self-renovation and let it happen at its own pace or it'll blow up in your face." 

    Sipping coffee, I added, "And something else, ma'am. No matter what you offer, you'd best make it look like a trade or a potential trade. At least in the beginning." 

    "A 'potential' trade?" 

    "Yup. For gold, diamonds, or whatever else; an eventual exchange of some kind, even if you never bother to collect. Those people have been stung so often that they're going to be highly suspicious of any offers that sound like altruism." 

    "Ed, need I point out that there are already numerous other charities operating in Africa?" 

    "Oh, yeah, the place is loaded with 'em, but I seriously doubt you'll want to deal with very many of them for cooperation. Some are fronts for gun runners, profiteers, and espionage operations that extend into the Middle East and Europe. Most of the others are run by religions and reactionary political groups that just want to expand their turf and influence into places heavy with mineral resources. Africa didn't get the way it is today without lots of foreign aid, y'know." 

    Sitting back in her chair as I sipped coffee, Sue said, "You could simply refuse to go." 

    "No, I couldn't. Not really. I'd be doing it for Steph. And Linda. And you, since you're on their 'Save Africa' bandwagon. Besides, like I told Andrew when he met Steph, there's always a slim chance her plan will work." I didn't add, 'But only if enough of the right people in Africa drop dead or get religion before we get there.' 

    Maybe Sue somehow felt my last thought on the matter. Her gaze narrowed slightly and her head canted to the left a bit as she eyed me for some moments, then stood up. 

    As she studied me, I studied her. Great legs. Graceful curves. Enchanting neck, shoulders, arms, hair, and face. All wonderful. She'd done a truly fine job of assembling her human simulation. 

    Grinning, she said, "I see you're not quite tired of me yet." Returning her grin, I replied, "No, milady. Not yet." 

    "Good," she said, then she patted Tiger and vanished. Tiger stretched as he got to his feet, then he ambled across the table and flumped down in front of me. I ruffled his chin as I thought again about what I might face in Africa. 

    Small arms fire, first and foremost. Possibly light antitank weapons like the B-40 rockets that seemed ubiquitous in most war zones. Standard armored vehicles would be rare in the bush wars, but might as well plan for 'em. A lot of trucks and cars might have homemade armor plate, too. 

    Keying my implant, I said, "Flitter, when I get to Africa, I may have to ask you to disable a vehicle or squash a cannon barrel flat or something like that. I'd be doing so in order to protect myself or others. At such times, there may not be time to explain the situation to you. Are you going to have any problems following such orders?" 

    "Not if such actions are obviously related to self defense or defense of others and do not involve harming a human, Ed." 

    "Understood, flitter. All the usual protocols, etcetera." Yeah, yeah. Same old stuff. No kill, no matter what; the 'Amaran Code'. Oh, well. I'd give some thought to how to deal with armored vehicles and groups of mean-spirited people with automatic weapons. 

    The Africans of any region would know who their worst immediate enemies were, whether the enemies were armed bands of locals, raiding parties from other regions, or their own government forces. A day or two of closely monitoring a village could turn up that info. 

    Andrew would want to set up defensible perimeters and checkpoints beyond the limits of clinic field-domes, but I couldn't see how to do that effectively without using local volunteers who'd be able to identify good guys from baddies, and you don't find volunteers in places like that without first proving that you can protect your volunteers. 

    It seemed likely that the very first thing we'd have to do after plunking a robodoc clinic somewhere would be to show the locals that the bad guys were no longer a threat to them. 

    We couldn't simply set up shop and put up a protective field; the baddies would likely grab locals for questioning rather than risk their own skins in finding out what we were about. 

    Nope. We'd likely have to do a show 'n tell right up front every time we installed a clinic, and it would have to involve some kind of show of force. Instead of hunting the baddies down in the bush to counsel them about messing with us, we'd lure some into attacking us where all concerned could watch what happened to them and perhaps even vent a little by participating. 

    'What the hell...' I thought, as I considered whether to put something in the microwave or go to a steakhouse for dinner, 'Returning to Africa might turn out to be kind of fun, after all.' 
Chapter Five

    My comm implant softly chimed two low notes. I opened a link with, "Hi, Linda. What's up?" 

    There was a short pause before she said, "Someday you'll tell me how you know who's calling you on that thing." 

    "Not while you're dating that sailor, sweetie." Wallace said, "That's my girlfriend you're calling 'sweetie', mister. How about setting up a pad at your end?" 

    "Aw, you're jealous, huh? Okay, Cap. From now on I'll only use sweet nothings on her when you're not around. Or when she's talking about sending me someplace nasty again. Or when it's time to talk about money, I guess. Or..." 

    "Enough, both of you," said Linda. "Ed, I'm told you've come up with yet another field-using device. Care to discuss it?" 

    "It's actually just my own version of something Sue made for me. I'll have my flitter patch the details to your pad." 

    Wallace snapped, "The lady said she'd like to 'discuss' it. I'd suggest you get with the program." 

    I counted to five and asked, "Linda, is this any sort of an emergency matter?" 

    She sighed. "No, Ed, it isn't an emergency." 

    "Then I'll send flitter records to your pad and go to dinner. Look things over at your leisure and call me back. Wallace can get the info from you. Good

'nuff?" 

    As Wallace began to bluster, Linda said, "Okay, Ed." 

    "Thanks, milady. Stand by for news." 

    Dropping the link to Linda, I called my flitter as I stood up to put my coffee mug on the counter and get a plastic baggie out of a drawer by the sink. 

    "Flitter, please send this afternoon's records concerning my new board to Linda's pad. No specifics about design, though. Just the pics of me flying it at the lake." 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Thanks, flitter." 

    Tiger asked, "Will you bring me something?" 

    "I'll see if they have any lemon chicken tonight. Good?" 

    "Yes! Very good!" 

    Patting him, I said, "If they don't have lemon chicken, I'll get you something else I know you like." 

    Raising his chin for a rub, Tiger said, "Thank you." When I stepped outside, I saw a little red car parked on the swale near my mailbox. A rather short, thirtyish brunette woman in a light brown jacket and skirt outfit got out of the car and walked toward me. 

    She had a gorgeous face and a solid-looking figure, but I saw the words

'Tampa Times' on the back of her clipboard as she flipped some pages up, looked at me, then let the pages fall. 

    Because she was looking right at me, I couldn't just disappear; that was one trick I rarely used publicly. Instead, I sat down on the plastic bench under the oak tree and waited as she hiked up the driveway with a firm stride. Stopping a few feet from me, she had no trouble with my name as she handed me a card and in a warm contralto voice introduced herself as Robyn Reede of the Tampa Times. 

    I smiled at her and replied, "Hi. May I see your clipboard?" Clasping the clipboard to her breasts, she said, "Ah... No, sir, I'm afraid that's confidential information." 

    "Uh, huh. Seems likely it's mostly confidential stuff about me, so let me see it or get back in your car." 

    She gave me an ingratiating expression and said, "I really can't... Look, I just want to talk to you for a few minutes about something that happened this afternoon." 

    "Yeah, I figured that. I hate being impolite to such a gorgeous woman, but either show me the clipboard or split." 

    Her gaze narrowed for some moments, then she thrust the clipboard at me. I leafed through it looking for anything that shouldn't have been available to her, but her notes only mentioned my unknown connection to 3rd World Products, the fact that I had access to a flitter, and some events that had been gleaned from police records. Her photo of me apparently had also come from the cops. Tapping the picture as I gave the clipboard back to her, I said, "You'd think they could do better with all the practice they get taking mug shots. Milady, will talking to you make me richer, healthier, or in any way at all be beneficial to me? How about taking me to dinner tonight on the company dime?" 

    "What? I... uh, I can't do that, sir." 

    "Why not? Can't you eat and chat at the same time?" She looked a little flustered as she said, "We aren't... I mean, we can't... uh, we aren't allowed to pay for information." 

    "Someone's misinformed you, ma'am. The media pays for info all the time. You're telling me they won't give you an expense account? Tell 'em to shove it and work for one of the other stations. With your looks, you'd double their audience." 

    A little bug-eyed, she replied, "Ah, no... No, that's not the problem, sir. I..." 

    Raising a hand, I said, "Not 'sir'. Ed. You're Robyn and I'm Ed. Or I'm going to dinner without you." 

    Taking a moment to study me, she said, "Look, I just have a few questions about this afternoon." Glancing at the house, she asked, "Could we just go inside and...?" 

    "Nope," I interrupted, "I'm hungry. If you want to ask me questions, you'll take me to Ryan's and spring for dinner." 

    Blinking at me, she blurted, "Ryan's?" 

    "Yup. I like buffets. You don't have to wait for food." Her clipboard slapped her thigh lightly when she let her arm drop to her side. "Ryan's," she said in a flat tone. 

    Shrugging, I asked, "Not fancy enough for you?" Shaking her head tersely, she said, "No, no! Ryan's is fine. Let me call for an authorization." 

    She returned to her car and used her cell phone. Whoever she spoke to must have been reluctant about something, because I could see tenseness in her shoulders before she growled, "Dammit, Tom! It'll only be about twenty bucks!" I walked over and tapped on the roof of her car, which startled her. She turned to face me and I pointed at the Nikon camera on the seat of her car. She asked, "What? You want me to take your picture?" 

    "Not really, but I think you need some leverage with that tightwad. Get ready, I'm about to hit the road." 

    Looking a bit puzzled, she lifted the phone and said, "Tom, hold on a minute," then, "I don't know yet. Just hold on." Putting the open phone on the seat, Robyn picked up the camera and stood by her car. 

    "Okay," she said, "Now what?" 

    "Now," I replied, "You stand there and watch." Walking a few paces from the car, I whispered, "Board on," as I snapped my fingers. The board appeared at my feet. 

    Robyn murmured, "Oh, my God..!", aimed her Nikon, and snapped a few frames. "What is that?" 

    "It's a new field gadget," I said with a grin, "And I guess you could say I'm 'field' testing it. I'll see you at Ryan's, ma'am. You're still buying." With that, I gave her a small wave, stepped onto the board, and nosed it upward as I aimed northeast toward route 50. The Nikon chattered like a machine gun behind me as I sailed leisurely above Northcliffe Boulevard. Once above the trees across the street, I increased my altitude a bit and looked back. Robyn's little red car was making a fast U-turn. She barely stopped at the corner, then squealed rubber halfway to the light at Deltona. Linda called me back as I was nearing the restaurant. I landed and turned off the board as I answered. 

    "Well, what did you think of the board, Fearless Leader?" 

    "It looks like a surfboard when you use it on water. Looks like fun, too, but I'm not sure we could market it to the public, Ed. Can you imagine a sky full of those things?" 

    Laughing, I answered, "Well, give it some thought. Sue's first one had a real low ceiling. I'll have to sign off soon. A lady reporter is about to buy me dinner." 

    Linda's tone immediately became somewhat tense. 

    "A reporter?" 

    "Yup. She showed up at the house just as I was leaving. Had the beginnings of a dossier on me, all public record stuff. I told her she'd have to buy me dinner to ask me questions. I didn't go so far as to say I'd answer any of them, though." 

    "May I ask why the hell you'd encourage her at all?" 

    "Didn't I mention she was really cute? Oh, well. Besides, she already had half a story or she wouldn't have showed up at all. They wouldn't send out a reporter for someone messing around with a regular surfboard on a lake so close to salt water." 

    Sighing, Linda said, "I suppose not. All the usual warnings apply, Dragonfly." 

    "Yeah, I kind of thought they might, Fearless Leader. I won't tell her anything she can't get from public records." 

    Robyn's little red car pulled into the parking lot and sped into an open slot up the second row. She hurriedly got out and started to reach back into the car for something, canceled that motion and closed the car door, then started quickstepping toward me with her purse and camera. 

    "Linda, she's here. Gotta go." 

    "Okay. Later, Ed." 
Chapter Six

    I watched Robyn approach with unconcealed interest; she had a general body structure similar to that of the woman who'd played Gabrielle on Xena, and Gabrielle had been the only real reason I'd watched the show now and then. Her mid-thigh skirt tightened admirably around her hips and thighs with every step and her breasts bounced slightly within her peach-colored blouse. I decided I kind of liked her on general principles; she wasn't the typical tall, skinny, face-on-a-stick type the networks seemed to prefer. Holding the door open for her, I said, "I never went much for short women, but by God, you could probably change my mind about that." Following her inside, I asked, "Ever watch Xena?" 

    She'd glanced back almost sharply at my first words, but her expression became quizzical as she cautiously answered, "Xena? Yes. I've watched it a few times. Why?" 

    As we stepped up to the check-in register, I said, "Well, you're built kind of like Gabrielle, and that's a damned fine thing in my opinion. She was the reason I watched that show." To the clerk, I said, "She's buying. It's a ploy to make me talk." 

    The clerk blinked and asked, "A what?" as Robyn gave me a dirty look. I said, "A ploy. That's like a plot or a plan or maybe even a cheap bribe. I wouldn't talk to her unless she fed me." Thumbing at Robyn's camera, I added, "She's a reporter. They're gonna make a ton of money off my info and pictures. I might as well get a dinner out of it, right?" Giving both of us fisheye looks, the clerk ran Robyn's credit card through the register and rattled off the company mantra in a rather flat tone with, 

"Ya'll enjoy your dinners." 

    Her unenthusiastic response made Robyn grin and repress a snicker as we looked for a table near the buffet. 

    "She didn't seem too impressed, did she?" 

    Sighing as if disappointed, I said, "Oh, well. Why'd you bring the camera, milady? You think I'll do something newsworthy during dinner?" With another snicker, Robyn replied, "No, I just don't leave tempting objects in cars." 

    She set the receipt on the table for our waitress and pinned it down with napkin-rolled flatware, but the waitress appeared and took our drink orders before we could head for the buffet. 

    As we loaded plates, I said, "You know this is supposed to be more like a polite conversation than an interrogation, right? You're never supposed to let me see the drilling tools." 

    Glancing at me, Robyn grinningly replied, "No promises. We'll see how it goes." 

    At the table, she watched me fork some lemon chicken into the baggie I'd brought and asked, "Are times that hard?" 

    "My cat would probably think so if I came home without the lemon chicken I promised him." 

    Forking up some mashed potatoes, she asked, "Would that be the same cat that's been seen aboard your flitter?" 

    "Yup. That's him." 

    I dug into my steak as she said, "I like cats. I'd like to meet him sometime." 

    Shrugging, I said, "Sure." 

    Robyn actually froze in mid-bite as if 'sure' had been the last thing she'd expected to hear. 

    Grinning, I asked, "What's the matter, Robyn? Were you expecting a little more resistance?" 

    She let her fork descend to her plate and replied, "Um. Well, yes, actually. I was told you might be hard to... ah... reach. You wouldn't give Steve Lenz the time of day when he contacted you back in November." 

    "He was a pushy jerk. You don't seem to be. As long as you don't push with questions I can't answer, we'll get along fine." 

    Chewing her lower lip thoughtfully, she asked, "What happens if I ask a question you can't answer?" 

    Looking up from cutting my steak, I said, "I'll just tell you I can't tell you. Now tell me something. Why am I worth a dinner? I can't legally tell you anything that you couldn't just as easily pull from press clippings." Fixing me with a direct gaze between bites of corn, Robyn asked, "What if I want to know more about you?" 

    "Then I'd want to know why. I still have most of my hair and teeth, but I'm almost twice your age, sweetie." 

    Robyn laughed and almost choked on her corn. 

    "Well --actually --I was only interested in learning a bit more about you. What little I could find out on short notice didn't seem to add up, and that usually means there are some pieces missing from the puzzle." 

    "Come back in eleven years or so. I'll be fully retired and anything going on now will likely be public knowledge by then." 

    Blinking in surprise, she asked, "You're saying... what? That you're some kind of... uh, covert operative?" 

    Laughing, I said, "Hell, no, I'm not saying anything like that. I'm just saying there's stuff I can't talk about, Robyn. It's not all that unusual, y'know. Any cop or doctor..." 

    "But you aren't a cop or a doctor. And you're supposed to be retired already, but it seems you're on a list that I know for a fact requires an active security clearance." 

    Around a bit of steak, I answered, "Semi-retired, they've been calling it. Let's just level out here and reiterate the basics, Robyn. You can root through accessible info all you want, but watch out where else and how deep you dig or you'll meet people with badges and deep-seated attitudes about security." 

    She tapped on her plate a few times, then asked, "You're saying I've basically just bought you dinner so I could hear a security lecture?" 

    "Nope. You'll have some pictures and a brief description of what the flying board's all about." In a confidential tone I added, "You're kind of cute, y'know. It wouldn't surprise me much if you managed to talk me into a flitter ride, too." 

    I watched her eyes as I said that last bit. Her pupils expanded slightly and a small smile formed on her lips, then her gaze narrowed and she asked, 

"No strings?" 

    "What? You mean like running out of gas or engine trouble? Nah, you'd never buy it. You're too smart for that." 

    Robyn's warm, throaty --and surprisingly loud --chuckle became a snort of laughter that turned heads at nearby tables. 

    "Thanks, but that's not what I meant. Are you going to try to tell me what I can or can't write?" 

    Sipping my drink, I said, "If it's about field gadgets, there's no need. They are what they are and do what they do." 

    Clearing her throat softly, Robyn lowered her eyes and nudged some corn around on her plate as she said softly, "Well, I'd really rather do a piece on you, Ed." 

    When she looked up, she had a corner of her lower lip caught between her teeth and a rather supplicating expression. Oh, yes, indeed, she knew how to use her gorgeous face. 

    I studied her beauty for some moments, then said, "I feel a real bad case of psychosomatic laryngitis coming on, ma'am. I guess you'll have to work from whatever's on file." 

    Her expression became slightly sullen as her dim view of my answer appeared on her face. "But..." 

    "Sorry," I said, "Pick another topic. That one's already taken." 

    "What do you mean, 'already taken'?" 

    Handing her one of my Abintra Press business cards, I replied, "If anyone's gonna make money from writing about me, I'm already first in line." Robyn read the card, then looked up at me, her tone droll as she said, "I see." 

    Chuckling, I said, "Not yet, you don't. Visit my website, then you'll see. Are you going to want to meet Tiger and have your flitter ride right after dinner?" 

    The change of topics froze her for a moment, then Robyn asked, "Is there any reason I shouldn't?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Nope. We can pick up Tiger, launch in daylight, and watch nightfall advance from up around a hundred thousand feet." Her mouth fell open and her eyes got big, then Robyn very softly asked, 

"Are you serious?!" 

    "Sure. Tiger likes flying high. Doesn't scare him at all." Giving me a wry look, she said, "Very funny, but you know what I meant." Pointing my fork at her plate, I said, "Then get a move on and you'll find out." 

    Robyn pushed her plate away and said, "I'm ready now." Pointing my fork at my own plate, I said, "But I'm not, and we still have almost two hours of daylight. Don't let your dinner go to waste." After a moment, she pulled her plate back and continued eating somewhat more quickly than before and with a lot less conversation. She finished before I did and picked up her camera, checked the back of it, and set it down with a tense glance at my plate. I pretended not to notice her fidgeting. 

    When I pushed my plates aside and stood up, Robyn also started to stand up. I raised a hand to stop her. 

    "I'm just going to get some salad, Robyn." 

    She seemed a bit frustrated as she settled back into her chair, but nodded and said nothing. When I returned with a small plate adorned with green peppers, leaves of spinach, cherry tomatoes, black olives, and a blob of Thousand Island dressing, Robyn again said nothing, but her expression and body language displayed a certain lack of patience as I ate. Around some green pepper, I asked, "Got any other cameras with you? A video camera, maybe?" 

    "Yes. In the trunk of my car." 

    "Might want to bring it along." 

    Giving me a brief 'duh!' look, she replied, "I'd planned to, unless you objected." 

    Shaking my head, I chuckled and said, "No problem. Take all the pictures you want. Do you need a few minutes to prepare?" 

    "Prepare? Prepare how?" 

    Shrugging, I replied, "Oh, I dunno. To load cameras, maybe. Or check the batteries. Or maybe even to call someone and let him know where you're going and what you're going to be doing so he won't be such a tightass the next time you need twenty job-related bucks. But I suppose you can make that call in your car when you drive it back to my house." 

    Robyn grinningly agreed, "Yeah, I thought I might." Forking up some of my salad, I asked, "You want to run on ahead, then? 

Head back to the house and take a few minutes to yourself before we fly? I'll be along as soon as I finish this. I promise not to ditch you, ma'am." She gave me a mildly suspicious look, but apparently decided to take my words at face value. Scooting her chair back and getting to her feet, Robyn slung her purse and camera on her shoulder and checked her watch. I also stood up more as a mannerly act than for any other reason. 

    Meeting my gaze, she asked, "How much longer do you think you'll be?" 

    "Not long. If you need more than a few minutes, you can use the time while I refill the cooler aboard the flitter." 

    With a last studious look at me, she nodded and said, "I'll see you at your house, then," and headed for the doors. 

    Maybe she didn't completely trust me, after all. Once she was outside, Robyn appeared to head for her car and was soon obscured by a wall. I shifted my gaze to the left front windows above the paper boxes and nibbled my salad as I watched. 

    A windowed van pulled into the lot and stopped to let some people out by the front doors. In the reflection of the van's side windows I saw Robyn standing with her back to the wall, talking rather animatedly on a cell phone. 
Chapter Seven

    Robyn's phone conversation must have ended on an unpleasant note. She glared at her phone briefly, then slapped it shut and put it in her purse as she quick-marched around the parked van and toward her car. Her little red car backed out smartly and zipped out of the parking lot, then turned west on route 50. I finished my salad and dropped a couple of bucks on the table for the waitress who'd kept our drinks full, then left the restaurant. 

    Once outside, I said, "board on" and lifted to about five hundred feet as I aimed toward the house, watching for Robyn's car on general principles. 

    "Ed," Sue said through my implant, "What if Robyn doesn't drink Ice House beer, dr pepper, or canned tea?" 

    "She drank tea with her dinner, milady. Are you suggesting I ought to pack some wine or booze for the trip?" 

    "I guess that would depend on the reason for the trip. Did you happen to notice whether she's wearing a wedding ring?" 

    "No ring, but that doesn't always mean anything these days. She's a reporter, Sue. Whatever she posts will go out on the wire services. When other newsies push for interviews, I can say she's the only one I'll talk to and I'll have some control over what she writes." 

    Sue appeared in front of me on the board, her theatrical expression one of exaggerated shock as she clutched her breast. "You intend to use her? Oh, you cad! You absolute cad!" 

    Giving her a droll look, I said, "Right. D'ya think maybe she'll use me a little, too, ma'am? Will there be an exchange of sorts?" With a grinning shrug, Sue replied, "Well, when you put it that way, of course... Why did you choose to talk to her at all?" 

    "Well, duh, lady. Because she's cute, mostly. I'll demo the ol' PFM and take her for a flitter ride and by the time she's through asking me journalistic questions I ought to know how or if to proceed." 

    "Ah. I see. But didn't I hear you tell her you were twice her age, Ed? 

Wouldn't such a remark be considered rather counterproductive if you intend to try to seduce her?" 

    I spotted Robyn's car pulling onto the swale in front of my house as I said, "The way I see it, one should try for what one wants in life, milady. Oh, and don't appear when she's around unless I call you, please." 

    "Oh, really?" Sue replied archly, "Why? Are you afraid I'll ruin your chances?" 

    Laughing, I nodded. "It could definitely happen. A lot of otherwise very confident women have found your gorgeous, glorious presence to be just a bit disconcerting, y'know." 

    Sue smilingly popped out of existence while we were still a quarter of a mile from the house. Robyn's car was on the swale again. I landed on the porch, hopping off as the board stopped. 

    As I said, "board off", a car door opened and closed behind me and I turned to see Robyn coming toward me with her purse and what looked like a gym bag. 

    Instead of her usual march step, she seemed almost to be strolling up the driveway and while she looked in my direction, she didn't make an effort to meet my gaze as she had during other encounters. Hm. Reason? 

    "Sue," I said as I waved to Robyn and turned to unlock the front door, 

"Does Robyn have a telephoto lens in that bag?" 

    "Yes, Ed, but it isn't on a camera." 

    "I'd say chances are pretty good that she watched for my approach and spotted you on the board, though." 

    With a snicker, Sue said, "Could be." 

    "Hm. Oh, well. How she handles that will give me an idea of how to proceed, won't it? I'll let her be the one to mention it if she has the nerve." 

    "Why wouldn't she have the nerve?" 

    "Well, first she'd have to convince herself you were actually there, and she probably won't want to believe you just disappeared. She'll probably think I pitched you overboard." 

    Sue laughed and said, "I'll wish you good luck, then." Robyn joined me on the porch and adjusted the hang of her bag on her shoulder as I opened the door for her and saw Tiger sitting in the kitchen doorway. 

    Reaching to pat him, I said, "Hi, Tiger! This is Robyn." Turning to Robyn, I said, "This is the famous Tiger. Want me to put that bag on the couch for you?" 

    She smiled as she slipped the bag off her shoulder and knelt to greet Tiger. I watched the muscles of her thighs flex and again thought of Gabrielle's fabulous little bod. 

    "Well, hello, kitty!" cooed Robyn, reaching to pat him, "Oooo! You're such a pretty kitty!" 

    Tiger eyed her skeptically for a moment as she petted him, then sounded off. The cat noise was rendered as, "Thank you very much, Robyn. You are also very pretty." 

    His tail twitched with amusement as Robyn froze and stared at him for a long few moments, then looked at me suspiciously. 

    Shaking my head and raising my hands protestingly, I said, "Nope. Not me. He really talks. Tiger's collar translates for him, so he ends up speaking cat and English at the same time." 

    "You're serious? This isn't a joke?" 

    "Um. Well, I wasn't joking, but he might have been having a little fun with you. He thinks baby talk is for kittens." 

    When her eyes again fell on Tiger, he asked, "Are you Ed's new mate?" Robyn instantly blushed deeply. Her eyes got even wider as her mouth fell open, then she managed to mutter, "Uh, I... No. No, Tiger, I'm not... uhm... Ed's new mate." 

    Looking at me, Tiger said, "That is... very unfortunate." Chuckling, I said, "Yup. No damned doubt about it, Tiger." I took the bag holding his lemon chicken out of my pocket. Tiger instantly forgot about Robyn and hopped on the kitchen table, pacing impatiently as I headed for the sink. 

    While I put some chicken in a dish for him, I said, "We're going for a ride in the flitter. Do you want to come along?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    One cautious step at a time, Robyn entered the kitchen and approached the table, her eyes fixed on Tiger. 

    Tiger stopped eating, met her gaze for a moment, and said, "Please don't be afraid of me, Robyn." 

    Robyn blinked at him for a moment, then replied, "Uh, no, Tiger. I'm not afraid of you, I just... Well, I've just never had a cat talk to me before." I put Tiger's dish of chicken on the table and put the baggie containing the remainder of his chicken in the fridge, then said, "Robyn, I need to stop on the way to restock the flitter's cooler. What do you drink?" She looked from Tiger to me and seemed to have to think for a moment. 

"Ah... wine coolers, usually." 

    Nodding, I said, "I don't know much about those, so you can come in with me and pick whatever you like." Taking my coffee mug from the sink counter, I said, "I'm going to make myself a cup to go. If you need to make a pit stop, now's the time. Down the hall, turn right, look left. Can't miss it." After glancing down the hall as I nodded that direction, Robyn's gaze again fell on Tiger, who ignored her in favor of his lemon chicken. 

    "Good idea," she said, then she went to the living room for her bag and took it with her to the front bathroom. 

    I made my coffee, then visited the back bathroom and spiffed up a bit on general principles. As I brushed my teeth, it occurred to me that at six-two, I already stood overly tall against Robyn's five-four or thereabouts. I swapped my cowboy boots for my rubber-soled golf shoes and headed for the kitchen. 

    Something snapped and whirred in the front bathroom as I passed it, then I heard a click. Why was she taking pictures of my bathroom? 

    With a mental shrug, I decided it didn't matter. In the kitchen, I sat down at the table with my coffee and waited for Robyn to make an appearance. Keying my implant, I said quietly, "Sue, it might be a good idea to check the house for bugs after we're on the flitter. Did you turn up anything unusual when you checked Robyn out?" 

    Without appearing, Sue answered, "You've said nothing about checking her out, Ed." 

    "Uh, huh. Tell ya what, ma'am; if you haven't checked her out yet, I'll ask Steph to add a few months so you can make an in-depth study of routine security measures." 

    "In that case, yes, I have. Robyn Reede is single, recently disassociated from a man named Richard Perks, and slightly farther in debt than befits her salary. She was recently passed over for a promotion and filed a grievance about that, but evidence to support her suspicion of cronyism appears lacking." 

    "As it would be, if they did it right. Does the passover look questionable to you?" 

    "Yes, it does. I'm investigating various connections." I heard the bathroom door open and said, "Good. I hate that kind of crap. Thanks, milady. Gotta go. She's coming." 

    Robyn appeared in jeans and a pastel-blue blouse. On her feet were a pair of those hundred-dollar sneakers and her hair was tied back in a ponytail. I supposed her skirt and jacket were in the garment bag slung on her shoulder. 

    "Good thinking," I said, "Now Tiger can use your lap." Tiger instantly added, "Yes, please," which made Robyn giggle and reach to pet him. 

    She glanced at me and I stood up as I asked, "So you've gotten over meeting a talking cat?" 

    "I think so." She hefted the garment bag. "I'll just put this in the car and I'll be ready to go." 

    Before I could get the door for her, she was through it and marching down the driveway. Tiger and I followed her out. I locked the door and waited until Robyn was about to shut her car door to key my implant and call my flitter. 

    "Flitter, put on your opaque canopy and come down, please. Make a dramatic arrival." 

    Perhaps all of five seconds after the flitter said, "Yes, Ed," it was parked above the end of my driveway. As Robyn neared my mailbox, a sudden violent blast of wind rattled my oak tree and blasted my driveway clean of sand. 

    Poor Robyn screeched, clutched my mailbox, and turned her face away from the gale. When the wind stopped, she opened her eyes and screeched again at finding herself nose-to-hull with the flitter. 

    Tiger trotted down the driveway and hopped aboard the flitter, passing through the field canopy and vanishing in mid-leap. I followed him to the flitter and held a hand out through the flitter's hull-field to Robyn. When Robyn didn't immediately step forward, I said, "Canopy off, please." The canopy disappeared and Robyn gasped, then she spotted Tiger sitting on the dash above the console, his tail switching with amusement as he returned her staring gaze. 

    Glancing upward, I asked, "You want to lift off while there's still some daylight, ma'am?" 
Chapter Eight

    Without comment, Robyn handed me her bag and I reached to put it behind a seat. The console came on and the flitter said, "There's a pistol in her bag, Ed." 

    "Thanks, flitter." I held my hand out to Robyn again. She took it and stepped aboard, then turned as I stepped aboard and asked, 

"The gun doesn't bother you?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "You aren't pointing it at me. How long has it been in that bag?" 

    "About two years, off and on. It kind of lives there." 

    "Thought so. Watch out for fabric fluff and like that. It'll gum up the works." 

    I told the flitter to use standard flight modes and take us to the grocery store on the corner of Mariner Boulevard. I'd started to set my coffee on the deck by the console when I heard Robyn screech softly. 

    She was standing behind one of the seats, her hands gripping the back of the seat as residential scenery and pine trees flashed by below and around us. 

    "How fast are we going?!" she hissed. 

    As the flitter descended to the fire lane in front of the store, I looked over the side, then grinned and said, "Not very." Opening the cooler, I took inventory. A six-pack of everything would restock it well enough. A hand on my shoulder stopped me from closing the lid, then a camera snapped twice. 

    Leaving the lid open and standing up, I looked at Robyn and asked, "You took a picture of my beer?" 

    Giving me an 'are you nuts?' look of exasperation, Robyn replied, "No, I took a picture of your cooler." 

    "Bet you didn't." I gestured at it. "You shot what you could see; the inside of it and a few bottles and cans. People will think you doctored the picture." 

    I flipped the lid shut and the cooler disappeared completely. Robyn reached to try to touch it and stubbed her fingers. She felt around until she found the edge and lifted the lid, exposing a partial view of the interior. 

    Shaking her head, she let the lid close and straightened up, all the while staring at the spot where she knew the cooler to be as she asked, "May I ask why the hell anyone needs an invisible cooler?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "It helps keep it cool, of course. Sunlight bends around it. Come on." 

    Hopping off the flitter, I turned to offer her a hand down, but she'd already started her own jump to the ground. My implant tingled as the flitter lifted behind us. 

    When Robyn started to turn around to look at the flitter, I said, "Too late. It's already gone. Flitter, just hover above the building, please. We'll be right back." 

    As we entered the store, she asked, "It can really hear you?" 

    "Yup." 

    Robyn found some fruit-flavored wine coolers and I grabbed six packs of Ice House beer, dr pepper, and canned tea. As we left the store, she lifted her camera as if to take a picture once we got outside. 

    Stopping just outside the doors, she looked around and asked, "Where is it?" 

    "About ten feet in front of you. Stop when you get to the yellow line or you'll bash your shins on the edge of the deck." 

    Her camera snapped twice again when I walked to the flitter and stepped aboard. I put the drinks by the cooler and turned to look at Robyn. She'd just started easing forward, her free hand extended in front of her like someone groping in the dark. 

    When she reached the flitter's field, her hand disappeared, which made her give a little cry of dismay and yank her hand back. I stood up, leaned slightly outside the field, and grinningly said, "Let's get a move on, lady." Robyn quickly raised the camera, but I just as quickly ducked back into the field, chuckling as I turned to load the cooler. She stepped aboard and stood glaring at me, then seemed to realize something. 

    "Why didn't you get some ice while we were in there?" 

    "Don't need it." Looking up, I added, "Why else?" I opened one of her wine coolers and handed it to her, then opened a beer and sat down in the pilot's seat. 

    "Flitter, we're outta here. Take us up, please." As the storefront and parking lot quickly shrank below us, Robyn squeaked and moved to sit down on my left. When I grinningly sipped my beer, she gave a deep sigh and took a swig of her pink drink. 

    All you have to do is make a plan and get comfortable. Something will just about always interrupt. 

    The console chimed once and I felt Sue's presence aboard as I answered, 

"Yes, Sue?" 

    Sue's face appeared on the screen. "Ed, I need the flitter." 

    "You've got it." As the flitter veered sharply to the east and Robyn screeched again, I asked, "What's up?" 

    Tiger's yowl from his perch above the console was rendered as an enthusiastic, "Hello, Sue!" 

    Chuckling, Sue responded, "Hello, Tiger!" then she said, "A small plane's landing gear won't deploy. I'll use the flitter's extra power to set the plane down gently." 

    "Sounds like a pretty good show, milady. Robyn, that's Sue on the screen. Sue, this is Robyn." 

    "Hello, Robyn," said Sue, "I hope you don't mind my borrowing Ed and his flitter." 

    Looking somewhat stunned, Robyn said, "Ah... No, not at all. May I ask who you are and what agency you're with?" 

    I laughed and Robyn shot me a sharp glance before she saw that Sue was also grinning. 

    Sue said, "Enjoy the ride. Later, all." 

    The screen went blank and Robyn turned to me. 

    "Who was that?!" 

    Grinning, I said, "Like I said, her name's Sue. Got lots of film in that camera? Want to use your vidcam instead?" 

    Glancing at her bag, Robyn nodded and eased out of her seat to reach for it as if she expected the flitter to lurch unexpectedly. I stood up and walked back to her bag, then handed it to her. 

    "Robyn," I said, "You gotta relax, lady. Flitter, use a one-way field, please. All anyone needs to see is a shiny hull." 

    Our field turned slightly grey. Robyn was looking at me as we pulled alongside a small, single engine plane. I pointed past her. She turned to look, muttered, "Oh, holy shit..," quickly set her wine cooler down, fished her video camera out of her bag, and began a sporadic commentary as she filmed the event. 

    Sue again appeared on the console and asked, "Ed, would you like to be the one to discuss matters with the pilot?" 

    "Sure, lady," I said, "But first tell me how you're going to handle things. I don't wanna sound too ignorant, y'know." 

    Laughing, she said, "I'm going to take control of his plane, interface with the control tower, and try to free his landing gear mechanism. Failing that, I'll land the plane with a field pad." 

    Her words made Robyn turn and aim the vidcam at the console and me. I didn't particularly like being filmed, but I had no good reason to tell her to stop filming after inviting her aboard with her cameras. 

    "Wait one, Sue," I said, "Why isn't the gear working?" 

    "Neither its hydraulic system nor its manual deployment system will function. It would appear that someone tampered with the system." For the benefit of Robyn's camera, I said, "Well, don't fix it, ma'am. Leave whatever evidence there may be exactly as it is for someone to find. Better we should just set the plane down and let his insurance cover a new paint job." 

    "Okay. Ready?" 

    "Ready, milady. Put him on." 

    There'd be no picture on the screen. I turned to look at the plane as I called out the plane's tail number and asked to speak to the pilot. He answered in a rather tense tone as he stared at the flitter next to his plane. 

    "I... I hear you. Who are you?" 

    "Skip that. We're taking over and putting you down gently, so just sit back and relax, okay?" 

    He didn't, of course. He tried desperately to contact the tower and struggled with the controls for a time, then he seemed to realize his efforts were futile. I aimed some theta waves at him to help him relax. When he finally sat back and simply stared out his window at us in a rather accusing manner, I called him back. 

    "Pilot, you're in good hands. The lady flying your plane knows what she's doing. I know it's tough to just sit there, but we don't want you to make any ugly marks all over somebody's perfectly good runway. Copy that?" He didn't sound too happy, but he said, "Yeah, I copy. Who the hell are you people?" 

    "Friends. Just sit back and enjoy the ride. Out." I tapped the console off and sipped my beer as we passed over the tourist trap known as Kissimmee on a descending course toward some small airport near Orlando. 

    "Robyn," I said, "You can get up and move around if you want. We won't feel anything much when he touches down." 

    She nodded and said, "Okay, thanks," then seemed to really hear my last sentence and gave me a droll look. I grinned back at her and she turned away to continue filming. 

    As we eased closer to the ground, a light grey cloud appeared under the plane in the shape of a skid plate several feet thick. The moment the field touched the ground, the plane's engine stopped and we all drifted forward at around seventy miles per hour until Sue began slowing us down. Several fire trucks and police cars were on hand to greet us and one of the firetrucks rolled alongside the plane at a safe distance as we coasted toward the hangars. 

    Beside one of the hangars was a flatbed trailer of the type you see being hauled down the road behind a diesel truck. Sue sort of puffed up the field under the plane as we approached, stopped the plane above the trailer, and dissipated the field. I doubt the plane dropped a whole half an inch to the trailer. 

    "Great work, Sue," I said, "I'll bet you didn't even scratch the paint. Excellent." 

    She laughed and said, "Thank you, kind sir." 
Chapter Nine

    Firemen, police, and others flocked toward us on foot and in vehicles. Robyn eased the camera around until she could get the console, the plane, and me into her viewfinder, then panned around toward the approaching horde. The plane's pilot cautiously stepped out of his aircraft onto the trailer. Robyn swiveled to film his progress as I quietly said, "Sue, it's time to make an appearance. You get to handle all the publicity stuff, y'know." Glancing around at me, Robyn asked, "What? I didn't hear what you..." Sue popped into being beside me. Robyn nearly dropped her camera and uttered a short, high-pitched shriek that made Tiger and me wince. Grinning at us as she gestured at the people surrounding the flitter, Sue said, "Gee, thanks ever so much for allowing me to attend your party, mister." Robyn nearly screeched, "Who are you?! How did you..?!" I interrupted her with a raised hand and said, "Robyn, lower your voice! 

And save any other questions about Sue for later, please. It's just after six. Will you need to take that film somewhere to beat a deadline?" Wrenching her eyes away from Sue to look at me, she said, "Uh... Yes, but not... I'd like to get some of the aftermath before... Oh, hell! My office is almost a hundred miles away!" 

    Watching the pilot dismount the trailer into a group of people, I replied, 

"Remember how quickly we got over here." 

    "Oh! Right! Well..." She looked around at the plane, the people, and Sue, and said, "I just need a few more minutes." 

    Laughing, I sipped beer and said, "Yeah, sure. Sue's about to talk to people about how she did what she did, so you might want to catch some of that, too." 

    Robyn's attention instantly returned to Sue, who agreed with me and suggested that Robyn should accompany her to meet with the airport people. Robyn started to step off the flitter with her, then asked me, "Aren't you coming?" 

    "Nope. I hate crowds and she doesn't need a coach. You ladies go have yourselves a good time." 

    After a moment of hesitation, Robyn nodded and hopped to the ground with Sue, then they stepped beyond the flitter's field and became visible to the crowd, which caused a minor uproar. 

    Sipping my beer as they entered a hangar, I studied the bottle. It seemed likely that when Robyn's film was seen, someone would ask about the guy with the beer in his hand. 

    Was he flying the flitter during the incident? No? Then who was flying the flitter? She was? But we didn't see her aboard, so how could she have been flying it? Etcetera... 

    Screw it. Let the ladies explain things while Sue gave one of her 'Many Magical Uses of Fields' pitches. I looked in the cooler for the cap from Robyn's wine cooler, reinstalled it on her bottle, and set the bottle in the cooler. 

    Keying my implant, I called up a field screen and punched up the SciFi channel to see if the evening's 'Stargate: SG1' episode was one I hadn't seen. It wasn't, but it was one I was willing to watch again, so I leaned my seat back and put my feet up on the console. 

    During one of the commercials Tiger asked for some water. I took his bowl out of the base of the console and field-swept the air to gather moisture and condense an inch or so of water. 

    The second half of the show had just started, of course, when Linda's double chimes sounded. I muted the show's sound a bit and answered through my implant with, "Hi, Linda." 

    Wallace said, "Nope, it's me. You're in the news, hero." 

    "I shouldn't be. We had the canopy up." 

    On the vidscreen, Major Carter pressed something on a gadget in her hand and a piece of the stone wall in front of her vanished to reveal lush, wooded scenery beyond. 

    She looked appropriately startled, but announced in a cool tone, "Colonel, I think I've found out what this thing does." 

    Chuckling, Wallace said, "Well, okay, then, your flitter's on the news. Someone got the landing on tape. Good job, Ed." 

    "Thanks, I'll tell Sue you said so. It was her show, start to finish. By the way, if you're using Linda's datapad, that must mean Linda's somewhere nearby, right?" 

    Wallace snapped, "Linda's whereabouts are none of your business after duty hours, sport." 

    After giving my gut reaction a moment to quiet, I said, "Captain Wallace, we barely get along with each other because we're supposed to have an understanding about our roles in Linda's life. Don't aggravate matters by acting like a macho boyfriend. You're using my boss's supposedly secure private datapad. That's not supposed to happen, and as the base security officer, you know that better than anyone." 

    A rather long, silent moment passed before Wallace sighingly growled, 

"Yeah, you're right, goddamn it. Stand by one and I'll get her." Maybe a minute passed before Linda said, "I'm here, Ed." Tiger instantly hopped down to a seat and howled, "Hello, Linda! Hello!" Linda responded, "Hi, Tiger! There's been no security breach, Ed. I rang you up and handed the pad to Emory so he could congratulate you while I went to check the roast." 

    "In that case, tell him I said thanks for the sentiment and I'll pass it to Sue. She handled the entire incident on her own." 

    "He heard you. How are things going with Ms. Reede?" 

    "Good. She filmed at close range during the event. It ought to give her some bragging rights at the office." 

    The SG1 team had come under fire from the usual Egyptoid-looking baddies as Carter dialed the gate. They all managed to dive through the gate in the nick of time with whatever they'd found on the planet, then commercials began. 

    "Right now," I said, "Sue's talking to the airport people and Robyn's likely filming that event, too. I've just been sitting here watching

'Stargate' and killing time until they come back." 

    From somewhere beyond the screen, Wallace muttered, "What? He's just sitting on his ass watching TV?!" 

    I snapped, "Well, why the hell not, Wallace? What do you think I ought to be doing with my spare time?" 

    Sighing, Linda said, "You two can be such a joy. I'll let you get back to your show, Ed. Later." 

    "Later, milady." 

    "Goodbye for now, Tiger." 

    Tiger yowled, "Goodbye, Linda!" 

    She dropped the link and one of those lame-assed horror movies involving swarms of killer insects started. I switched to the Internet and checked email, then edited a few chapters of one of my ebooks. 

    Just over an hour passed until Sue said, "Ed, the show's over in here. Robyn's on her way to the flitter. I'll let you two get back to your date." 

    "Thanks, but I don't think she thinks it's a date, Sue. I don't think I think it's a date, either, at this point." 

    "You may be surprised, then. She asked a few questions about you." 

    "Such as?" 

    "Oh, let's see... Marital status was one of them, if I recall correctly. And I think there was one about current girlfriends." 

    "Well, then, maybe the evening will liven up a little later. One can hope she wasn't just fishing for story info." 

    "Indeed so. Later, Ed. Some people want to discuss fire control fields." 

    "Okay, milady. See you later. Sell 'em a dozen." Robyn came marching toward the flitter --she always seemed to march -and stopped a few feet away from the hull as if wondering how to get back aboard. 

    Standing up and leaning just beyond the field, I extended a hand to her and said, "Just come on in. How'd it go?" 

    Coming forward to take my hand and step up to the deck, she said, "It went great. Better than great. Sue demonstrated how she supported the plane by using the same kind of field to lift a pallet full of oil drums, then she showed us a lot of other uses for fields." Patting her camera, she said, "I interviewed the pilot, too. I've got it all right in here." 

    "Kewl," I said, plunking back into my seat as she replaced the tape in the camera with a blank one, then labeled the used tape. "What now? Do we take the tape to your office?" 

    Nodding, Robyn checked her watch and held the cassette up as she said, "If we had time, I'd stop by my apartment and make a copy of this. I guess I'll have to fight the news director for the original." 

    "Just hang on one. Sue, can you spare time to copy a tape?" Sue's appearance in the seat beside me startled Robyn no less than it had before, but at least she didn't shriek again. 

    Sue reached for the tape in Robyn's hand and asked her for a blank one, as well. Blinking at me, Robyn asked if there was a VCR in the console. 

    "Not necessary. Just give her a blank tape." Robyn reached in her bag for another cassette and handed it to Sue as she asked, "Can you really do something like that?" 

    My reaction to her question must have showed on my face. Robyn turned to me and somewhat sharply asked, "What?!" 

    I sighed and said, "Robyn, if she couldn't do it I wouldn't have suggested it. I think maybe she can do damned near anything, really." In a confidential tone, I added, "I kind of think she's some sort of a goddess, y'know." 

    Rolling her eyes, Sue grinningly remarked, "He says things like that all the time. It's usually all I can do to contain my ego when he's around." 
Chapter Ten

    "Flitter," I said, "Link into the Music Choice dance music channel, please. On my home TV it's channel 813, if that helps. Use volume three for now." 

    "Yes, Ed," said the flitter. 

    The console came on with a top-screen banner that read '813 MC2 Dance' and the time. At the bottom was the usual scrolling display of title and artist info. 

    "Yup, that's the one, thanks." 

    I sipped the last of my beer as the Delerium mix of 'Waiting' by Lunik filled the flitter from all directions and Robyn searched vainly for the speakers. 

    "Finished," said Sue, holding both tapes out to Robyn, who stopped looking for speakers and stared rather blankly at the tapes for a moment before taking them. 

    She looked them over as if she expected to see something different about them, then looked at Sue and me. 

    "Really?" she asked, "You people aren't kidding me?" Sue said, "I'll put it on a screen for you." A six-foot-tall field-generated vidscreen popped into being toward the rear of the flitter and the contents of Robyn's tape began unfolding on it. Robyn's mouth fell open and her eyes got very wide. For almost a full ten seconds she just sat there, then she got up and went to the screen. Her hand passed through the screen and she quickly pulled it back to clutch it in her other hand, then she looked at Sue and me with an expression of total astonishment. 

    The Electro Headz remix of Pink's 'God is a DJ' started. Robyn searchingly looked around the flitter again as I drummed with the beat on the edge of my seat. Her gaze settled on me and she seemed to study me for a few moments. I asked, "Want to hear something else?" 

    "Ah... No, that's fine." 

    "Want your drink? I recapped it and kept it cold." Her eyes flicked to the cooler --or rather, to where she'd last seen the contents of the cooler --and she nodded silently. 

    Flipping the lid open, I opened her wine and handed it to her, then said, 

"Sue, thank you for cloning Robyn's tape." 

    Robyn froze in mid-sip, turned to look at Sue, and nodded as she quickly agreed, "Oh! I'm sorry, Sue! Yes, thank you very much. I was so distracted..." 

    "No problem," said Sue. "We go through this sort of thing every time he brings someone aboard for the first time." Looking at me, she said, "I'll leave Robyn's footage running. Later, Ed." 

    "Later, milady, and thanks again. You're a true wonder." She grinned and disappeared. Robyn moaned softly and reached to pass her hand through the air where Sue had been, then she looked at me. Her eyes were wide and I could see the pulse pounding in her throat before she turned to stare at the vidscreen field. On the screen, the field pad had formed under the plane and the airfield was growing larger ahead of us. I left her to her musings. A certain gentle internal pressure told me it was almost time to find a restroom, so it was definitely time to get underway. 

    "Robyn, tell me where you're going," I said. 

    "Huh? Going?" 

    "Your apartment? Your office?" 

    She didn't have to consider her answer long. 

    "Oh! My office. I already called them about the tape. I'll have to draft a story to go with it." 

    Glancing around the flitter, then looking at me, she asked, "Uh... will you... uhm, will you be able to wait for me, Ed? It won't take too long to file the story." 

    I snorted a short laugh. "Yeah, right. How many people are at the office right now? How many of them will want to chat about your flitter ride?" Shaking my head, I said, "Nah. Call me when you're finished. Flitter, take us to my house, please." 

    The flitter lifted above the buildings and dashed westward at barely subsonic speed. Yet again Robyn gave one of her short, sharp shrieks and clung to a seat as scenery rushed past below us and the Rising Star remix of 'Burned with Desire' started thumping. Kewl. I turned it up a notch. 

    "Ed," Sue said through my implant, "Robyn's bioreadings just dropped rather significantly." 

    "Reason?" I whispered. 

    "Uncertain, but I'd say mild depression." 

    I glanced at Robyn's faint reflection in the console screen. Her previously excited, somewhat anxious demeanor had been replaced with a mild version of the 'hurt puppy' look. I turned to face her. 

    "Robyn, have I pissed you off or hurt your feelings?" Her eyebrows went up and her eyes widened. "Uh... Ed, I was just wondering if I'd pissed you off or hurt your feelings. Are you telepathic or something?" 

    "Or something. Why'd you think I was pissed?" 

    "Well, what you said... no, more the way you said it, I guess, and then you turned up the music..." 

    Shrugging, I said, "I said what I thought and I like that song, that's all. I wasn't tuning you out." 

    Swinging my feet down from the console, I stood up and stretched as I said, "Look, you have a job to do with that tape and it'll take more than a few minutes. Our quick joyride turned into an event. No biggie. Leave the wine coolers aboard and call me when you're finished. We'll go for a ride then. Good 'nuff?" 

    Her look of uncertainty was touching. "You're sure?" I gave her a 'get real' look and said, "I don't bother saying things I don't mean, Robyn. My day doesn't really start until nine or ten, so I'm usually up 'till three a.m. anyway. Call me when you're ready." Interstate 75 flashed by below us and the flitter settled to my driveway a few seconds later. I grabbed my coffee and the empty bottles and stepped to the ground, then handed Robyn down. After trashing the bottles in the garbage cans by the garage, I carried her bag to her car as Tiger dashed ahead. Tiger jumped onto the trunk of her car and asked, "Will you come back, Robyn?" 

    Robyn reached to pet him and said, "Yes, Tiger." He stretched so she could ruffle his chin and said, "Good." Giving me a long look, Robyn bit her lip and said, "Actually, tomorrow might be better, Ed." 

    Shrugging, I answered, "No problem. Tomorrow's fine if nothing gets in the way." 

    Her gaze narrowed slightly. "What would get in the way?" 

    "Read what you've got on me, Robyn. I may be semi-retired, but I'm on call twenty-four-seven to use my flitter to help a number of agencies. I don't plan for free time; I just take it when it's available." 

    Nodding, she said, "Well, I'd better get moving. Thanks for everything, Ed. Be sure to watch the news tonight." 

    She got into her car and drove off with a wave and I took Tiger into the house, took a leak, then headed back outside. 

    "Hold the fort, Tiger. I'll be back in a while." He looked up from his food dish and said, "Okay." I called up the board and my three suit and sailed skyward toward the Times building. Robyn's little red car pulled into the lot just as I arrived. I dismounted the board near the building's entrance and waited. A guard saw her coming and came to the doors to let her in, keeping an arm on the door to pull it shut. I set my heel against the door. The guard pulled, then yanked the door, but it wouldn't budge. He stepped outside to check the pneumatic closing arm at the top of the door and I slipped past him to quietly follow Robyn. 

    At her desk on the second floor, she set her bag down, took out the tapes, and punched a couple of buttons on her phone. A man answered with, "Arkin." 

    "I'm back," said Robyn, "You won't believe what I've got." 

    "He bought the act, huh?" 

    "Oh, hell, yes. I don't know where you got that shit, Tom. They don't come any easier. We're going up again tomorrow." She laughed and added, "I think he's got a crush on me." 

    "Well, make the most of it. See you in the chop shop." 

    "Okay. Make it ten minutes." 

    "Okay." He hung up. 

    Robyn put the tapes in her desk drawer, stuffed her carry bag into another drawer, grabbed her purse, and headed for the restrooms across the hall. Hm. Kinda thought she hadn't sounded altogether sincere a few times along the way. Oh, well, we'd see how far she'd go for a story. Robyn was trim and tight and beautiful, and if she was willing, I'd thoroughly enjoy every minute of fucking her silly. 

    If a story was all she was after and she wasn't willing to play, there'd be no point in continuing an association with her. Publicizing field gadgets wasn't in my job description. 

    Out of curiosity I opened the drawer containing Robyn's bag and located her gun. It was a black Taurus PT92, rather a big gun for a small woman's hand. I checked the clip. It was full. 

    Jacking the slide back a bit showed brass; she kept one in the chamber. Oh, well; the 92 has a rolling-block safety. She could drop the gun on its hammer and it wouldn't fire. I put the gun back in her camera bag and closed the drawer. 

    The bathroom door opened and out came Robyn in the company of an attractive blonde who was maybe a head taller than Robyn. She was lightly tanned and only slightly thinner in a way that suggested she was into some sort of fitness routine. 

    They shared a short laugh as they crossed the hallway and stopped outside Robyn's office. 

    "He likes Pink's music, huh? Well, you can't judge him for that as long as she's selling in the top ten. Except that he's over fifty, he actually sounds like a pretty nice guy, Robyn." 

    "Oh, I think he probably is," said Robyn, "Tom made it sound like he'd be hard as hell to reach, but he wasn't. The minute he saw me, he was ready to do damned near anything for me." 

    Somewhat skeptically, Lynn said, "Uh, huh. You said he gave you a hard time about the clipboard and made you buy dinner. That doesn't exactly sound like an easy mark to me." 

    Shaking her head tersely, Robyn replied, "I think he was just putting on a front. He called me 'gorgeous' right away." 

    "Did he hit on you?" 

    "No." 

    "What are you going to do if he does?" 

    Robyn shrugged. "I don't know. I'll just handle it somehow. If it happens." 

    "Uh, huh," Lynn said again with a big grin, "You said 'if' like there's a chance he won't. If I were you, I'd be going back out tonight. Hell, I'd have dropped off the film and I'd still be out there. Have you ever seen pictures taken at a hundred thousand feet? Do you really even have any idea how high that is?" 

    Giving her a droll look, Robyn said, "I've ridden in an F-18, Lynn. I don't think it'll be all that different." 

    With a shake of her head, Lynn laughed and started walking away as she said, "You'd better hope it's different. I seem to recall that you threw up in the F-18." 

    Rolling her eyes, Robyn entered her office mockingly miming 'You threw up in the F-18' and dropped herself into her chair. She took a bottle of water out of a drawer and swigged from it, then set it on the desk and brought out one of the tapes. 

    "Tom," she murmured, "You are gonna shit when you see this." Hefting the tape, she added, "And if I don't move up this week, it's the last time you'll see any of this kind of stuff from me." 

    She rapped the tape on the desk as if to punctuate her thoughts and stood up, then grabbed her water bottle and marched out of the office. 
Chapter Eleven

    As I followed Robyn down the hall, we passed Lynn's office. Lynn saw her go by and poked a key on her laptop before quickly getting up to follow us. Robyn heard Lynn's footsteps and grinned without turning or slowing down in the least. 

    We trooped into a room full of electronics, where Robyn walked triumphantly up to the desk of a man in his thirties and almost slapped the tape into his hands. 

    The plaque on his desk read 'Tom Arkin - Assistant Editor'. I saw one of his letterheads on the desk and noted that the Times was a wholly-owned subsidiary of Ridley News Services, which finally explained for me why a newspaper reporter had been carrying a video camera. Ridley News Services also owned a string of TV and radio stations. 

    Arkin asked, "This is it, huh?" as he swiveled his chair out and stood up. Putting the tape in a VCR on a wall rack, he asked, "How long is the part with the plane? Twenty minutes? Twenty-five?" 

    "About ten," said Robyn. "A little more or less." Turning to shoot her a narrow gaze, Arkin asked, "Ten? That's all you got?" 

    Robyn said in a defensive tone, "That's all there was, Tom." Without offering anyone else a seat, Arkin plunked himself back down in his overly-padded captain's chair and used a remote control pad to roll the tape. 

    As the view quickly panned past the console, Arkin asked, "Was that a cat?!" He reversed the tape and looked again. "It is! The fucker took his cat along?!" 

    Robyn opened her mouth to say something, then closed it. I wondered if she'd been about to mention that the cat could talk. 

    On the screen I took a swig of beer. Arkin's gaze widened, then narrowed, and he sat a little straighter as he peered at the screen and backed the tape for another look. 

    "I can't believe this," he muttered, "The guy's drinking a fucking beer in the middle of it all. He's not even trying to hide it from the camera." Robyn said, "He wasn't flying the flitter." 

    "Then who was?" 

    "A... woman... named Sue. She took over the plane, too." 

    "You mean like with remote control?" 

    Looking a little lost, Robyn replied, "Uh, yeah. Something like that, anyway." 

    Lifting an eyebrow, Arkin asked, "So where was she? And where was she controlling things from?" 

    "I don't know. She just called to commandeer the flitter and he let her have it and... Well, she did it. That's all I know." 

    Pausing the tape, Arkin eyed her sharply. "So why the hell isn't she on this tape? Didn't you get any background?" 

    Biting her lip, Robyn took a breath and replied, "Just watch the tape, Tom. You'll see her in a minute." 

    With a grunt of unconcealed irritation, Tom un-paused the tape and we watched the landing, then the view swiveled to me as Robyn asked, "What? I didn't hear what you..." 

    Sue appeared beside me, Robyn shrieked, then the screen jostled and went blank. Tom sat bolt upright, staring at the screen. He quickly pushed the

'back' button and again watched Sue appear. Then he did it again. Arkin growled, "Did you mess with this goddamned tape?" 

    "No," said Robyn, "That's what I was trying to tell you on the way over here. She isn't human." 

    He froze the image of Sue. "Then what the hell is she?" 

    "I don't know. I just know she isn't human. There's more footage of her on the tape." 

    Arkin let the tape proceed. When the scene on screen abruptly became a display of Sue talking to a small crowd of people inside the hangar, he stopped the tape and asked, "What's all that about?" Robyn replied, "She held a show about fields in a hangar. It's the kind of stuff we've seen in 3rd World promos, but I thought we might be able to use some of it, so I stuck around." 

    "What was he doing while you 'stuck around' in the hangar?" 

    "He stayed on the flitter. He doesn't seem to like attention." Lynn asked, "Did he say why?" 

    Shaking her head, Robyn said, "No." 

    Arkin said, "That's always reason enough to try to find out. He may have good reasons for staying out of the limelight." 

    With a wry grin, Lynn replied, "I haven't seen his resume." 

    "He was a mercenary," said Arkin. "In Africa, during the seventies. He was some kind of a spy for a while, too. That's all we know. Nobody'll tell us shit about him, so it must have been some seriously nasty work." I thought, 'Or maybe it's because I'm still active on a list for nuke emergencies, you dumbass. Leave it to a media vulture to assume the worst on general principles.' 

    "Wooo!" said Lynn, grinningly leering at Robyn, "A spy? You better watch your step, girl! Bond always gets the girl." 

    "He's definitely no James Bond," said Robyn. "He runs around in a green Army shirt, jeans, and golf shoes." 

    As I listened to their banter, I casually wondered when they'd get around to editing the tape for airing and how much of it would be used. I got my answer a few moments later. 

    Arkin said, "Okay, ladies, let me get to work. I figure two or three thirty-second cuts, the landing itself, and I can tune it down from there. Any objections?" 

    Lynn shook her head and Robyn said, "No, sounds good." She faced him squarely and added, "This puts me at the head of the pack, right? No bullshit, Tom." 

    Arkin tensed up and raised his voice slightly as he replied, "You want

'no-bullshit'? Okay, you got it. All you have to do is guarantee me this isn't a one-shot deal; that you can get more of the same or better." Meeting his gaze firmly, Robyn said, "I can get more." Settling back in his chair, Arkin said, "Then I guess I don't see a problem." 

    Sighing, Robyn snapped, "That's not even close to saying I've got the job." 

    Mocking her sigh, Arkin replied, "Gee, that's just too damned bad, sweetie. It's all you're gonna get 'till I see what else you bring in before the Friday Follies. Promises smell sweet, but I have to show those guys some meat." 

    After a glaring moment, Robyn said, "Fine. I'm flying with him tomorrow. I'll need at least three tapes and two batteries, and when I get back, I'll need some help in the chop shop." 

    "Come back with even one full tape and you'll get help." Pausing as if for effect, Arkin added, "Get us some good dirt on Mr. Anonymous and the woman and you'll get a bonus." 

    Sipping his coffee, Arkin said, "Look, you're in this now, so maybe it's time to tell you where I want things to go." 

    Waving his hand dismissively at the VCR, he said, "This stuff is worth maybe two minutes of newstime at six and eleven. We can get info about field devices and flight footage from a dozen different sources. The story's in those people." 

    Using his thumb to tick off points on his fingers, he said, "What we know about him: One; other than mortgage, car, and license crap, we haven't been able to dig up a goddamned thing about him, even through our people in D.C. It's almost like he didn't exist between 1970 and 1988. What little we've been able to turn up from that time has been doctored down to nothing." He matched gazes with Robyn as he said, "Two; this guy managed to get his hands on a flitter before anybody else even knew they existed. Three; he's been seen using a weird hang glider on several occasions and now he's got some kind of flying surfboard, so he must be involved some way with product development at 3rd World. That PFM thing, for instance, and the surfboard. Maybe other stuff, too." 

    Arkin reached into a drawer for a couple of pictures and tossed them on his desk near the women before he dropped his tone a bit and continued, "Four

--and here's the gravy, people --those are pics of an Amaran woman who moved in with him right after the big ship arrived. Until I'd read a bit more, I figured he was just being used as a safe house, but she stayed with him even after One Earth tried to bomb his house. That's not how safe houses work, ladies. Even though she was only half his age, I think they had something going on." 

    Lynn gave a 'big deal' shrug and said, "Okay, she's cute, but it's ancient history. I'm not seeing much of a story in it, Tom." 

    Handing her a magnifying glass, Arkin replied, "Yeah? Take a close look at her. Who does she look like?" 

    When Lynn muttered, "Oh, my God..!", Robyn reached for the magnifier. Her reaction was to peer and whisper, "It can't be!" 

    "It isn't," said Arkin. "Kim Basinger went a lot of places in 2000, but Spring Hill wasn't one of them and this girl is half her age, too. Does that give you any ideas?" 

    Robyn handed the picture and glass back to Lynn and eyed Tom as she said, 

"It sounds as if you've come up with some." 

    Nodding, Arkin said, "Bet your ass I have. All we know about the Amarans is what they've told us, and that's damned little, but one thing we do know is that they're supposedly growing people in test tubes to send to places like Earth. That would seem to mean his girlfriend, there, was some kind of a clone." 

    'Huh,' I thought, 'Oddly enough, he's right about that.' 

    He pointed at the pictures and said, "They also said they've been watching us for decades, and I'm wondering if they didn't do a little more than just watch us. Look at her. How does someone from another planet come to look that much like one of our movie stars? Did the Amarans maybe take a few samples of certain people? Have we actually met the real Amarans at all, or just some human clones they cranked out to send here? Are the real Amarans even human? 

Is this woman --Sue? --one of them? Is your new friend somebody they set in place years ago like some kind of a sleeper agent?" 

    'Jesus,' I thought, 'This guy ought to be working for one of the tabloids.' 

    Then it occurred to me that he might even be right to a degree, but that it didn't really matter, since Earth had no way to verify that the Amarans we'd met were the 'real' Amarans. 

    It also seemed likely that efforts to pursue his questions might be heavily discouraged or blocked at all levels to avoid offending the Amarans, real or not. 

    Earth wanted what the Amarans offered; a road to the stars and interstellar commerce. Anything that might upset that applecart in any way would be dealt with swiftly and perhaps rather harshly by the authorities. Both women stared at Arkin for some moments before Lynn echoed my first thought with, "The Times isn't a tabloid, Tom, and you can't be the first to come up with this kind of... 'theory', for lack of a more polite word. If I were you, I wouldn't say a damned thing about any of it without a boatload of proof." 

    Clutching his heart in mock shock, Arkin rather snidely said, "Oh, dearie me! Someone stop the presses before it's too late!" 

    He got to his feet and thumbed at Robyn as he said, "Getting proof is her job." Switching his gaze to Robyn, he added, "And now that you've made solid contact with him, it's your only job. I want the goods on this guy, Robyn. And the woman. I want stuff I can use to pry the truth about the Amarans out of them." 

    "You're assuming the Amarans haven't been truthful with us. You're also assuming these people know the truth." 

    Snapping a finger against the photos in her hand, he said, "You're damned right I am. I think he's one of them. Why else would this woman move in with him right after she got here?" 

    Lynn grinningly ventured, "Maybe she likes older men?" Snorting derisively, Arkin said, "Yeah, right. Now ask yourself how many other over-fifty retirees --anywhere --are scooting around on surfboards and hang gliding?" 

    Remembering a dozen hang gliding and paragliding regulars my own age or older whom I'd met at Wallaby Ranch, I thought, 'A helluva lot more than you'd want to believe, bozo.' 

    Arkin said, "It's like the guy thinks he's unbreakable. Why's that? Is it because he knows his Amaran buddies can fix anything short of death itself and maybe even that, too?" 

    Walking to the door and holding it open, he said, "I have to chop that tape. Just get everything you can on them and leave the rest to me." The ladies left the room and I followed before the door could close. Robyn fell into her usual march step and Lynn had no trouble keeping up. Both women looked pissed, but neither said anything until they were well down the hall from Arkin's office. 

    "He's such an asshole," muttered Robyn. "I should have taken that tape to Channel Four while I was in Orlando. I'd probably be moving there next week." 

    "Too late now. You could quit, though." 

    "Shit. A month without a paycheck would have me living at home again and borrowing cars to get around. No way." 
Chapter Twelve

    When they entered Robyn's office, Lynn parked herself on the corner of Robyn's desk as Robyn plopped herself down into her rollaround chair and put her feet up. 

    "I should have told Ed I'd go tonight," said Robyn. "I don't have squat to do here and I'm too keyed up to go home. Want to check out that new bar on Mariner?" 

    "Can't," said Lynn. "I've got stuff due in the morning and I took some personal time this afternoon. As soon as I can find the energy, I'm going back to work." 

    She brushed at a smudge on her skirt for a moment, then said, "Look, this guy could be your ticket to an anchor slot. It isn't that late yet. Why not call him?" 

    'Oh, shit,' I thought. 

    Reaching down, Lynn pulled open the drawer holding Robyn's bag and asked, 

"Still got your beach kit in here? Change into shorts and a tank top and tell him your car won't start. When he comes to pick you up, go have a few drinks with him at one of the beach bars." 

    "Lynn!" hissed Robyn, "He'll think I'm out to get laid!" Shrugging, Lynn said, "I've seen his picture. He's holding up okay for an old guy." Grinning, she added, "And you said he was nice, so unless there's something really wrong with him that you haven't mentioned, I'd say 'why not?' 

You've done worse. Hell, you just broke up with a 'worse'." Peering at Robyn, Lynn asked, "Or have you?" 

    Nodding, Robyn replied, "Yeah. Rick's history. He tried to come over two nights ago and I told him I had company." 

    "Ooo. I'll bet he freaked." 

    Laughing, Robyn said, "No, I told him it was Trisha." 

    "Good thinking, since she lives next door. You know he drove by to see if anyone else's car was in front of your place." 

    Robyn suddenly pulled her feet off her desk and said, "Guard the door. I'm gonna call him and change." 

    Lynn grinned as she quickly unassed the desk and went to close the door, leaning against it and crossing her arms as she grinningly watched Robyn. I couldn't get past her and thought, 'Oh, hell,' as Robyn picked up her phone. She put it down again, to my relief. 

    "No. Be positive," she muttered, "Change first, then call." She dug a yellow bag out from under her camera bag and fished out a pair of cutoffs and a white tank top, tossing both on the desk. Next came a blue bikini and pair of sandals, then she stuffed the bag back in the drawer as she toed her sneakers off. 

    Lynn watched Robyn strip off her blouse and bra and grinningly asked, 

"You're gonna do it, aren't you? You're gonna go have a few drinks, then you're gonna nail that guy." 

    Tossing her bra on the desk and sighing beautifully as she rubbed her strap marks, Robyn answered, "Well, I'm going to see about the drinks, anyway. After a few minutes with Tom, you need a goddamned drink." She was maybe a 34 cup. Not tiny, not huge. Just right for her size, it seemed to me. She pulled on the bathing suit top, then the tank top and hitched them into place. 

    Unbuttoning her jeans, she shoved them down. More tan lines appeared. White cotton panties seemed to say something about her, but I wasn't sure they weren't saying she might have an old-fashioned streak, that she just liked the feel of cotton, or that she couldn't wear synthetics. 

    Stepping out of her jeans gave me a good look at the rest of her. Yup. Built like Gabrielle in her buff days, praise whatever deities may exist. Robyn skinned out of her panties and my dick turned stiff as a board. She pulled on her bathing suit bottom, then stepped into her cutoffs and pulled them up. 

    As Robyn buttoned and zipped, I sent a tendril at the door and tapped it twice. Both women froze, then Lynn called out, "Just a minute!" I tapped again and she glanced at Robyn, then opened the door. Seeing nobody in the hallway, she poked her head out and looked both ways. By that time I was at the door. I put my heel against the bottom of it and ran a field tendril from her ankle up to the middle of her inner thigh like a quick, feathery touch. 

    Lynn screeched and danced away from the door, shaking her skirt and stamping her feet as if trying to dislodge whatever had scurried up her leg. I noted that she had pretty fine legs, too, as I hurried through the wide-open doorway. 

    Taking the stairs, I hauled ass as quietly as possible to the landing between floors. On the way I called Sue. 

    She laughingly answered, "Your bios have been reading a bit high for the last few minutes, Ed. How's your spying going?" 

    "Oh, it's been going just great," I whispered, "Until now. Robyn's about to call me at home. Would you be so kind as to patch it to my implant, milady?" 

    "No problem." 

    "Thank you. By the way, her boss wants her to..." 

    "Hold it, your phone's ringing. Ready?" 

    "Ready." 

    When my implant clicked, I said, "Hello." 

    Robyn said tentatively, "Ah... Hi, Ed, it's me." 

    "Hi, Robyn. What's up? Change your mind?" 

    She chuckled. "Uh, well, yes, if it isn't too late..?" 

    "Nah. No problem. How soon can you drop by?" 

    "About five minutes after I throw some stuff in the car. Call it ten altogether. You're sure you don't mind?" 

    "Oh, hell, no! Bring shorts if you've got 'em. We can stop at a beach. I'll toss some towels aboard." 

    Sounding happily baffled, Robyn asked, "Are you sure you aren't telepathic? Okay! I'll see you in a little while! Bye!" 

    "Good 'nuff. Bye." 

    She hung up and I went down to the first floor landing. Cracking the door and peeking at the lobby, I saw the guard at his post, doing a crossword puzzle in front of a couple of tiny monitor screens. 

    I quietly slipped past the stairwell door and went to stand by the front doors. A few minutes later the elevator chimed and Robyn came striding out with her camera bag. The guard rose to open the outside door for her and I managed to get past him to the sidewalk as Robyn headed for her car. As soon as the guard had locked the door and headed back to his post, I called up my board and hauled ass back to the house, where I changed into cutoffs of my own and threw my long pants and some towels into a carryall bag. Tiger asked, "Is there an emergency?" 

    "No, Tiger. Robyn will be here soon. We're going to a beach." He eyed me for a moment, then asked, "Are those mating pants?" Laughing, I said, "I sure as hell hope so." 

    "Then I will stay here. What am I giving you?" I gave him a blank look and asked, "Giving me?" 

    "Time alone. What is it called?" 

    "Ah. It's called privacy, and thank you, Tiger." When the doorbell rang, I answered it wearing only my cutoffs and carrying my golf shoes in my left hand. Robyn's eyes quickly traveled over me and I got the impression she was more than a little surprised, but in a good way. Tiger strolled through the kitchen doorway and yowled, "Hello, Robyn!" For just a moment she seemed hesitant to answer, then she smilingly knelt and patted him. "Hello, Tiger." 

    As I took her bag and led the way to the kitchen table, she gave me a sidelong look and asked, "How do you stay in shape?" 

    "A little lifting, a little running, some situps. Like that." I dropped my shoes by a chair and pulled a chair out for her, then sat down to put my shoes on, an action that let me study her legs at close range again. 

    Wow. They looked like tanned candy. I felt my dick rising and forced my eyes away, but it was too late. Oh, well. I stood up and walked into the living room for my shirt and the towel bag, pretending not to notice when her roaming eyes spotted the long, slightly sideways lump in the front of my shorts. 

    In the reflection from the toaster I saw Robyn's hand raise to her open mouth. Her eyes were slightly more open, too. I faced away from her as I put my shirt on, then picked up the towel bag and held it in front of me as I pretended to check the contents on the way back to the table. By then, of course, her hand had returned to the table and she was radiating composure. 

    As Tiger examined the stuff in the bag, I said, "All set. Got my long pants, ID, keys, money, four towels, sunblock..." 

    "Sunblock?" she snickered. "Did you notice it's dark out?" I shrugged. "Hey, it was in there from the last trip. Want to take some snackies or get 'em later if we need 'em?" 

    Tiger lost interest in the bag and sat down in front of Robyn for some attention. As she patted Tiger, Robyn asked, "What do you have on hand?" 

    "Chips. Picnic stuff. We'll be in Cocoa Beach, so we could just stop at one of the all night restaurants." 

    That made her eyes open wide. "Cocoa Beach? That's on the other side of the state!" 

    "Yup. It's all of five minutes away and the waves are bigger. We can stop at Ron Jon's, too. Ever been there?" 

    "Uh... No, but I've heard of it." 

    "You'll like it. It used to be a surf shack on the beach, but some years ago it became a two-story storefront." 

    Stopping as if realizing something, I looked directly at her and asked, 

"Unless you'd rather go somewhere else..? Miami? The Keys?" Robyn just blinked and stared at me for a moment. She'd left the office thinking we'd maybe head twenty miles south to the beach at Hudson or Clearwater. 

    People usually tend to think in terms of driving distances and travel times involved. They also usually think in terms of how they might be able to return on their own if necessary, particularly at night. 

    Even after the events of the day, Robyn seemed to be having some trouble wrapping her mind around the idea of traveling to the other side of Florida just to visit a beach, but she eventually held up a hand and stated, "No, Cocoa Beach is fine." 

    Nodding, I topped up my coffee mug and grabbed my bag. Robyn picked up hers and we gave Tiger a last pat each. 

    "Later, Tiger," I said, "I'll try to find you something on the beach, okay?" 

    "Okay!" 

    Laughing, Robyn said, "Me, too. I'll bring you back some shells or something." 

    "Thank you, Robyn!" 
Chapter Thirteen

    I followed Robyn outside and pulled the door shut, then said, "Flitter, come on down, please," as we walked to the driveway. 

    The flitter descended as it had before, causing a blast of wind and again making Robyn gasp and recoil in startlement. 

    Once we were aboard, I said, "Flitter, we're going to the Atlantic Ocean end of SR-520. It's over a hundred miles, but stay subsonic this trip, please, and fly at one thousand feet unless there's reason to do otherwise." Responding with, "Yes, Ed," the flitter launched itself westward to intersect SR-50. I noted that while Robyn's fingers clenched her seat and the lovely muscles of her arms and thighs stood out like cables, she didn't let fly one of her usual short screeches. 

    Keying my implant, I called up music selections on the console and picked

"All That Jazz" from the movie 'Chicago', then reached into the cooler for a beer and a wine cooler as Catherine Zeta-Jones eased her way into the song. Robyn took her wine cooler with a nod of thanks and stared at the console screen as I riffled through the music list. 

    She asked, "You, uh... You like showtunes?" 

    "I like that one," I answered, "It's attached to certain mental images of Catherine Zeta-Jones and Renee Zellwegger." 

    Her white tank top reminded me of another song, so I listed country singers and made Dierks Bentley's "What Was I Thinking?" my second choice. In a wary tone, Robyn asked, "You like country music?" Grinning, I replied again, "Not much of it. You'll see why I played that one when you hear the words." 

    She plucked at the upper hem of her tank top and said, "I already know why. It was one of my ex-boyfriend's favorites." 

    "Don't wanna hear it? No problem." I tapped that line and the selection bar disappeared. "You want to pick something?" 

    Glancing rather wide-eyed over the side at the scenery rushing by below us, she said, "No. I can't think about music right now. If you want to hear it, go ahead." 

    I keyed the screen off and put my feet up on the console, then sipped my beer and ogled her until she again turned to face me and asked, "What made you decide to let me talk to you?" 

    "I'm between girlfriends at the moment. You're gorgeous." Maybe she'd expected some verbal fencing or beating around the bush. Her mouth fell open slightly and she gave me an 'are you for real?' sort of look. 

    "Sorry if that's too blunt," I said with a grin, "But when I saw you coming up my driveway, I damned near got religion." 

    Her snickering snort became a soft burst of laughter. 

    "You're serious?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Nah, not really. It'd take a helluva lot more than a woman to make me give up my agnosticism." 

    "I mean... That's the only reason?" 

    It was my turn to laugh. "Robyn, I usually pronounce the word 'journalist' 

as 'goddamned reporter' and you've probably noticed I'm not very fond of cameras." 

    After a moment of meeting my gaze, she asked, "Why are you between girlfriends? For that matter, why aren't you married with grandkids?" Wincing, I replied, "Oww, damn! You'd wish grandkids on me? What the hell have I done to you, lady?" 

    She grinned as she sipped her wine, then said, "The question stands. Why is a guy like you unattached?" 

    "My last ladyfriend's employer moved to Tallahassee in 2003. When she graduated college, she moved there, too. She had too good a thing going to change jobs." 

    Robyn blinked at me for a moment, then her expression changed as if she'd made a connection of some sort. 

    "Red hair," I said helpfully, "Tall. Volleyball player. She's in your research pile somewhere." 

    Attempting to look confused, Robyn asked, "Huh? What does that mean?" Sighing, I said, "Maybe you were only sent to check out a flying surfboard today. I kind of doubt it, but even if so, you knew who to ask about such things, likely from police reports and previous news stories." Sipping beer, I continued, "You'd also have known that I've refused other such opportunities to chat. Whether you were sent or acting on your own, you wouldn't leave your shop without doing some file recon. What I saw on your clipboard was general stuff I was supposed to see if I got my hands on the clipboard; basic info and a couple of local news clips." Robyn looked as if she were about to protest, then she apparently changed her mind and said, "Go on." 

    "Okay. As soon as I mentioned the flitter, you forgot all about the flying board that was supposed to be the reason for your visit, even though flits have been around for almost four years and have been very well documented. You haven't mentioned the board even once since you talked to me under the tree." Sipping her wine, Robyn kept her eyes on me. After a moment she asked, 

"Well?" 

    "Well, what?" 

    Shrugging, she said, "After all that, you aren't going to tell me the real reason you think I stopped by today?" 

    Snorting a laugh, I replied, "I'd hate to sound vain, y'know." Her left eyebrow went up as she asked, "You think I'm here to dig up information about you?" 

    "I'd just about bet on it. Wouldn't be the first time. In fact, I think it would be about the twentieth time someone's dropped by to try to get an interview, but you're the first one who's met Sue and Tiger or had a ride on the flitter." 

    I grinned as I sighingly added in a comic Texas drawl, "And that's 'cause yer real cute fer a goddamned reporter, ma'am. I don' wanna swell yer head none, but it almost clenches my little brain up just to look at you. And those eyes..! Wow. That's all. Just 'wow'. Ah'm suddenly at a loss for words, y'know?" 

    For a full five seconds she just sat staring at me, then she asked, "How much of that was real?" 

    "Only the parts about you being beautiful and being the first reporter I've been willing to talk to at all." Shrugging, I added, "All of it, really. I wasn't kidding today when I asked how it would benefit me to talk to you. I don't particularly need or want public attention, so what does that leave?" Pointing ahead, I said, "We're almost there. You can leave your bag aboard unless you think you'll need it." 

    Robyn turned and saw the end of SR-520 approaching fast; that is, she saw where the streets and lights of civilization ended and the vast darkness that extended beyond the roiling surf. 

    As requested, the flitter settled precisely at the end of the pavement of SR-520. Robyn stared around for a moment, then looked at me. When I grabbed my bag and stood up, she got to her feet as I hopped off the flitter to provide her a steadying arm as she stepped down. 

    "Want to head straight for the beach?" I asked, "Or stop at Ron Jon's on the way?" 

    "Ron Jon's first," said Robyn, holding up her wine bottle. "I want to find a bathroom and get rid of this bottle." 

    Swilling the last of my beer as we walked, I pitched our bottles in a trash bin on the corner as a cop car cruised by. We entered the shop as a guy with a very pregnant woman came out. Robyn eyed the woman's belly and seemed to shy away from her just a bit as they passed us and left the store. I whispered, "You afraid she's contagious?" 

    Giving me a droll look, Robyn continued into the store and looked around. She spotted the restrooms and headed for them as I studied a display of old-style longboards against the wall. 

    "Those aren't for sale," said a girl behind a counter. "Just displays. Nobody uses logs like those anymore." 

    "Just remembering, that's all," I replied, "I use a lighter board these days, too." 

    The woman eyed me in a somewhat skeptical manner that clearly said 'You don't look like a surfer.' 

    "I just picked it up again after a long time," I said, "Just got a new board." 

    Her skepticism unabated, the woman went back to work arranging tourist trinkets on the counter. 

    Robyn returned after a few minutes and spent some time poking through the store's various offerings. 

    She didn't find anything she couldn't live without and eventually just shrugged and asked, "Ready?" 

    "Ready." 

    But as we headed for the door, a bit of jewelry caught her eye and she stopped to examine a little pewter keychain; a surfboard with a semi-circle bitten out of it. With a sigh, she opened her purse and took out a credit card. 

    "Why the sigh?" I asked. 

    "It's just something to remember this trip." 

    "Okay, but the question was; 'why the sigh?'" Sighing again, Robyn grinned and replied, "Oh, I just had this dumb idea that I might make it out of a store without buying something at least once in my life, that's all." 

    "No sweat, ma'am. You'll have other opportunities." Completing her transaction, she put her card back in her purse and said, 

"Oh, yeah. No doubt lots of them." 

    We ambled out of the store and headed toward the beach on the sidewalk. A couple of guys materialized out of the darkness beyond the building as they made their way up from the beach. Both wore baggy pants and hooded sweatshirts. 

    Oversized, hooded sweatshirts might be the latest style in the ghettos or among wanna-be rappers, but why wear them at the beach on a warm summer night? 

    As Robyn and I stepped off the concrete onto the sandy asphalt path beyond the corner of the store, one of the guys stopped in front of us and asked, 

"Got any spare change?" 

    The other guy continued past us. I took that as a bad sign and took Robyn's arm to somewhat ungently steer her around the guy in front of us. Robyn had to step quickly to keep her balance in the sand and I used the moment of steadying her to glance behind us. 

    Yup. The other guy was coming at me. Using Robyn as a brace, I kicked a heel hard into his knee and glanced at the moocher as the guy behind me hissed some bad words. 

    The moocher had started moving toward me, too, but what had happened to his friend caused him to hesitate before he also swore and came at me fast with a fist drawn back. 

    Off to one side, I saw Robyn reaching into her purse. Instead of something relatively useful --like pepper spray --she produced her cell phone and scrabbled to open it and dial. 

    The moocher lunged at her, grabbing at the phone and knocking it out of her hands, then turned to me. 

    All I had to do was kick sand hard upward at his face as I stepped back a pace. It got in his eyes and he yowled as he covered his face. I used that moment to aim a solid kick at his belly and he doubled over and gasped as he went to his knees. 

    As Robyn searched the sand and shadows for her phone, the guy with the painful knee saw his buddy throw up and yelled, "You sunuvvabitch!" as he lunged at me, one hand reaching to grab and the other knotted into a fist. I kicked some sand at him, too, to make him close his eyes and falter, then I put the toe of my shoe just under his breastbone while his hand covered his face. 

    When his hands fell to his gut, I slammed the palm of my right hand into the left side of his cheek and nose. It wasn't a full-force punch, but there was a crunching sound from his nose and his head snapped hard back and sideways. 

    The guy's lower body continued forward a half a step before his knees folded. His nose was streaming blood and his hands were again at his face as he knelt unsteadily in the sand. 

    I'd lost track of Robyn during the course of events. She was now standing well behind me and the two guys were on my left and right. I glanced back just as Robyn hissed, "Oh, shit!" 

    The moocher produced a short, double-edged knife from somewhere under his sweatshirt. He held it low in his right hand as he got to his feet and circled around me toward his buddy. 

    He held the knife blade-upright in a gripping fist instead of flat --for sliding between ribs --so it didn't seem likely that he'd had any training. 
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    Robyn yelled, "Ed! He's got a knife!" just as if she thought there might be some possibility that I hadn't also noticed the damned thing. Flicking open the four-inch blade of my belt knife, I said, "Yeah, well, me, too," and stepped toward the moocher. 

    He looked startled as hell and stopped circling as Robyn shrieked, "What the fuck are you doing?! Get away from him!" 

    I ignored her, facing the moocher from just beyond arm's length. The guy hadn't expected serious resistance and was still having a real bad time with sand in his eyes; he blinked incessantly and his tears had left trails in the dirt on his face. 

    Kicking more sand at him to make him flinch away to his right, I dropped my knife and quickly moved in close. 

    My left hand locked around his knife-wrist as my right arm circled his throat. Stepping a bit beyond him, I hauled him over and around my hip hard enough to spin him out flat before he landed, keeping my grip on his knife hand. 

    Stretching his arm over my knee, I pressed down hard enough to hear his elbow pop. He tried to flail at me with his left fist. I shoved down on his arm a little harder and heard another pop as he hissingly shrieked and let go of the knife. 

    There was a black, clip-on sheath on his belt. I grabbed it and picked up both our knives as I backed away from him, slid the dagger into its sheath as I stood up, and put the dagger in my back pocket as I half-turned to see the other guy. 

    Using my thumb to release the blade-lock on my folding knife, I worked the blade to shake sand out of the mechanism before I folded the knife shut and put it in its belt sheath. 

    The other guy was on his feet again, but he seemed uncertain about what to do next. 

    I asked, "Are we through here?" 

    He looked at the moocher, who was clutching his throat and making rasping noises as he struggled to breathe. 

    With a glaring nod, he said, "Yeah." 

    "You got a knife on you, too?" 

    "No, I ain't got no knife." 

    "Prove it." 

    He started yapping some street noise at me and I kicked sand at him to shut him up as I stepped toward him. 

    "Show me or I'll knock you cold and see for myself." Getting a grip on the bottom of his shirt, he pulled it up. Yup, he had a knife just like his buddy's. Probably got them at the same time in some flea market booth. 

    "Toss it over here, leather and all. It's mine now." 

    "I didn't pull it on you. You got no call to..." Stepping a pace closer, I asked, "You want to sleep right there for a while and meet the cops when you wake up? Give me the goddamned knife." It came off his belt with a snap. He tossed it at me more than to me, but it was catchable. I put it in my pocket with the other knife and stepped back. 

    "I found it!" shouted Robyn, holding her phone aloft. As she started to dial, I said, "Wait one. I want to spend my evening with you, not talking to cops. Let's just go." 

    "But..!" 

    Taking her phone and shaking sand out of it, I said, "Fuck it. Show's over. Let's just go." 

    I took her arm and headed us toward the beach. The guy behind us said a few nasty things in a tone he probably thought I couldn't hear. 

    "Ed," said Robyn, "We really ought to call the cops." 

    "Yeah, right. We'd blow an hour or two with the cops making a report. We could wind up having to schedule our lives around a court date and wasting time in a courtroom. A bust would be just one more ugly little blot on their already blotted records and they might even learn some new tricks while they're inside. They'd get fed and housed for a while, then they'd get out and go back to doing stuff like this. Fuck all that." 

    Robyn seemed rather stiff as we walked. She kept glancing back as if expecting them to follow us, but she said nothing as we came to a stop just short of the surging surf line. 

    When I stooped to pick up a few seashells, she asked in a fairly intense tone, "Are-you-fucking-crazy?!" 

    Pocketing the shells, I answered, "Well, I don't think so, of course, but that's just my opinion. Do you think I'm crazy?" 

    Clearly angry, she replied, "I don't know what the hell to think, Ed. Either of those men might have had a gun. Didn't that ever once occur to you while you were playing the hero?" 

    "Yup, but it wasn't heroism, Robyn. It was just a practical reaction to an attack, and if a mugger'd pull a knife, he'd just as likely pull a gun if he had one. The career types know the actual jail time for aggravated robbery is about the same either way if nobody gets shot." 

    I spotted another shell and knelt to reach for it, partly so I could eyeball Robyn's lovely legs while I rinsed it in the surf. 

    "Look, Robyn, those guys were expecting easy money. A hit and run deal. They saw an older guy and young woman heading toward the beach and probably figured you were one of the better-class rentals. They didn't expect any resistance." 

    Goggling at me, Robyn yelped, "They thought I was a what?!" Looking up at her, I replied, "A rental, milady. A hooker." Eyeing her up and down in the twilight from the street lights up the beach, I added, "And definitely not one of the cheap ones. They figured I'd have a wad of cash to hold your interest. The one behind us would have hit or held me while the other one went through my pockets and grabbed your purse, then they'd have hauled ass." 

    Looking back up the beach, she asked, "But what if they want to get even? 

What if they follow us? Or what if they're part of a gang, or..." Holding up a hand to stop her, I said, "Flitter, come on down, please. We're going to look for a different beach." 

    To Robyn, I said, "There. All fixed." 

    The flitter arrived a few seconds later and landed close enough to encompass us in its field, which is to say it pretty much seemed to pop into existence in front of us. 

    Robyn shrieked, "Oh, Jesus!" and backstepped fast. She tripped in the sand and fell on her butt, half in and half out of the flitter's field, which meant that she couldn't see the lower half of her body. 

    Her eyes got wide and she opened her mouth as if to scream. I grabbed her left ankle and grinningly walked forward a pace to pull her leg clear of the field. 

    "See? You still have legs, ma'am. No sweat." Letting her leg fall, I extended a hand to help her up. She sat there breathing hard for a moment, then took my hand and got to her feet. After we dusted her off, she sat down on the edge of the flitter's deck and sighed, "You must think I'm a total..." 

    "A total newbie," I supplied with a grin. "Just a newbie. If you'll haul your lovely self aboard and take a seat, I'll find you a wine cooler and get us underway." 

    She swung her legs up, got to her feet, and asked, "Can we forget about beaches? I'm really not in the mood now." 

    "You want to head back to Spring Hill?" 

    "No, not necessarily. I'm just not in the mood for a beach. Where else can we go?" 

    Fishing a couple of drinks out of the cooler, I opened them and said, 

"Depends, ma'am. When's your curfew?" 

    People who consider themselves independent will react, however subtly, to words like 'curfew'. Robyn gave me a sharp glance as I handed her a wine cooler. 

    "I don't have a 'curfew'," she snapped softly, "I just like to be able to work the next day." 

    Shrugging, I chuckled, "Well, that seems reasonable. Flitter, take us up to a hundred miles, please. Stay subsonic." 

    Robyn had been watching the roiling surf. As the flitter began to rise, her head whipped around and she stared at me. 

    "Miles?! But you said..." 

    Grinning at her, I said, "I changed my mind. I've come to think you may be worth the extra altitude. You can study the stars while I study you." Robyn's thoughts showed on her face as she switched from startlement at the word 'miles' to sudden trepidation, either about the height or about my intentions. Or both, I guess. When her gaze narrowed and she tensed, I knew it was about me, not our altitude. 

    I sipped beer and studied her for a time until she said, "I hope you aren't planning to try to... force me into anything." Laughing shortly, I put my feet up on the console and took another sip of my beer as I keyed up the music list. Rock. No. Dance. No. Classical? Maybe. Violin? Yeah. Perlman... what? 

    "Flitter," I said, "Play 'Carmen', please. Perlman's version, volume four." 

    The opening strains began as Robyn asked, "What the hell's so funny? It wouldn't be the first time some jerk tried to corner me one way or another." Soaking up the music and eyeballing her legs, then her face, I answered, 

"Yeah, I can believe that." 

    "Well?" 

    "Well, what? You're here to decorate my flitter, drink wine coolers, shoot the breeze, and enjoy the view. That's all. If you have any other misconceptions you wanna cough up tonight, wait for a commercial. This is good music." 
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    Perlman's fast and furious fiddling continued uninterrupted for a few minutes before Robyn cleared her throat, took her eyes off the pattern of lights below us, and said rather stiffly, "Look... If I... misjudged you, I'm sorry." 

    Giving her a look of quiet suffering, I said, "Too late. My feelings are all crushed and mangled." Glancing inside my shirt and making a show of listening as I thumped my fingertips on my chest, I added, "But I think my poor, fragile ego survived your assault. It still seems to be working. I think." 

    Robyn's gaze narrowed and she seemed to simmer for a moment before she said drolly, "Oh, yeah. It's still working." 

    Looking relieved, I sighed, "Oh, good. Like the music?" She looked at the console beneath my legs and nodded. 

    "Yes, actually. I do." 

    "Also good. Now, how about telling me why you're here, Robyn? No bullfeathers, please. What do you want from me?" 

    After a moment, her mouth opened, then closed. Another long moment passed before she spoke. 

    "Okay. No bull. I'm supposed to do a story on you." I laughed softly, "Well, I'm just flattered spitless, of course, but why am I suddenly newsworthy enough to be issued my very own personal reporter, and what's in it for me if I cooperate with you? Free classified ads for life?" 

    Robyn regarded me for a time, then said, "My boss thinks he has reason to believe you may be an Amaran." 

    Shrugging, I replied, "So what? I'm not, but if I were, I'd only be one of three hundred or so other Amarans on Earth." 

    Shaking her head tersely, she said, "He thinks you may have been put here years ago to prepare for the others' arrival." 

    "Uh, huh. Wrong again. But that assumption would probably lead him to questions like 'prepare how?', wouldn't it?" 

    Nodding, she said, "Yeah, I'd think so." 

    "Well, my childhood records would prove him wrong, but only if he wanted to bother to check them before printing a bunch of innuendoes and

'preliminary' speculations just to sell papers. Is he the kind of person who'd do that?" 

    She sipped her wine, then sighingly said, "Hell, I don't know. He might if he thought he could slip it past the other editors." 

    Well, she'd been honest enough with me so far. One last question, then... 

    "So, milady... are you on some kind of a dire deadline, or did he just say, 'Get everything you can on him and leave the rest to me'?" Robyn blinked at me in surprise and said softly, "That just happens to be almost exactly what he said." 

    "Figures. That means he has an agenda and likely won't be interested in any kind of proof unless it can come back and really hurt him later. This may call for a preemptive strike, milady; an immediate release of irrefutable sources and info in a manner that'll slam the door in his face." Her small, momentary grin showed me that she liked the idea of slamming something in his face. 

    She sipped wine and asked, "What do you have in mind?" 

    "Nothing, yet. I'll give it some thought." Meeting her gaze with a small grin of my own, I said, "If you're up for it, we'll give it some thought. You don't seem real fond of him, and we can always find you other stuff to cover; stuff a lot more dramatic than me, for sure. He won't dare fire you." Looking somewhat skeptical, she asked, "What kind of stuff?" I grinned and mimicked W.C. Fields as I exclaimed, "You just step right up here, little lady! Step right up! Welcome to the wonderful world of Ed! You'll see magical, mystical things come to pass right before your very eyes!" Robyn snickered and said, "You're too good at that. More things like the plane today?" 

    Nodding, I said, "Yeah. More things like that. But they don't happen every day, y'know. You may have to stick around a while before anything else like that happens." 

    My comm implant pinged and Sue said, "No, she won't. I need the flitter again, Ed." 

    "Okay," I said, and the flitter instantly changed course, heading at best speed toward the Gulf of Mexico. Robyn hissed sharply and locked onto her seat as she stared ahead. 

    Sue appeared and conjured a yard-wide field screen on which some kind of ship was floating upside down, illuminated from above by several field-generated lightballs. Lifeboats were floating near the ship and there appeared to be a good number of people in the water. 

    "It's a small gambling cruise ship in the Gulf of Mexico," said Sue, 

"Explosions crippled her and she began taking on water. There were eleven people below decks when she rolled." 

    Although Robyn hadn't let loose one of her trademark shrieks for a change, her deathgrip on her seat hadn't relaxed a whit. She stared wide-eyed at the field screen and Sue. 

    I lightly smacked her arm and said, "Hey, lady." When she turned her stare at me, I said, "You'll probably need your camera," and pointed at her bag. Her stare followed my pointing finger, locked on her bag for a moment, and then she nodded briskly without unclenching in the least. 

    Sending her some theta waves helped. Robyn seemed to gear down a few degrees from shock and sighed with relief, then reached for her bag. Once she had the video camera out and loaded, she aimed it at Sue's vid screen. Zooming the view outward, Sue said to me, "I'll take the flitter underneath the ship and extract those still aboard. I'd like you to remain at the surface and try to make sure everyone reaches a lifeboat." 

    "Sounds good," I said, "Some rope would be useful. There's probably some hanging off the decks down there." 

    "If I find any I'll send it up. Watch for it on the hull." 

    "Will do. How long until we get there?" 

    "Twenty-three seconds." 

    Nodding, I turned to Robyn and said, "Save all questions for later. You're staying aboard the flitter." 

    Robyn incredulously blurted, "But... But the flitter's going under the ship!" 

    "Yes, it is, so be sure the camera's on the whole time. Don't worry, you'll be fine." 

    No sooner than I'd said that, a sonic boom announced our arrival at the overturned ship and we slowed to a crawling pace above the area. I said, "five suit on, board on," and aimed myself at some people in the water. When I glanced back, the flitter was gone. 

    There was pandemonium; people shouted and screamed and the ship added creaks and groans and a couple of other odd noises to the din. Heading for a cluster of swimmers, I found that three of them had lifejackets and two didn't. I anchored a neon-red field tendril around the board and sent it where the two without lifejackets could grab it, then towed them to a lifeboat. 

    Ignoring anyone in a lifejacket for the moment, I looked for others not so fortunate and found several more here and there around the ship. When I couldn't spot anymore of them, I began towing those with lifejackets to the boats. 

    The stern of the ship began making a helluva racket with loud pings and cracks and boomings, and when I looked at it I saw two large wads of what looked like one-and-a-half-inch rope rise from the water and deposit themselves on the ship's hull. 

    "I see it. Thanks, Sue." 

    The wet rope seemed incredibly heavy once I'd pulled a few yards of it off the ship's hull. It was vastly easier to let the board drag it through the water. 

    Passing the rope through bow loops on the lifeboats, I soon had eight of the lifeboats tethered together and went back for the other rope. It wasn't there. The ship's hull was considerably lower in the water and occasional waves washed high along the sides of it. Oh, well. I anchored another red field tendril around the board and looped the other end through one of the loose lifeboats' bow ring, then towed it to join the tethered group. 

    Seven trips later, I had all sixteen lifeboats roped together. Ignoring the shouts and questions of those aboard the boats, I went looking for more swimmers. 

    I thought I'd found one quite a distance from the ship, but it was only an empty lifejacket. I plucked it from the water on general principles and continued searching. 

    The gambling boat's hull was barely above water now; I couldn't see where the air was leaking out of it, but it was for damned sure losing buoyancy fairly quickly. 

    At the stern I discovered why. A steady stream of air shrieked out between ruptured hull plates near the screws. I experimented with trying to plug the leak with a field, but the outward pressure was unbelievably strong; my field tendrils couldn't so much as reach the opening. 

    Keying my implant, I said, "Sue, I think the boat's about to go under. Be ready to get clear of it." 

    "I know, Ed. One more to go. He's in the galley freezer. I have to cut the door away from the frame." 

    "Well, don't bother being neat about it. Just get him and go." Sue chuckled, "That's the plan." 

    A long, drawn-out burbling, then several muted boomings, came from within the ship. The bow sank slowly beneath the surface and the screws tilted skyward. 

    "Sue? You got him yet?" 

    As the screws reached almost forty-five degrees of tilt, Sue replied, 

"Just another few seconds, Ed." 

    "OneTwoThreeFourFive, ma'am. How about now? Y'know, that tub looks heavy. Try not to be in it or under it when it goes." 

    "You can relax, Ed. I've got him. We're coming up." 

    "Damned glad to hear it, milady." 

    Laughing, she said, "I can tell. I feel most appreciated." 

    "As you should, flitter goddess. Now get your ephemeral ass up here so I can see that you're really out of danger, please." 

    "Oh, yes, sir, sir! Instantly, sir!" 
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    With a final blasting, spraying gasp as water covered the entire hull, the ship slid under the surface and the water roiled as bubbles rose and burst where it had been. 

    A softly glowing ovoid shape rose from the depths below, gradually becoming brighter until it broke the surface only a few yards from me, glowing like a fluorescent lamp. 

    The flitter's field turned transparent. Sue stood by the console and Robyn was in the same seat as before. The men and women who were standing, sitting, or lying on the deck all looked rather rumpled and frazzled. I slid aboard the flitter near the console and said, "Five suit off, board off. Glad you're back, ma'am. Couldn't help worrying a little, y'know." Sue smilingly responded, "Why, thank you, sir." Calling up a translucent field behind the first row of seats, I told the flitter to let only Robyn pass through it and leaned to give Sue a quick kiss. 

    "What was that for?" she asked. 

    I grinned as I said, "Just because you're you, milady." The flitter moved toward the lifeboats as I turned to Robyn, gestured at her camera, and asked, "Well? How'd it go?" 

    Through my implant, Sue said, "She's still receiving theta waves, Ed. I sense that this wouldn't be a good time to stop." 

    Robyn said, "Uh... It was... uh..." then she laughed briefly, hysterically, and seemed shocked and confused that she'd done so. Her hand flew to cover her mouth as she stared at me. 

    "I... We... we were..." her eyes moved to stare at the black water and Robyn shudderingly pointed as she managed to whisper, "We were down there!" Glancing at the others aboard, she added in the same tone, "All of us!" Kneeling beside her, I took her empty left hand as I said, "Yes'm. I know that. Did you remember to use your camera?" 

    Her eyes fell on the camera in her lap and she rather uncertainly said, 

"I... I think so." 

    "She did," said Sue, then added through my implant, "I helped her a little." 

    Patting Robyn's hand with a smile, I said, "Good," and stood up, thumbing at the people behind us. "Now you might want to interview those people and put a story together. Sue can help you contact your office." Robyn looked back at the other people on the flitter and seemed to galvanize in some manner. She stood up on shaky legs, checked her camera, nodded to Sue and me, and walked to the cargo deck. 

    Sue said, "Ed, your bios were rather high until we began to surface. You must have known we weren't really in any danger." 

    I nodded. "Yes'm, I did know that, but knowing and believing aren't the same thing, and I once had a really bad experience with a sinking boat. A number of things could have gone differently that night, and any one of them could have kept me inside that boat when it went under." 

    "Would that be the incident you referenced in the second book in your 'In Service to a Goddess' series?" 

    "Yup. At the time, it seemed as if that boat was doing it's absolute best to keep me aboard as it sank. If it hadn't been for some roots on that tree we hit --over ten miles from land, no less --it probably would have taken me under with it." 

    Tiny lights in the eastern sky approached and gradually became identifiable in the glow of Sue's lightballs as a pair of Coast Guard helicopters. Another set of lights arrived and the wings and fuselage of a small plane flashed above us. 

    "Flitter," I said, "Leave the barrier field behind the seats as it is, but make the canopy transparent from there back, please. We'll let the Coast Guard people get a head count." 

    Turning to Sue, I said, "I'll just sit here out of the way while you fill them in." 

    Sue nodded and disappeared. A moment later, one of the helicopters jostled slightly, then steadied itself. Heh. Sue probably popped into its cargo area and said something like, "Take me to your leader." With time to kill, I leaned my seat back, put my feet up, and used a two-foot field screen to watch an old episode of a TV comedy called 'News Radio'. 

    Some halfway or so into the show, a smaller helicopter passed over the flitter at a considerably higher altitude than the Coast Guard birds. I figured it was a news chopper. 

    Robyn entered the forward area to my right and stopped cold as she asked, 

"You're watching TV?!" She tentatively reached to try to touch the screen. Her hand passed through it and she asked, "And what the hell are those things?" The beautiful brunette on screen gave up trying to explain something to the office idiot and stalked into the break room. I looked up at Robyn. 

    "Yes'm. I'm watching an old comedy rerun on what's called a field screen. How's your story coming along?" 

    Regarding me silently for a moment, Robyn replied, "Fine. I've done some interviews and shot the lifeboats and the helicopters. Sue said we're waiting for a Coast Guard ship to take everybody aboard. It's about thirty minutes away." 

    Nodding, I said, "Once they empty the lifeboats, we'll probably head for a port with our group unless the Coast Guard wants instant custody of this bunch, too. Do you want to go with them and keep filming?" Biting her lip, she glanced back at the lifeboats and said, "Ah... I think so, but... You... uh, you said Sue could somehow get what I've already got on tape to my office?" 

    "Yup. It's ready to go?" 

    She nodded. "Yes. I'll just send it all in and let Tom cut it." Studying her for a moment, I said, "Robyn, I'll be around later. If I were you, I'd work this story all the way back to port, at least. Make the most of it, because it'll be old news as soon as anything else happens." After another glance at the boats, she nodded. 

    "Yeah, you're right. Okay." 

    Keying my implant, I called Sue. She appeared instantly by the console, startling the hell out of Robyn yet again. 

    Eyeing Sue's little black dress, I asked, "How'd the Coast Guard guys like your air-sea rescue outfit, ma'am?" 

    Smiling, Sue replied, "No complaints yet." 

    "I'll bet not. Robyn's ready to send her stuff in." Looking at Robyn, Sue said, "I'll need the tape. I can link into your satellite frequencies to send the contents. Would you like to conduct a live report, as well?" 

    Robyn whispered, "Oh, my God, yes! I could do that?!" 

    "Whenever you're ready. I can transmit whatever I see." Standing up, I asked, "Do you want to take a minute for hair and makeup?" Scrabbling into her purse, Robyn frantically produced a compact and began tinkering with her looks as I instructed the flitter to put its stern toward the lifeboats and activities. 

    "A suggestion," I said. "Time things so that the people in the lifeboats are being helped aboard the Coast Guard ship in the background while you talk." 

    Glancing around, Robyn nodded quickly and responded, "Good idea. Thanks." As she continued to rapidly touch herself up, I added, "Then since the ship's not here yet, there's no hurry, right?" 

    Without glancing away from her mirror, she answered, "Wrong. I have to make some notes. A summary, at least. I'd prefer not to ad lib on camera." 

    "Ah. Good thinking, milady." 

    Looking properly informed, I said "five suit on, board on", and said to Sue, "Let me know when it's safe to come back." 

    Robyn looked up at me with a shocked expression. 

    "You're leaving?!" 

    Laughing, I said, "Oh, hell, yes. You bet. Bye-bye and see ya. Talk to Sue. She did all the exciting stuff, anyway." 

    With that, I aimed the board off the flitter's port side and stayed well above the wave crests as I went to have a look at the lifeboats. The people looked as disheveled as I'd expected, but seemed in general to be in good shape. Coast Guard guys wearing wetsuits were now in some of the boats, checking people. 

    Aiming the board upward, I rose for a look at the Coast Guard choppers that were hovering near each end of the tethered boats. The pilots stared back at me as other crew members craned out to look or crowded the tiny passageways behind the pilots. 

    A camera on one of the birds flashed several times quickly and someone aimed a videocamera at me. I waved and nosed the board back down to the wavetops. 

    Videocameras seemed to be everywhere these days; even someone in one of the boats had a videocamera, but he seemed to be having trouble with it. When I looked at the flitter, I saw Robyn filming me, too. Oh, well. I aimed the board at the blackness beyond the lightballs and gave it the gas to scoot away into the darkness toward the Florida coast. 

    At what seemed like enough distance, I said, "Three suit on" and headed back to the flitter to stop by the console. Robyn and Sue were beyond the field partition, halfway to the rear of the flitter. I stepped off the board and said, "board off," then walked through the partition to watch Robyn give her report. 

    Using her cell phone, Robyn listened to what someone was saying. After a moment, she answered, "Yes, Joan, as far as I know, none of the passengers in these boats were seriously injured. I don't know yet if any are missing." Listening again for a moment, Robyn had to fight to avoid grinning as she responded, "Yes, you heard me correctly, Joan. Everyone on this flitter was trapped below decks when the ship rolled." She paused to listen and said, 

"Yes. We believe these are all there were." 

    Holding up her own videocamera, she said, "I was aboard this flitter when it went under the ship to save them. My footage of their rescue has already been transmitted to Tom Arkin and should be available shortly." After another pause, she said, "No, all I had with me was this camera. This report is being sent to you by... this flitter." I watched a few minutes more, mainly in order to observe Robyn. She seemed confident enough in her unaccustomed role as an on-the-spot TV reporter; she didn't stammer or fidget, anyway, and her report and responses seemed well-delivered. 

    Stepping back through the field partition, I turned off my three suit, put my feet on the console, and leaned my seat back to wait for the Coast Guard ship. 
Chapter Seventeen

    Keying my implant, I asked, "Sue, are any of the other flitters that have been sold to the US government currently stationed in Florida?" 

    "There's one each in Tallahassee, Tampa, and Miami, Ed." 

    "Thanks, milady." 

    Taking my notepad from my shirt pocket, I scribbled, 'Why isn't the US

government-owned flitter assigned to Tampa out here with us? It was almost two hundred miles closer than we were.' then I stood up and walked through the partition. 

    Robyn's eyes widened slightly when she saw me, but I waved a hand in a

'no' gesture and held up my note as I approached. 

    Reaching past Sue, I handed my note to Robyn, who barely paused her report while reading it, although her left eyebrow went up a bit. She then mentioned the imminent arrival of the Coast Guard's ship and said, "And someone aboard this flitter has just asked a pertinent question, Joan. Why isn't the US government-owned flitter assigned to Tampa out here with us? It was almost two hundred miles closer than we were. I don't know which office it's assigned to, but surely that flitter could have been sent to participate in this sort of rescue." 

    Pinpoint lights that had been approaching for some minutes from the east finally enlarged a bit and morphed into a good-sized orange and white ship at the outermost range of the glow from the overhead lightballs. The ship came to a halt, crewmen tossed ropes at the lifeboats, and a sling-lift was lowered over the side. We watched some of the Coast Guard guys in the lifeboats stand up and discuss instructions over radios, then the transfers of people from lifeboats to the ship began. 

    Sue directed the flitter to a position near the lifeboats and field-lifted three people who'd been placed on Coast Guard litters up to the ship's receiving deck. 

    Once they were aboard, she lifted many of the others aboard, as well, as a few more people used the lift and others used ladders to climb onto the ship. Through my implant, Sue said, "Ed, I'm in contact with the ship. They want to discuss the event with me." 

    I chuckled, "I'll bet they do. Good 'nuff. I'll get our passengers over there and maybe hop over myself. I could use a fresh, Coast Guard-issue coffee refill." 

    Hm. Sue could undoubtedly handle every aspect of what was currently going on with both hands tied behind her. I wondered if she might just be providing me something to do for some unstated reason. 

    Directing the flitter to put us alongside the ship, I had the flitter field-lift our passengers across the twenty-foot gap as Robyn filmed the event. Once all the passengers were across, I fielded Robyn and her bag over to the ship. 

    She looked back and yelled, "Wait! Aren't you coming?" 

    "In a minute," I yelled back, popping the top off my mug and tossing my old coffee into the sea. 

    My action caught the attention of someone standing near Robyn. That person walked over to someone else and that someone reached into a windowed room, then turned around with a bullhorn. 

    "Sir," a woman's voice boomed at me, "Stand still and show us what you have in your hands." 

    I held up my coffee mug, dangling it by the handle as I showed them the lid in my other hand. 

    "Flitter," I said, "Lift me over to that woman, please." The flitter floated me across the gap and set me on the deck next to her. She was blonde, about five-eight and in her mid-twenties. She had a Lieutenant's insignia on her collar and I saw a wedding ring on her finger as she pointed at a nearby crewman and indicated he should join us. Without preamble, she said rather sternly, "One of my crew saw you throw something overboard just before you left the flitter, sir. What was it?" I held out my cup and turned it over. A couple of drops fell to the deck. 

    "It was old, cold coffee, ma'am. I was kind of hoping to get a fresh refill over here before I shove off." 

    Her eyebrows went off and she asked, "Shove off? You think you're going somewhere?" 

    Thumbing at the flitter, I said, "Yeah. On that. We came out here and rescued a bunch of people tonight. I figure that's worth at least a cup of government-issue coffee, don't you?" 

    The Lieutenant --Mallory, by her nametag --said fairly gently, "Look, sir, I know you've been through a lot this evening, but we're kind of busy. I'd like you to accompany this man so someone can log you in and check you over." 

    The crewman stepped forward, but I said, "Just wait one. I don't need to be logged in, LT. I just want some coffee. If I can't have any, just say so and I'll get moving." 

    Lieutenant Mallory stared at me for a moment, then said to the crewman, 

"Take this man to the holding area and make sure he stays there." The guy said, "Aye, ma'am," and reached for my arm. I lightly stunned his forearm and he clutched it to his chest in surprise as he stared at me. Mallory instantly went on the defensive, reaching for something on her belt. Creating a field platform beneath my feet, I lifted myself two feet above the deck as I held out a hand to stop her action. Mallory stared up at me, then stared hard at the gap between my feet and the deck. 

    Having acquired her full attention, I said, "I told you I don't need your help getting back to shore and all I want is a coffee for the road. Yes or no, please." 

    There were a few other people around us by then, but I paid them no attention as I waited for Mallory's answer --and hoped she'd hurry in giving one, because the slight rolling motion of the deck made maintaining the field platform a bit of a trick. 

    She looked from my feet to my face and matched my gaze for a moment, then looked at the guy I'd zapped and said, "Barnes, escort him to the chartroom and let him get a coffee. I'll be there after I have a word with Wardell and Miller." 

    I let the field platform shrink as he said, "Yes, ma'am," and gestured for me to follow him. Not far from where I'd boarded the ship, he opened a hatch and led me into a room appointed with tables, chairs, various computing equipment, and a gallon-sized coffee container. 

    As I filled my cup from the pot, Barnes took a position between the hatch and the room's small, square window and stood at military ease. 

    "So I'm a prisoner?" I asked, sending a cooling tendril into my coffee and checking it before I capped the mug. 

    "No, sir. You're the Lieutenant's guest." 

    "What happens if I try to leave?" 

    "I'd very much prefer you didn't try to leave, sir." He cleared his throat and added, "And after seeing you float in the air and having my arm go numb, I really mean that. Sir." 

    Nodding, I said, "Just so you know, Barnes; that's the worst that would have happened to you. I can stun people. No pain, no hangover later. Just out cold on the deck instantly. Okay?" 

    He looked rather uncertain as he answered, "Uh... Yes, sir. I think I understand you, sir." 

    I looked around the room. Maps, computers, etcetera. Although a bit newer or modernized, there was nothing I hadn't seen on a few other ships at some time or other. I took a seat where I could watch people pass the window. The hatch wheel was spun from the outside and Barnes stepped away as the hatch swung open. Lieutenant Mallory stepped into the cabin, spotted me sipping coffee, and turned to Barnes with, "Thank you, Barnes. Everything's fine." 

    Barnes nodded and stepped through the hatch, pushing it shut. Mallory turned to me and looked me over for a moment, then extended a hand as she approached me. 

    "I'm Janice Mallory," she said, "I asked the reporter and the passengers from the flitter about you. They all validated your story, so the coffee's on the house." 

    "Great. I'm Ed. What did you want to talk to me about, LT?" She went to the coffee pot and poured herself a cup, then sipped coffee for another moment without taking her eyes off me. Setting her cup on a chart table, she pulled out two chairs with a gesture that I should use one. I did so as she asked, "How did you levitate yourself?" 

    "The same way the flitter levitated people to your ship. It's all done with fields." 

    "You command a flitter," she said as she sat down, "So you must know people who matter at 3rd World Products. What I've read, seen on TV, and heard from passengers about tonight's rescue has made me want to find out how I can be involved with what I think may be the future of rescue work." She paused, evidently for effect, and added, "And I don't want to wait until flitters and other gear finally trickle down to general use in the services. I want a head start; I want to..." 

    I raised a hand to stop her. "You want to talk to someone else. Diana Frews at 3rd World. Just a minute." 

    Taking a pen from a holder on the table, I wrote Diana's name and phone number on the back of one of my Abintra Press business cards, then handed the card to Mallory. She read it and looked at me. 

    "Thanks. All I have to do is call this person?" Grinning, I said, "No, of course not. You'll have to finagle transportation and time for training at Carrington base, too." With a wry smile, Mallory asked, "I mean... That's really all there is to it? A phone call?" 

    "Why so surprised? How did you start your career in the Coast Guard? With a phone call to a recruiter, maybe?" 

    She laughed, "No, actually. When I was in college, I passed a recruiting office every day going to and from from classes. But I see what you mean. One day I just walked in." 

    Nodding, I said, "If you qualify --and you should, since your education and training qualifies you for a position on this ship --you'll spend a few weeks at Carrington when a training slot opens. You may have to wait a while, though. The ongoing number of trainees has only matched or barely exceeded flitter production." 

    Looking somewhat pensive, Mallory asked, "Would I have to leave the Coast Guard?" 

    Shrugging lightly, I said, "I guess that will depend on whether the Coast Guard has received a flitter by the time you've completed training. Or if it will receive one within a reasonable amount of time afterward. It will also depend on whether they already have an operator waiting for a flitter." Sipping my coffee, I said, "The reporter's name is Robyn. She was aboard the flitter when it dove under the ship and took everybody out just before it sank." I chuckled, "And I do mean just-by-God-barely before it sank. She took some really unique footage of the rescue, LT, and she's riding back with you. Try to get a look at her film before you decide how to proceed." 
Chapter Eighteen

    I stood up and went to the coffee pot to top up my mug, then said to Mallory, "Thanks for the coffee, ma'am. Care to escort me out?" With a nod, she got up, put her cup in a rack by the pot, and came to the hatch as I spun the wheel to open it. We stepped out of the cabin to find that the hustle and bustle of dealing with the passengers had ended; the walkway was clear except for a guy stowing some gear. 

    "Thanks again," said Mallory, "I'll take you to the others, then get back to work." 

    Shaking my head, I said, "Nope. I'm outta here." She seemed moderately amazed at that. "You don't want to spend a little time with the people you saved tonight?" 

    Grinning, I said, "I'd love to spend some time with one of them in particular, but I think she'll be pretty busy tonight." Giving me a wry look, Mallory asked, "The reporter? Robyn?" 

    "Yup. We were at Cocoa Beach when I got the call. I'm hoping she'll forgive the interruption." 

    Mallory laughed, "Oh, I think she might. What about the other woman? She said her name was... Sue?" 

    I nodded. "Yup. Sue. She joined us on the way over here and she'll be riding back with you." 

    "I really ought to take you to meet the ship's captain before you go." As we reached the open deck area forward of the wheel house, I said, 

"Can't think why. He's got enough to do." 

    Calling up my board, I extended a hand to Mallory. As soon as the handshake ended, I stepped onto the board and lifted a bit above and ahead of the ship, then headed for the flitter. 

    When I landed, I said, "Flitter, it occurs to me that my five suit should come on automatically when I step onto the board. Program that into things, please." 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Thank you." Keying my implant, I called, "Sue?" She responded, "Here. Present. Yo. Take your pick." 

    "Is there any reason for me or the flitter to stick around?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    "Later, then. Have fun with the sailors and the press." 

    "Okay." 

    I told the flitter to head for home and leaned back with my coffee as I considered an agenda for Robyn's next visit. 

    My implant sounded Linda's chimes and I answered with my usual, "Hi, Linda." 

    "Hi, yourself. We just watched your friend Robyn make a report from a Coast Guard vessel." 

    "Then you must have one helluva TV set to get Florida stations in Carrington, ma'am." 

    "Oh, you know we do, sir. Anything else to report?" 

    "Nope. By now you probably know more than I do about things. I've been chatting with a lady lieutenant named Mallory who may call soon about flitter training. I gave her Di's number and told her there may be a few people ahead of her." 

    "Would you say she's deserving of special attention?" 

    "Nope, again, I'm sorry to say. I spent ten whole minutes with her and she still wouldn't go home with me." 

    Linda laughed. "Poor baby. Okay. How about sending the flitter's footage of the rescue?" 

    "Sure, but you'll be disappointed 'cause I'm not in it. Sue had me working on the surface. Flitter, send records of the sea rescue to Linda's pad, please." 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Thanks," said Linda, "But don't fret about going unnoticed, Ed. We've already seen the satellite zooms. We know you never even got your toes wet." 

    "Did, too. That big-assed rope dribbled water all over my best golf shoes." 

    She chuckled, "How's progress with Robyn?" 

    "She's returning with the passengers. I told her to milk the story all the way to port and then some. She's supposed to get back with me tomorrow, but you know how women are, ma'am. Guess I'll just wait and see." Laughing again, Linda said, "Oh, I think she probably will." As my house came into view below, I asked, "Got everything you need, Fearless Leader lady? I'm about to land." 

    "I think so, thanks. Later, Ed." 

    The flitter stopped in my driveway as I said, "Later, Linda." I'd expected to hear my neighbor's big black dog, Ortiz, sound off with his usual single 'woof' of greeting, but the area by the fence was dogless for a change. 

    After letting myself into the house and briefly describing the evening to Tiger, I settled in my recliner and called the flitter for a vidscreen to watch the flitter's records of Sue's underwater efforts from the time I scooted off the deck on my board. 

    The flitter's vidscreen stretched and curved around me to approximate the hull field of the flitter in miniature, then holograms of Sue and Robyn appeared to my right. 

    "Just an external view for now, please," I told the flitter, then added, 

"With sounds from within your cabin." 

    Tiger sat on the arm of the chair as the show started, watching intently as the flitter descended into the black depths. His left ear went back and pretty much stayed there; perhaps a display of his opinions of being under water in general. 

    The nose of the flitter began glowing brightly to provide illumination as it descended past the hull of the ship to the main deck rail and moved toward the promenade deck. 

    Two ropes dangling into the depths were cut free of the ship and loosely gathered, then fielded upward to be placed on the hull as the flitter sent a dozen tiny field probes through the missing doors of the promenade deck's ballroom. 

    I only had to wonder how Sue would retrieve stranded passengers for a few minutes; a big field bubble containing a woman drifted down an inverted staircase and across the ballroom ceiling to the flitter. The woman appeared unconscious, which was probably just as well. 

    Over the next few minutes nine more passengers were delivered to the flitter in the same manner and the flitter changed positions as Robyn said almost casually, "We can't leave. There's another one in there somewhere." 

    "We aren't leaving," said Sue. "There's a man in the galley freezer and the door can't open. I'll have to cut the door off, which will flood the freezer. We're running out of time, so I'm going in from the deck area nearest his location rather than bring him out through hallways and stairwells." When the flitter stopped moving, a bright, narrow beam emanated from the surface of its field and began cutting into the ship above it. The beam moved in a quick circle and a disc fell away from the ship to bounce off the flitter's field and disappear into the darkness. 

    The beam had never stopped cutting; another circular bit of the ship fell out of the hole and disappeared in a shower of debris that mostly went by too quickly for identification. 

    A couple more discs fell out as some books, loose sheets of paper, a stapler, and a brief hail of loose plastic chips fluttered down. I figured they'd bored through someone's office. 

    The ship tilted endwise, two more discs fell out, and then the flitter extruded a field tunnel that precisely fit the hole and nothing else seemed to happen for several seconds. 

    I heard myself talking to Sue about hurrying the operation just before a wet, bedraggled, unconscious man slid feet-first out of the ship and passed through the flitter's hull field. 

    The tunnel-field instantly vanished and the flitter moved to get clear of the ship, rising to the surface along the ship's side just as the ship slid completely under and began a slow descent to the bottom of the Gulf of Mexico. Sue said, "I'll dry everybody now and wake them once we're at the surface. A Coast Guard ship is on its way to take all the passengers back to shore, so other amenities can wait." 

    Stopping the show, I sipped my coffee and thought about the sprinkle of plastic chips I'd seen fall from the ship. 

    Keying my implant, I said, "Sue." 

    Rather than answer remotely, she appeared by my chair. Tiger instantly yowled, "Hello, Sue!" 

    "Hi, Tiger," she said, patting him. "Hi, Ed. You rang?" 

    "Yes'm, I have a question. Couldn't the flit and a couple of field generators re-float that boat?" 

    "Yes, they could, and I intend to speak with the company's representatives about such an effort when we get to shore." 

    "Would the ship be worth more as a salvage-for-hire or a salvage-for-resale?" 

    Sue canted her head slightly in a Selena-gesture and said, "It might be worth marginally more as a resale item, but the time involved, dock fees, and other expenses would eat into the profits." 

    Nodding, I said, "Just curious. Oh, well," then I grinned and asked, "Hey, if you hurry, you could clean out the safe before you accept a salvage contract, couldn't you?" 

    Snorting a laugh, Sue said, "I'd thought you might have called me regarding Robyn. Should I feel rather disillusioned?" 

    "Nah. No point in that. Just to make you feel better, though, I'll ask; is there anything new regarding Robyn?" 

    Smiling, Sue answered, "As it happens, there may be. I heard her talking with Lt. Mallory. Robyn seems to have a rather high opinion of you. Should I be more specific?" 

    Shaking my head, I said, "No, I'll just put her high opinion of me to the test by seeing if it can handle an invitation to sleep over tonight. How's her story coming along?" 

    "Pretty well, I'd say. She should have plenty to show for the evening when she arrives in port. By the way, she said she'd call Tom Arkin to send someone to pick her up." With a snicker, she added, "I just thought you might like to know that. Before she calls, that is. Which she'll be doing very shortly, I might add." 

    "You're enjoying this far too much, ma'am. I'd planned to have the flitter find out which pier they'll use and surprise her there. Would you be so kind as to let her know she has no reason to call for a ride?" Sue grinningly answered, "Will do. I'll even tell the flitter which pier. Aren't I being helpful tonight?" 

    Laughing, I said, "Amazingly helpful, milady. I'm just grateful to be able to entertain you so well." 

    Still grinning, Sue snapped her fingers and vanished. 

    Tiger looked at me and said, "Sue didn't say goodbye." I patted him and replied, "She didn't really leave, Tiger. She's always with us. You know that." 

    He drew himself up and his ears locked at half-mast as he said, "But it's..." the translation took half a second or so before it rendered his noise as "customary." 

    "It's not unusual, but it isn't required. Besides, I call her too often to stand on formalities every time." 

    The translator seemed to have some difficulty with the word 'formalities', too. Possibly there was no equivalent in catspeak, but I strongly doubted that, if an equivalent could be found for a word like 'customary'. Tiger seemed unappeased. I got to my feet and went to the kitchen, where I put some of the leftover lemon chicken in his bowl. He appeared within seconds and barely managed to say "Thank you" before he stuck his face in the bowl. 

    "I have to go out again," I said. "I don't know how long I'll be gone." 

    "Okay," said Tiger. He looked up from his chicken and sat down facing me before he rather formally said, "Goodbye, Ed." 

    I sighed and reached to pet him as I said, "Goodbye, Tiger. I still say it's different for Sue because she isn't really gone." His expression didn't change and he didn't move. 

    "Okay," I said, "Next time she's 'here', talk to her about it." 

    "I will." 

    Leaving him to his lemon chicken, I left the house and called my flitter down. 
Chapter Nineteen

    'Interesting,' I thought as I flew toward Tampa, 'Almost three weeks of not a damned thing out of the ordinary going on at all, then three incidents in one night.' 

    Someone had once said 'All good things come in threes.' I felt sure someone had also said the same about bad things. As I neared the port, a bank sign flashed the temperature, then the time --nine-twenty-seven --and it occurred to me that I'd averaged roughly one event per hour since dinner. 

    'Only twenty-three minutes to go. Wonder if I'll make it to ten without something else happening?' 

    The Coast Guard ship was easing up to the dock when I arrived. I had the flitter hover over the long building that ran down the pier and scanned the ship for Robyn. 

    She was talking to someone near the bow; when the person turned to say something to a crewman, I recognized Lt. Mallory. 

    "Three suit on, board on," I said. 

    The board matched my three suit and I scooted off the flitter toward the ship, landing on the deck about four or five feet from the ladies rather than be in the path of crew personnel and passengers who were moving toward the gangplank. 

    I was about to say 'three suit off' when Robyn made an arms-spread 'what the hell' gesture and said, "I really don't know what to think, Janice. He runs around with a woman who looks like a damned showgirl. She can appear and disappear at will and they seem to be in some kind of constant contact, kind of like telepathy or something. If it weren't for her, I'd have said something, but I don't even want to think about having someone like her pissed off at me, y'know?" 

    Mallory sighed and said, "You said he's been calling you 'gorgeous' ever since you met and he took you to Cocoa Beach on what sounded --to me, anyway

--an awful lot like a date. Did she say anything about that? Could be they're just friends." 

    Robyn gave her a fisheye look and replied, "You've seen her. Have you ever known a man who could 'just be friends' very long with a woman who looks like her?" 

    Mallory said, "Yeah, I hear you, but I'm not even sure she's human. Hell, at this point I'm not sure he's human, either." She laughed, "You should have seen what he did when Barnes tried to grab him. All of a sudden Ed was two feet in the air, looking down at me and saying, 'I told you I don't need a ride, ma'am,' and demanding a coffee refill. I didn't know what the hell else to do, so I told Barnes to take him to the chartroom and let him get some coffee." 

    She shook her head and added, "I have to say he seemed like a nice enough guy, though, when I talked to him. Why didn't you just ask Sue what kind of relationship they have?" 

    "I would have, but she seemed so busy... and then she went with those guys to talk about salvaging the ship..." 

    Giving her a skeptical look, Mallory asked, "Uh, huh. Were you maybe a little afraid to find out?" 

    "Well, maybe a little." 

    Nodding, Mallory turned her attention to the passengers who were waiting to use the gangplank. I guided the board over the slow stream of people and a rope barrier to the area beyond the gangplank and whispered, "board off," then stepped into an open hatchway and whispered "three suit off". Stepping back out of the hatchway, I waved and shouted, "Robyn!" then asked a crewman, "How do I get there from here without going all the way around the ship?" 

    He glanced at the hatchway and asked, "How did you get separated from the group and how did you get in there?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "It's easy to get lost on a boat like this." 

    "It's a ship, not a boat," he corrected me. 

    "Right. I'll try to remember that for next time." He shook his head in a manner that seemed to say 'dumb damned civilian' 

and held the rope up. I slipped under it, then eased through the line of people and walked over to the ladies and asked, "Sue, is there anything else on my agenda tonight?" 

    Sue appeared beside me and said, "No, Ed." 

    Mallory took a step back and stared warily at Sue as Robyn gave one of her little shrieks, then slouched, sighed, and asked me, "Can't you warn people when you're going to do that?" 

    She turned to Sue and added, "Sorry, but the way you pop in and out is pretty damned spooky." 

    Grinning, Sue said, "Yeah, I know, but that's how it works." 

    "What are you?" asked Mallory, "Some kind of ghost?" I said, "That's kind of classified, LT, but if you train at 3rd World, you'll find out what she is. By the way, as of half an hour ago, they're expecting your call. I mentioned you in my... um, flitter usage report. Robyn, are you about finished here or do you need more time?" Shrugging, she said, "Except for followups later, I'm done. I need to stop at the office and give my tapes to Tom, then I'm taking what's left of the evening off." 

    "Sounds good. I'll bring the flitter down." 

    Eyeing Sue up and down once, Mallory asked, "May I ask you two a personal question without offending anyone?" 

    Sue and I glanced at each other. I said, "Whether you get an answer will depend on the question, ma'am." 

    Apparently gathering herself a bit, Mallory said, "Uh... You two seem so... close... Are you... uh... together? I mean, are you... uh, like, a couple?" 

    Shaking her head slightly, Sue said only, "No." I said, "We just work together." 

    Mallory gave Robyn a raised-eyebrow look that seemed to say, 'Well, there you have it.' 

    Robyn glanced at me and then at Sue, then she picked up her camera bag and hefted it on her shoulder as she met Mallory's gaze and said, "Well, I hope I haven't been too much trouble. Thanks for the ride back to shore, Janice." Chuckling, Mallory said, "Oh, no trouble at all." We said our goodbyes and I called the flitter to hover above the ship and field-lift us aboard. Sue disappeared and Mallory gave a little gasp, then gasped again as Robyn and I rose some thirty feet into the air until we, too, disappeared within the flitter's field. 

    Once the flitter had deposited us on its deck, Robyn stood trembling near the edge and muttered, "My God..." as she stared down at the ship. "I thought we'd be walking aboard, like before. When I started floating up, I almost panicked." 

    I took her bag and set it behind a seat as I told the flitter to take us to Spring Hill, then turned to Robyn. 

    "Want a word of advice, milady?" 

    She took her eyes off the ship and looked at me. 

    I grinningly said, "Just keep an eye on me. Never panic 'till I do. Want one of your wine coolers?" 

    Mimicking 'never panic 'till I do' with a wry grin, Robyn took a seat near the console and said, "Yes, please," then added, "I'm beginning to think I ought to switch to something stronger if I'm going to hang out with you." Shaking my head, I opened drinks for both of us and said, "Nah. Well, not unless something stronger would get you into my shower, I guess. You really shouldn't need it for flitter rides after a few trips." Staring unblinkingly at me for a moment, Robyn laughed nervously and said, 

"I can't believe you just said that." 

    Laughing, I answered, "Oh, sure you can, ma'am. I've been eyeballing you like a big piece of candy since the moment I met you and I haven't been at all shy about calling you 'gorgeous'. Now tell me something; if you've already sent everything to your boss, why can't delivering the tape wait until tomorrow?" 

    "Ah... well, technically, I guess it could, but..." Reaching to lightly run a finger along the upper curve of her lovely bare thigh, I said, "Thought so. Robyn, let this evening's adventures continue. Come home with me." 

    Robyn's grip on her wine cooler made me glad the bottle was glass, not plastic. Her eyes had followed my finger's progress, then returned to meet my gaze again. 

    I said, "And just in case you're wondering... I won't toss you overboard if you say 'no', but you'll have to at least wear jeans and forget about beaches from now on, because I'm not going to let you torment me with those legs. Okay?" 

    She blinked, then snickered, then a chuckle bubbled out of her. "They torment you?" 

    Sipping my beer, I eyed her legs and said, "Oh, yeah, that's the word for it. Torment. This evening has been one continuous torment, in fact. An unrelenting torment. Well, except during the rescue, of course. I tend to pay attention to business." 

    Giving me a fisheye look above a small grin, she said, "You seemed able to handle your torment fairly well until now." 

    Nodding, I admitted, "Yeah, well, I guess I did, didn't I? But I really have been suffering, ma'am. Lots. I was just too polite to say anything while other people were around." 

    "I see. So now I should think you're also gallant?" 

    "Modest as hell, too. Damned near shy." 

    Shaking her head and sipping her wine, Robyn said, "No, I wouldn't go quite that far. Not 'shy'." 

    For another half-minute or so we sipped in silence, then I asked, "Mind if I make a suggestion about the tape?" 

    With a soft chuckle, she replied, "Oh, gee whiz; at this point, why not?" 

    "Good. Call your boss and tell him to meet you in the parking lot. We'll swing low and you can toss him the tape, then we'll leave him staring up at the sky in shock and wonderment." 

    "Shock and wonderment? Not 'shock and awe'?" 

    "Nope. That's become a cliche. I hate cliches." 

Chapter Twenty

    Pointing ahead to direct Robyn's gaze to the lights of County Line Road and US-19, I said, "Flitter, slow to fifty miles per hour, please, and stop above the Times building." Looking at Robyn, I added, "Robyn may want to drop off a tape." 

    Robyn gave me a sidelong glance, then returned to watching our approach to her office building. Without turning to look at me, she said, "No, I don't think so." 

    'Well, hell,' I thought with a mental sigh of resignation, 'Kinda figured she might not go for a shower on the first date.' 

    But she surprised me with a whole 'nother line of thought. Leaning her seat back, Robyn put her hands behind her head and stared up at the sky as she said, "No. This camera belongs to me and this tape's one of mine, and I'm going to use it along with my airtime tonight to get out of print journalism." 

    She turned her head to look at me and said, "And I have to move fast. You were right, Ed. News doesn't age well, even big news. I did a good job tonight and I know it. Tomorrow I'm going to call some people." As she'd spoken, the flitter had parked us above the Times building. Robyn looked down at the building and pointed. 

    "Second floor, north corner office. Tom Arkin's. If ever a boss deserved the title 'Asshole,' he does. He practically told me to do anything I had to in order to get next to you." 

    That kind of statement is usually followed by a glance or a look; I sipped beer as she again turned her face to me, then gave her an inquisitive expression and asked, "You really think it'll be different with a TV outfit?" 

    "The boss at Channel Six is a woman." 

    Curbing a very skeptical expression and an urge to repeat my question, I sipped beer and said, "Uh, huh. But who's her boss, and how far is she willing to push you to advance her career?" 

    Sitting up, I said, "Fact, lady; you're in one of the most --if not the most --predatory career fields. Nothing about the news business isn't inherently intrusive to someone. Top to bottom, victim or reporter. Get the widow on the set, show the dirty laundry, all that matters is the story." Robyn gave me a narrow look. "There are limits." 

    "Damned few, and most have been installed in response to victims' 

lawsuits. The trouble with being a shark and running with sharks is that you always stand a chance of getting nicked and having one of your buddies take a bite out of you." 

    Sipping her wine, Robyn said, "I guess you'll have to explain that one." Nodding, I chuckled, "Okay. Tonight you became part of the story you were working on in a big way. You've been kind of high on it all and probably haven't thought of this, but --as you know --I'm very well-known for avoiding the media. What's the first question you'd have for a lady reporter who somehow managed to get inside my world? Especially one as beautiful as you? One who --incidentally --had just happened to be aboard the flitter this evening and who made her televised shipboard report wearing charming little 'Daisy Duke' cutoffs and a tank top?" 

    As she stared at me in shock, I sipped my beer and added, "People can be so damned suspicious of someone else's lucky breaks, y'know? They'll probably think you... uhm... that you..." 

    Robyn set her wine on the deck and reached into her purse to produce her cell phone. When it didn't respond, she shook it and smacked it against her other hand, then poked the 'talk' button again. 

    "Flitter," I said, "Allow Robyn to use her cell phone, please." Rounding on me, Robyn shrieked, "What?!" 

    Holding up a hand, I said, "I don't like interruptions, so cell phones don't work aboard the flitter unless I say so. Go ahead and make your call, ma'am." 

    She seemed about to say something --perhaps even something scathing, by the look of her --when her phone rang. Robyn looked at the number displayed on the screen, poked the 'talk' button, and answered, "Hi, Lynn." Whatever Lynn said or asked led Robyn to grit her teeth and reply, "I wouldn't know. That's right. Dammit, I said 'no'! You can believe it or not, Lynn, it's the truth!" 

    It didn't seem to be a good time to laugh, so I walked to the other end of the flitter and faced away from her. The Wendy's restaurant on the corner a block away seemed to call to me and I realized a taste for french fries. Behind me, Robyn said, "Oh, I don't doubt that at all," then she said rather firmly, "Goodbye, Lynn," and viciously poked the 'off' button. The phone instantly rang again and I couldn't help snorting a chuckle as I turned to face her. She looked up from the phone with a narrow glare. 

    "Want some privacy to sort things out, ma'am? I could go grab some fries while you deal with the press. I know what that's like, y'know." I guess she didn't see the humor in the situation. Robyn half-turned away as she again poked the 'talk' button and almost resignedly answered, "Hello, Tom," then continued with, "Yes, I just talked to her." After a moment, she sighed and snapped, "Because that's what I happened to be wearing at the time, damn it! Ask Lynn. We were supposed to be going to a beach, then... What?! You son of a bitch! The hell I won't! I'll call you any goddamned thing I want when you say things like that!" Perhaps three seconds passed as Robyn listened, then she took a deep breath, composed herself, and said, "Tom, I don't respond well to assholes, and you just crossed the line for the last time with me. I'll pick up my check tomorrow. Yes, that's exactly what I'm saying." 

    After another short pause, she said, "Oh, go right ahead, big man. I still have the original tape and I'll use it --when I make you my next story! You got that?!" 

    Robyn stabbed the 'off' button and stood trembling with anger for a moment, then turned to me and raged, "You knew this would happen, didn't you?!" 

    Shrugging, I replied, "I knew there'd be a bit of discord, but I couldn't have known you'd quit. It's possible you may have overreacted, you know. People would think the same of any woman reporter I let aboard the flitter. 

'How the hell did she get to him?' Like that. Maybe you should let Tom apologize --if he's smart enough to do that --and keep your job at the Times until you have something better in hand." 

    Her phone rang again. Robyn glanced at the screen and almost crushed the

'off' button before shoving the phone back into her purse, then backhanding the purse at her flitter seat. 

    After a moment, she turned to face me again, her tone quiet and her words precisely spoken. 

    "Why?" she asked. "Why the hell did you let me in? If you wanted some coverage for your goddamned... board thing --you could have just called the office!" 

    "Robyn, you've assumed all along that I wanted some press, even after I told you I didn't. Why? Have I offered to sell anyone a field board or anything else? I'm not in that end of things." 

    She snapped, "Well, your girlfriend certainly is." 

    "Yup. She used an opportunity to give a sales pitch and you happened to be there when she gave it, that's all." 

    Robyn didn't look very appeased. She sat down and snatched her wine bottle off the deck, took a few gulps, and again turned her glare at me. 

    'Well, fuck it, then,' I thought, 'She'll either get over it or she won't.' 

    I said, "Flitter, take us to my house, please," then sipped the last of my beer and pitched the bottle over the side. Robyn had time to snap, "Hey!" before the bottle hit the flitter's hull field and silently flashed to plasma. Her mouth and eyes flew open and she flinched hard away from the brightness. When she uncovered her face, she stared at me as if seeing an alien. 

    "I don't litter," I said as we settled into my driveway. Hoisting both our bags, I hung my coffee mug on a front pocket and stepped off the flitter to extend a hand to Robyn. She hesitantly stood up and looked at her wine bottle for a second, then brought it with her to step off the flitter. 

    Guzzling the last few swallows of wine, she went to put it in one of my trash cans as I walked to her car with the bags. I set her bag on the roof of her car and stood waiting for her. 

    Robyn still stood between the garbage cans and the flitter, studying the flitter as if memorizing it. After a time she turned and looked at me, then walked to her car and stopped within a couple of feet of me. 

    "You weren't bullshitting me at all, were you? Letting me aboard has all been about getting me into your bed, hasn't it?" 

    She didn't sound as if she was accusing me of anything, so I answered, 

"Yup. 'Fraid so. Sorry 'bout that." 

    "If I say no... Will I be welcome to come back here?" Grinning, I said, "Oh, sure. No problem. But just so you know, I won't give up trying, no matter what you wear. You're just too fine for that, ma'am." 

    She bit her lip as she met my gaze for a few moments, then said, "Ah, hell. Everybody'll think I did, anyway. Would it bother you too much if you thought I was just... spending time with you... because you have a flitter?" 

    "Well, sure, but not enough to make me toss you out in the cold. I'd just make it my life's work to change your reason for 'spending time' with me." She grinned. "You would, huh? Your 'life's work'?" Nodding, I said, "Oh, yeah. I'm pretty sure I can make you happy between flitter rides if I really put my mind to it, milady. Sooner or later you'll either see the light or move on to some other story." Patting her bag, she said, "Sometimes I leave pretty early and work pretty late. Sometimes I have to travel." 

    Shrugging, I said, "Same here. When I get a call, I go. Now and then I won't be able to take you along." 

    "You aren't into kinky stuff?" 

    "I'm not into kinky stuff." 

    She seemed to give the matter yet another moment's thought, then looked up at me and said, "Kiss me." 

    I turned her so her back was to the car, lifted her onto the trunk, and took her in my arms for a soft, brushing kiss and ran my fingertips around her ear, down the back of her neck, and across her shoulders. 

    Robyn shivered and I felt goosebumps where my fingers had stroked her shoulders. I nuzzled my lips along her cheek and back to her lips for a firmer kiss, trailing fingernails down the backs of her arms to create more goosebumps. 

    When our kiss ended, she grinned and bit her lip again as her eyes met mine. 

    "Okay," she almost whispered. "But no strings, right?" Nodding, I said, "Yes'm. No strings." 
Chapter Twenty-one

    I slipped an arm through the strap on Robyn's bag and pulled it off the roof of her car, then led the way to the front door. Tiger had been sitting in the kitchen window, but he wasn't there as we approached the porch. As soon as the door opened, he sounded off with, "Hello, Ed! Hello, Robyn!" and sat down expectantly in the middle of the walkway. Stepping around him, I said, "Hi, Tiger. Robyn says she may stay a while." Robyn chuckled and knelt to pet him as she said, "That's right. Hello, Tiger." 

    Tiger stood up under her strokings and yowled, "Good-very-good! How long is a while, Robyn?" 

    I looked up from putting the bags on the couch to see how she'd handle his question just as she looked at me and said, "Well, Tiger, I don't know yet." 

    "Tiger," I said, "Robyn's kind of like you; she watches things for a living." 

    He looked up at her and said, "I watch many things. What things do you watch?" 

    Grinning brightly, Robyn answered, "Oh, everything, Tiger! I take pictures and..." she looked at me again and asked, "How can I explain pictures to him?" 

    "He knows about pictures. On a wall they don't move. On a TV, they do. Show him your camera." As she went to her bag and he followed her, I said, 

"Robyn makes some of the pictures that you see on TV, Tiger. The news stuff." Tiger enthusiastically yowled, "Good-very-good!" He leaped onto the couch and paced anxiously as Robyn opened her bag. Elkor appeared on the coffee table behind Robyn and said, "Hello, Ed," in a modulated male voice that made Robyn stand straight and spin around in startlement. 

    "Hi, Elkor. That's Robyn." 

    Facing her, Elkor said, "Hello, Robyn." 

    "Ah... hello... Elkor, was it?" 

    "Yes." 

    Robyn looked at me and asked, "You have two cats?" 

    "No, just one. Elkor's not exactly a cat." 

    Her gaze returned to Elkor, who stated, "Ed is correct. I am not a cat." Nibbling her lip, Robyn replied, "Um... you look like a cat." Tiger yowled, "Elkor, show Robyn the big me!" 

    "Okay, Tiger." 

    I barely had time to think, 'the what?' before Elkor morphed into a full-sized Bengal tiger. Robyn let loose a horror-movie scream and fell backward onto the couch. 

    Sending theta waves at her to keep her from screaming again, I hurried to kneel by the couch and take her hand as I put my left hand on the Bengal tiger's head. 

    "Robyn," I said, "Take it easy, now. It's just a field image." Glancing at Tiger and Elkor, I added, "They didn't know any better." I wasn't altogether sure about that, but I thought she might be able to believe it. Robyn starkly stared for a long moment at the tiger on the coffee table, then her gaze shifted downward as my unsupported hand dropped and I retrieved it to pat Robyn's hand. 

    "My apologies," said Elkor, again appearing as his usual housecat self. Tiger walked across Robyn's bag and stood in her lap as he put his little face almost nose-to-nose with hers. 

    "I'm sorry, too," he said. "Very sorry, Robyn." The theta waves were definitely helping, but Robyn still wore a rather stark stare and her pulse pounded heavily in her throat as she whispered, 

"Jesus fucking Christ! Is it like this all the time around here?!" Elkor and I answered, "No," as Tiger happily said, "Yes!" I put a hand on his head and looked him in the eye as I flatly stated, 

"I'd like her to stay, Tiger. Try not to surprise her like that again, please." 

    Looking at Robyn, he sat down on her lap and rubbed his face against her arm, then said, "You must stay, please. I like you," and gave her another face-rub for emphasis. 

    Letting the theta waves taper off, I asked, "Would you like a drink to help you get over your welcome?" 

    Taking a deep breath, Robyn looked directly into my eyes and said, "Yes, I would. What do you have?" 

    "No wine coolers, sorry. Gin and a few mixers." 

    "A gin and tonic, then. Thanks." 

    Standing up, I said, "I'll let Elkor tell you about himself." To Elkor, I said, "Linda hasn't cleared her," then I turned to head for the kitchen to put drinks together. 

    Robyn's hand shot out and snagged my pants pocket to stop me. "Linda?" she asked. "Tell me about this Linda person." 

    Shrugging, I held a hand at about my eye level and said, "Human, brunette, about this tall, my age, not a girlfriend." 

    "What exactly would she 'clear' me for?" 

    I chuckled, "Anything you can't be told or shown until she clears you, of course. You want that drink now?" 

    Meeting my gaze, she took her fingers out of my pocket and let her hand fall to Tiger as she replied, "Yes, thanks." 

    Nodding, I went to the kitchen. As I made the drinks, I felt Sue's presence behind me and said, "Hi, Sue." 

    "Hi, yourself. Will you tell her you have a spare bedroom?" Pouring gin in two glasses, I said, "Not while she has an apartment of her own." 

    A motion on the side of the glass coffee pot caught my attention. The reflection showed Sue still sitting at the table, so it had to be Robyn standing in the kitchen doorway. 

    Adding mixers to the gins, I said, "If her money runs out while she's job hunting, she can put her stuff in storage and stay here. I don't think it'll come to that, though. She's good at her job and I'll provide her some special footage to help out." 

    Stirring the drinks, I said, "There's something about her I really like, Sue. More than just her face and her fabulous little bod, I mean. She handled or bounced back from everything that happened tonight, and I've known a lot of people who would have been basket cases after a ride under a sinking ship." The drinks were ready. It was time. I picked up the drinks and turned, then made a show of freezing when I saw Robyn move to the table and pull out a chair. 

    Sighing, I took the drinks to the table as Tiger and Elkor jumped onto the table and Tiger yowled, "Hello, Sue!" 

    Reaching to pet him, Sue said, "Hello, Tiger." I asked Robyn, "You heard everything, huh?" 

    Blushing slightly, she grinned nervously and nodded tersely as I set her drink in front of her. Pulling out a chair for myself, I let the moment stretch a bit as I sat down and sipped my drink. 

    Robyn asked, "You meant all that?" 

    Nodding, I said, "Yup." Looking at Sue, I suggested, "You could have said, 

'Hi, Robyn' or something like that." 

    With a shrugging little move that Selena had often used, Sue smilingly replied, "Yes, I suppose I could have." 

    Shaking her head slightly, Robyn helpfully put in, "No, I was standing behind her, Ed. She didn't know I was there." 

    Containing a laugh, I sipped my drink again. Robyn noticed my effort and grin and asked, "What? What's so funny?" 

    Putting my drink down, I said, "Sue sees in all directions at once and she can hear grass grow a block away. She knew you were there." Looking at Sue, I added, "Something else you forgot to mention, milady; the reason you made an appearance." 

    Chuckling, Sue replied, "Oh, that. I thought you and Robyn might like to come along when I raise the gambling ship tomorrow morning." 

    "Sure, sounds good to me. Robyn had other plans, though. I think they involved job hunting." 

    Her voice an octave higher than usual, Robyn yelped, "No! I mean, yes, I did, but there's no way I'm going to miss this!" 

    "What time do you want to get underway?" I asked. Sue replied, "How about ten?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Works for me." 

    Looking at us as if we were crazy, Robyn said, "I've seen what's involved in raising a tugboat. That gambling ship was a helluva lot bigger than a tugboat." 

    When Robyn turned to her, Sue said, "Half an hour to seal the leaks and displace enough water to restore buoyancy. Ten minutes to move it to the surface. Two hours to remove remaining water and let the owners conduct a cursory inventory before they hand me a check." 

    "Yeah, that's pretty quick," I said, "What's the labor charge for re-floating a gambling boat these days?" 

    Grinning, Sue said, "Five million. Roughly twenty percent of the value of the ship when it went down. I have to go now, so I'll say goodnight, everybody." Leaning slightly, she bumped noses with Tiger and said, 

"Goodnight, Tiger." 

    Tiger yowled, "Goodnight, Sue!" and Sue disappeared. Elkor said, "I will also say goodnight now," and after another round of goodbyes, he also vanished. 

    "My God," muttered Robyn, "I can't get over how they do that." Turning to face me, she said, "The tug took almost a week, and they said they cut corners to beat the weather." 

    As Tiger ambled across the table and flumped himself down between Robyn and me, I said, "Sue's more... uhm... 'efficient', you could call it." With a chuckle, Robyn reached to pet Tiger and said, "Well, I guess so! 

Damn!" then she turned her Tiger-petting arm slightly and noticed the time. 

    "It's almost eleven," she said. 

    Looking thoughtful, Robyn abruptly rose and went to the living room. I got up and followed her. 

    She rooted in her purse, then in her bag on the couch. When she straightened up, she muttered, "Damn." 

    "Problem?" I asked. 

    Turning with a sigh, she replied, "I don't have my pills." It didn't seem likely that she'd believe me if I told her about my vasectomy at that particular moment, so I said, "I'll run out and buy some condoms." 

    Robyn seemed to give matters some thought, then she made sure all her stuff was in her bag and picked it up. 

    "Ed, it's late and I don't have my pills. Let's get some sleep. I'll come prepared tomorrow, okay?" 

    No, it wasn't really okay with me, but there was no point in debating. I drank the last of my gin and watched as she did the same, then I took her bag and her glass. 

    "Tomorrow, then," I said, then I carried the glasses to the kitchen sink and opened the front door. 

    Robyn stopped before the door and said, "I... Ed, I just don't trust rubbers the way I trust my pills." 

    I pulled her into my arms for a firm kiss and whispered, "I'll suffer, of course, but I can wait." Grinning at her, I said, "I hereby dare you to show up at seven, ma'am." 

    "Seven?!" 

    "Yup. If you decide to do it, give me a wakeup call so I can put some coffee on for you. If you decide not to, let me sleep and get here around nine-thirty." 
Chapter Twenty-two

    When I came back into the house after seeing Robyn to her car, Tiger asked, "Will Robyn really come back?" 

    "Yes. Tomorrow morning." 

    "Good." 

    As I put the booze and mixes away, Sue pinged my implant. 

    "Yes'm?" 

    "Do you think Robyn accepted your dare?" 

    I washed the glasses we'd used and replied, "Won't know 'til morning." 

    "Of course, but the question was 'do you think she'll...'" 

    "Yeah, yeah," I interrupted, "Here's what I think, Sue; she'll either show up at seven or sometime after nine." 

    "Will you be angry if she doesn't arrive at seven?" Grabbing my coffee mug and heading for the bedroom, I said, "If she doesn't arrive at seven I won't know about it until she gets here. Guess not." Sue manufactured a sigh of exasperation and said, "I just wondered how you'd react, Ed." 

    I mimicked her sigh and answered, "Sue, if she doesn't show up 'till nine-thirty, I'll let her go with you as promised, but I'll probably head over to Shady Hills to check out Cheryl's new horses. One's a rodeo-retiree who would have gone to the glue factory if Cheryl hadn't bought him." 

    "You don't want to watch us raise the ship?" 

    "You'll patch the hull, throw a field over the superstructure, blow some air into it, flip it right-side up, and let it bob to the surface. I figure that --since you didn't mention towing it --someone will be out there to take it someplace else." 

    A moment passed before Sue asked, "What if she appears at nine-thirty and has a perfectly reasonable explanation for..." 

    "Sue," I interrupted her, "We'll play it by ear in the morning. I feel partly responsible for her current employment situation, so no matter how it goes between us, she'll get a bit of special footage for her job hunting and such. Goodnight, ma'am." 

    With that, I toed off my shoes and started stripping for bed. Sue said, "Goodnight," and her presence through my implant vanished as Tiger claimed his usual corner of the bed. 

    Whether Robyn would or wouldn't grace my bed and shower in the morning -or, for that matter, at all --wasn't worth worrying about. If she decided not to, I'd simply go looking for cute female company elsewhere. Maybe I'd buzz Hernando Beach on my board or in the flitter. Whatever. 

    It also occurred to me that Cheryl would have her hands full receiving half a dozen new horses, and that she likely wouldn't let me help for insurance reasons. With no better ideas for the day, I might as well go with Sue and Robyn. 

    I drank a last slug of coffee, took a leak, brushed my teeth, gave Tiger a last pat, and said goodnight as I climbed into bed. 

    The damned phone rang just I was on the very edge of falling asleep. With a sensation as if I'd fallen four feet into the bed, I jarred awake and reached for the phone. 

    "Hello?" 

    "Ed, this is Robyn. I need to tell you something." 

    "You have the floor, ma'am. What's on your mind?" 

    "I, uh... Ed, I won't be coming tomorrow. I can't, not the way... well, the way things would be. Can you understand?" 

    "I think so. Let's be sure. Be specific, please." She took a breath through clenched teeth, from the sound of it, then said, 

"I thought I could do it. You're a nice guy and all, but... I've been sitting here feeling like such a whore, Ed! I'm sorry, but... but I just can't..." her voice cracked slightly and rose an octave as she blurted, "Oh, hell! I just can't trade pussy for pictures, okay?!" 

    Snorting a laugh, I said, "In that case, be here at nine-thirty. Anything else?" 

    There was a pause, then she asked in a somewhat incredulous tone, "You mean I can come anyway?" 

    "Yup. This really isn't about trading pussy for pictures, Robyn. Has it occurred to you that you may need a verifiable witness later? Someone who'll be willing and able to swear that your tapes weren't altered in any way?" 

    "Uh... No?" She paused and asked, "Why would I need a witness after what I sent this evening?" 

    "What if Mr. Asshole gives you a crappy reference later? Or messes with your records? You told Mr. Asshole you quit right when he thought you were getting somewhere. Also, you'll be looking for a new place to turn in your work, and they may want a little more than just your word that..." Robyn interrupted with, "I'll call Lynn! Hang on a second." I was about to say, "Just bring her with you in the morning," when she put me on hold. I hate being on hold. I hung up the phone, picked up my book, and sipped coffee as I read and waited for her next call. 

    Maybe two minutes passed before the phone rang. When I answered it as before, Robyn bubbled, "Ed, it's me again. I guess we got cut off." 

    "Yeah, it seems to happen every time I'm put on hold. What did Lynn say?" 

    "Lynn said she wouldn't miss it for the world. Is it okay to bring her?" 

    "No problem. See you in the morning." 

    "Uh... you aren't... you aren't too mad at me, are you?" 

    "Nope. You didn't surprise me at all, ma'am. Goodnight." 

    "Wait a minute! What did you mean by that?!" 

    "I mean it's about what I expected. See you tomorrow." I hung up the phone, pulled up the covers, and got comfortable. 

* * * * *

    Thursday could have started a lot better. I was rudely awakened a little after seven by some asshole driving by in a boom-box car. Obscene rap 'music' 

lyrics blared and deep, thumping bass rattled objects on the night table and dresser as the windows vibrated in their frames. 

    I threw on my pants, ran for the door as I called up my three suit, grabbed my gardening gloves from their hook by the door, and put them on as soon as I was on the front porch. 

    Scooping up a handful of inch-diameter landscaping stones from the runoff area below the porch downspout, I said, "board on," and followed the pounding, screaming racket. 

    The noise was coming from a late-model eastbound blue car waiting for the left-turn light at Deltona. My first stone hit his rear windshield and turned it into spiderwebbing around a white spot of crushed glass. The driver, a young white guy wearing baggy clothes and a backward baseball cap, threw his car in park and opened the front door just as my second hard-flung stone punched completely through the remains of the rear windshield. He quickly pulled the door shut. 

    The left-turn light changed to green. I threw the last two stones at the roof and hood of the car to draw his attention to the front. He saw the green light and yanked the gearshift down to drive, then left rubber all the way through the intersection. 

    About a block away from the intersection, a cop car sped up and its lights and siren came on as it slowed down to cautiously cross the intersection against the lights, then it sped up again, apparently in pursuit of the blue car. 

    Chuckling, I sent field tendrils to pick up the stones on the median and in the street, then headed back to the house, where I turned off the board and put the stones in the runoff area. 

    Hm. He still had one of the stones somewhere in his back seat. No need to take the chance that someone might try to find out where they came from. I went into the house, took off my gloves as I said, "three suit off," and went back out to the porch, where I turned my plastic picnic table upside down over the runoff area. 

    After stacking the four matching chairs on the table, I went into the house for a bottle of spray cleaner and a toilet brush, which I set in the shade under the chairs. 

    Standing back, I checked the display. Good enough; no stones visible. I went to the bedroom for my coffee mug and headed for the kitchen to fill it. Sue manifested behind me as I dumped a spoonful of instant in my cup. I added hot water and stirred as I said, "Hi, Sue." Tiger came trotting in yowling, "Hello, Sue!" and jumped on the table for some attention. 

    Capping my coffee mug, I turned and joined Sue at the table. She looked up from Tiger and asked, "Don't you think you may have overreacted a bit?" Sipping coffee, I replied, "If I did, I wouldn't have done it. People who drive those cars are inconsiderate assholes on a par with telemarketers. Worse, really, because they'll show up at any hour and telemarketers don't usually call too early or late." 

    "Ed, what you did was illegal." 

    "It was satisfying as hell, too. Think he learned anything about irritating people with his moronic noise?" 

    She gave me one of her 'you're being tiresome' sighs and said, "Later," then patted Tiger goodbye and vanished. 

    I thought about going back to bed, but only briefly. Instead, I swilled some more coffee, then put a pot of coffee together for the ladies before I went to the bathroom and prepped for the day. 

    As I headed for the front door, I patted Tiger and said, "I'll bring you some bacon," then I called up my board and scooped up the newspaper from the driveway as I went to have a buffet breakfast at a small restaurant near the post office. 
Chapter Twenty-three

    A meal can only last so long. Around eight-forty-five I started ambling back to the house on foot to get some exercise. At nine-fifteen Sue pinged my implant. 

    I waited until I'd passed some people to answer, "Yes'm?" 

    "Robyn and Lynn have arrived." 

    "Okay. Be right there." 

    As I walked behind a delivery truck in the post office parking lot, I called up my board, hopped onto it, and aimed it above the post office building in the general direction of the house. 

    Both women were visible at the kitchen window as I neared the house. I descended about a hundred feet to the front porch and said, "board off," dropping perhaps six inches to the concrete when the board vanished. The front door was open. I pulled the screen door open and entered the house to find Robyn and Lynn still standing by the kitchen sink, staring at me. 

    Both women wore jeans, sneakers, and blouses and carried small backpacks. Robyn's camera bag rested on the table and Tiger lay next to it. Tiger yowled, "Hello, Ed!" and I returned his greeting, then turned to the ladies. 

    "Hi, Robyn," I said. Extending a hand to the blonde, I met her gaze and asked, "You're Lynn, right?" 

    Still staring at me, she nodded and took my hand in a rather automatic fashion. I glanced at Robyn. She shrugged at Lynn's reaction to meeting me and moved to the table to sit down. 

    Facing Lynn, I thumbed at the table with my free hand and said, "Our coffee's on the table, milady." 

    She gasped a self-conscious 'Oh!' and grinningly let go of my hand. Her hands fell to her sides, then her left hand fluttered up to push hair out of her face. It made the motion again and fell back to her side, both her hands tried to slide into her jeans pockets at the same time and missed, then they just fluttered. 

    "Lynn," I said firmly. 

    She froze, still staring at me. I reached to take her left elbow and turn her toward the table, then led the way to a chair and pulled it out for her. She sat down. 

    I took the baggie with the bacon I'd saved for Tiger out of my pocket and put it on a saucer for him as he paced rather impatiently beside Robyn's bag and said "Thank you" three or four times. Tiger's real fond of bacon. Patting him as he dove into the bacon, I said, "You're very welcome, friend Tiger." 

    Picking my still-half-full mug up from the sink counter, I sipped room-temperature coffee and asked Lynn, "What have you heard about me that could make you so nervous?" 

    Appearing incredulous, she blurted, "What?! Robyn told me all about you! 

And I've seen the footage from yesterday twice! And then you just... just... flew down here on that... surfboard-looking thing, and..." she shook her head disbelievingly and turned to imploringly face Robyn as she said, "You tell him!" 

    Robyn looked up at me as if trying to find a beginning point and I raised a hand to stop her. 

    "Tell me later, if at all. I'm going to hit the bathroom and make a coffee, then we can get underway." 

    I'd turned to leave the room when Sue grinningly asked, "Oh, so you've decided to grace us with your presence, after all?" 

    Almost whispering, Robyn asked, "What?!" 

    I heard her chair scoot back as I stopped at the doorway to turn and face Sue. 

    "That remark was a real faux pas, Sue. Tack an extra week on your tour of duty." 

    With that, I headed for the bathroom. 

    Sue appeared in the hallway in front of me and said, "A week seems a bit harsh. Would it help if I apologize?" 

    Stepping around her, I said, "Try one on Robyn." Again appearing in front of me, Sue said tightly, "An apology would require an explanation. Are you sure you'd want that?" 

    "Make it two weeks, ma'am." Stepping around her again, I added, "And if you stop me from going to the bathroom again, it'll be three. If you want to make it four weeks, you can put our conversations concerning Robyn on one of her tapes." 

    From behind me came, "What conversations about me?" I muttered, "Oh, yeah. Go ahead and make it an even four weeks. Thanks all to hell, Sue." 

    Turning to face Robyn, I raised an index finger and said, "Just hold that thought. I have to take a leak," then I went into the bathroom and closed the door as Robyn asked Sue, "What's going on, Sue?" When I returned to the kitchen, Sue and Robyn gave me sullen looks and Robyn asked, "So, essentially, you were going to skip out today because I didn't stay and put out last night?" 

    Shaking my head, I said, "No. I'm just not very interested in raising sunken ships." 

    Giving me a droll look, she asked, "Oh, really? Then why are you coming along now?" 

    "I've had second thoughts this morning. Grab your gear and saddle up, ladies." 

    Looking surprised as hell, Lynn blushed slightly and looked away and I realized she'd thought I was referring to her when I'd said I'd had 'second thoughts'. 

    Oh, well. I turned to head for the door. Robyn was on her feet and after me instantly. 

    She caught up with me on the porch and angrily hissed, "You figure you can't get me, so now you're going to go after Lynn?!" Holding up a hand as Lynn and Sue stepped out of the house, I asked, "Did I say that? Did I even infer that?" 

    Her gaze narrowing even further, Robyn snapped, "You didn't have to." Looking properly enlightened, I said, "Ah-hah. Well, if I say that isn't what I meant, would you believe me?" 

    "No, I don't think so. Not at this point." 

    Nodding, I said, "Well, then, go take your pictures. If you still feel that way when you get back here, don't even come up to the house. Just get in your car and hit the road." 

    Turning to Lynn, I said, "It was nice meeting you, Lynn. Have a good time out there and feel free to call me later if you want a flitter ride." To Sue, I said, "Last night I told you where I might want to go this morning and why. You'll tell Robyn after you've started work on raising the ship. Not before." 

    Robyn asked, "Why can't you tell us now?" 

    "It wouldn't be the same." 

    After calling the flitter down, I went into the house to get the womens' 

backpacks and Robyn's camera bag. The flitter arrived within a blast of wind, as usual. 

    I set the bags aboard and stood by to help the ladies aboard, but Sue materialized by the console and Robyn ignored my hand as she jumped up to the deck. 

    Only Lynn took my hand to steady herself as she stepped onto the flitter, and from the somewhat athletic look of her, I think she was simply returning my courtesy by accepting it. 

    "Thanks," she said as she picked up her backpack. I gave her a little salute and a smile. 

    "Check the cooler," I said. "There's beer, tea, and dr pepper. Tell Sue if you want to stop on the way for anything else." 

    Nodding, she smilingly said, "Okay. Thanks." Letting myself into the house, I said, "Hey, Tiger, I'm going to visit the lady with the horses. Want to come along?" 

    He looked up from licking the saucer. 

    "On your new... board-thing?" 

    "Yeah. On my new board-thing." 

    "Okay!" He jumped down from the table and went to his water dish, after which he headed for the bathroom. 

    Keying my implant, I said, "Flitter, when Tiger's on the board, make sure his protective field is on and don't let him fall off, please. He can jump off at fifteen miles per hour or less at altitudes below one hundred feet, but if the board's going faster than fifteen, he can only jump off when the board's above five hundred feet. In any case, don't let him get hurt, okay?" The flitter answered, "Yes, Ed." 

    Topping up my coffee mug, I said, "Thanks, flitter." When Tiger returned from the bathroom, I opened the front door for us and locked it behind us, then called up the board. Tiger took a few moments to sniffingly examine it, then looked at me. I stepped onto the board and Tiger followed suit, taking a standing position about two feet from the board's nose. 

    "Ready?" I asked. 

    Looking back at me, Tiger said, "Yes," then braced himself against anticipated wind. His tail twitched and switched in a manner I recognized as the same nervousness he displayed while waiting for his distemper and rabies shots. 

    Lifting the board, I aimed us in the general direction of the Shady Hills Ranch and eased us up to about fifty miles per hour and three hundred feet. If Tiger relaxed during the short flight, I couldn't see it; when we lifted, he hunkered a bit and spent most of the trip peering over the sides of the board. 

    I spotted Cheryl near the barn as we approached the ranch and changed our course to intercept her. When we were about a hundred feet away, Tiger stood as tall as possible and yelled, "Hello, Cheryl! Hello!" Cheryl looked around, but didn't look up. I told Tiger to try again. This time Cheryl looked up and --after a brief hesitation --waved and said, "Hi, Tiger! Hi, Ed! Got yourself a new toy?" 

    Letting the board settle to hover about four feet above the ground, I said, "Yup. That's what it is. Well, that and a short-hop getaround gadget. Are the new horses here yet?" 

    Petting Tiger, Cheryl said, "Not yet. Maybe not 'till tomorrow, according to Jim. He just called from Gainesville. One of 'em slipped and fell in the trailer. A vet's looking at him now." 

    "Hm. If Jim called a vet... Well, no sense in worrying. Want some help getting things ready?" 

    Laughing, she said, "Help? Sure! Hop off that thing and get your hands dirty!" 

    Lowering the board nearer the ground, I cautioned Tiger that his P-field wouldn't stand up to getting trampled or kicked, then added, "It won't stop a horse from biting your tail off, either. Be careful around the horses." He looked up at me and gave me a look that was the cat-equivalent of a teenager's sigh of exasperation as he said, "Okay. I'll be careful. Goodbye, Cheryl!" 

    As he trotted into the barn, Cheryl said, "His English is a lot better than the last time he was out here, isn't it?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Well, not really. The flitter's ability to translate for him seems to be a lot better, though." 

    Laughing again, she said, "He was all Jim talked about for the rest of the day after your last visit. It bugged the hell out of him to have an animal talk to him, especially --as he put it --'a goddamned cat, of all things'." Wiping her hands on her jeans, she held her arms out to pull me into a quick hug, then let me go and took my arm in hers to lead me into the barn. 
Chapter Twenty-four

    Imagine a rather attractive brunette woman built like Sophia Loren. Envision her in jeans, cowboy boots, and an old shirt, then add calluses on her hands, a deep natural tan, and stable muck on her boots. That's Cheryl. She can baby-talk a balky horse into behaving itself and I've seen her heave a bale of hay twenty feet at a mean stray dog. Her lush figure is deceptively powerful and so is her mind. 

    Cheryl gives visitors the impression that she's just some little ol' 

corn-pone gal from Kentucky who rents horses for a living, but she does all the wheeling and dealing for the ranch, keeps the books, and probably knows as much about doctoring four-legged mammals as any vet. 

    Watching her is a joy and I'd never made a secret of my admiration for her, although I'd kept it in check to avoid offending either her or her hubby Jim. 

    I'd met them almost two years ago when Selena and Toni had gotten a hair to go horseback riding. Some dickhead on a Harley had followed his girlfriend to the ranch and seen her laughing and talking with another guy. After a nasty argument that nearly turned into a fight, he'd gunned his engine in the gravel parking lot and cut a circle before heading for the highway. 

    Gravel had gone flying like shrapnel and some of it had hit a horse named Ninja in the face and legs, which --along with the Harley's engine noise -had sent it into a blind panic. I called up a field platform and launched myself into the sky in the direction the horse had gone, then used my field-glider to stay generally above the horse as it ran. 

    The horse had tried to cross a drainage pond on a neighbor's property and ended its headlong leap up to its chin in foul-smelling water, mud, and vegetation muck. 

    It struggled, of course, and in doing so only made things worse. By the time everybody available had reached the pond, only the horse's ears, eyes, and nose were above water, and only because the horse was straining to keep them there. 

    I commandeered two spare tires, tied them together with halter rope in the ranch truck, called up my five suit, and swam out to the horse with the tires, more rope, and Jim. 

    Calling the flitter down as I tied the tires under the horse's head to help keep his face above water, I told Jim not to panic. He gave me an 'are you nuts?' look just before the flitter appeared above us to airlift the three of us back to the stable. 

    By the time everybody else had arrived at the stable, I'd cut the tires away from the horse's face and had already hosed most of the nasty black pond crud off Jim, who took over hosing the stuff off the horse and saddle. Cheryl came running to check the horse over. I told her that Sue had already done that and found no injuries. Cheryl rounded on Sue and me and asked in a rather shrill tone which of us 'happened to be a certified veterinarian'. 

    Sue discussed the matter of medical qualifications with her for a few moments and Cheryl apologized before Jim had finished hosing down the horse. In the meantime, Jim clapped me on the shoulder and said, "My Cheryl's just a little upset right now, but she'll be okay. I'm seein' a horse that just got himself messed up some. Ninja's on his feet and he's standin' still for us, so I figure he'll be okay. Thanks a lot for helpin' out." He looked at the spare tires on the ground and added, "And that was a damned good idea. I never woulda thought of it." 

    I grinned and said, "Thanks." 

    "One question," said Jim, "How in the hell is it that you didn't come away wearin' as much of that damned mud as I did?" 

    "It's a field," I said. "Like the one the flitter used to pick up the horse, only different. Stuff doesn't stick to it. Sue could tell you more about it." 

    That had been the first of several visits to the ranch. This was the first time I'd been there without Selena or Toni, and Cheryl mentioned that as we cleaned and prepared stalls for the new horses. I told her I was interviewing replacements and she laughed and wished me luck at finding another Selena and Toni. 

    We talked as we worked for the next couple of hours, then took a lunch break at the ranch house. A couple of hands came in for lunch and Cheryl introduced me as a family guest, which is what she and Jim call people who have the run of the place. 

    A little after one, a group of four showed up to rent horses for the afternoon. Cheryl and I were in the process of saddling their horses when I noticed a slight shifting of light. 

    It hadn't been a flickering shadow, as when a bird flies into a barn. It had been only a change in some aspect of the light streaming into the barn from an open doorway. 

    I didn't feel the presence of Sue, Steph, or Elkor, but I felt a faint presence of some sort. Moving around the horse, I studied my surroundings while trying to appear not to be doing so. 

    High in the corner of the next stall was a small warping of light. We led the horses outside and mounted the riders, then I went to the tack room, stepping to one side of the doorway as I picked up a polish rag. When the field probe warped the light at the top of the doorway, I flipped the polish rag at it and said, "Boo! You're busted. Fact is, you've been busted for a while. You may need a bit more practice at spying on people." The probe stopped just inside the doorway, then disappeared altogether as Sue appeared. 

    "I'm not spying on you," she said, "I'm letting Robyn and Lynn see that you really are at a horse ranch." 

    The present-tense of her words led me to believe that the ladies were still seeing --and likely hearing --me through Sue. 

    Laughing shortly, I asked, "Why the hell did anyone think I wouldn't be where I said I was going? I had no reason to make excuses to anyone this morning." 

    "Sometimes showing is better than simply telling." Shrugging, I admitted, "Yeah, well, that's true enough. Okay, now you all know for sure, so I'll get back to work." 

    "They want me to bring them here when we're finished." Shrugging, I said, "Okay." 

    Cheryl appeared in the doorway and said, "I wondered who you were talking to. Hi, Sue. Nice to see you again. Won't this guy let you wear anything but that little black dress?" 

    Turning to face her, Sue replied, "Hi, Cheryl," then sighed heavily and said dramatically, "You have no idea how absolutely difficult he can be about some things." 

    As they shared a brief hug, I said, "But her wardrobe isn't one of those things. She's made that outfit her daily uniform, probably just to give me a hard time." 

    Laughing, Cheryl glanced down at my fly. "It doesn't look as if you're having a hard time, Ed." 

    Returning a wry grin, I replied, "Cute. Guess I've seen it too often, ma'am. Looks damned good on her though, doesn't it?" 

    Grinning, she said, "Oh, yeah. But anything would." To Sue, she asked, 

"Did I hear you're bringing guests?" 

    Sue said, "Yes, the two ladies aboard the flitter with me." Looking a little confused, Cheryl asked, "With you?" I said, "They're out in the Gulf. Sue's projecting herself here at the moment." 

    For a second or so, my explanation didn't seem to help much, then Cheryl's left eyebrow went up as she touched Sue's shoulder and grinningly said, "Well, that's a helluva trick. How soon will they be here?" 

    "Half an hour or so." 

    "I'll saddle some horses," I said, and started for the door. 

    "Ed," said Cheryl, "Lucy and Chuckles had yesterday off." Nodding, I left the ladies to chat and headed for the tack room at the other end of the barn and looked for their bridles on the wall. Cheryl had a system for just about everything. Every horse had its own bridle, halter, blanket, and saddle, and all gear for that horse had his or her name on it somewhere. 

    It made sense to me; if a horse got sick, there was less chance of spreading the disease. Also, some horses didn't get along with each other and the smell or taste of another horse on a bridle or blanket might be an invitation to trouble. 

    Once the horses were saddled, I rode each of them around the corral a couple of times to see how they'd behave, then parked them in the shade and gave each a handful of grain. 

    "Only two?" asked Cheryl from somewhere behind me. 

    "I didn't see any of the others in the barn." Looking around, Cheryl said, "Ah, hell. Jason already turned 'em out to pasture. Well, if you want to ride, see if you can find Ninja. He was off yesterday, too." 

    Cheryl left to go to her office and talk to the riders. I patted the horses and went to get my coffee mug from the tack room. 

    Ninja's hackamore bridle hung on its peg by his saddle and blanket. I took the bridle down and slung it on my shoulder, then set my coffee down and went outside to call up my board and go looking for a horse. 
Chapter Twenty-five

    I spotted Ninja and two other horses about half a mile south of the barn near the creek that ran through the property. Descending downwind from the horses into a cluster of trees, I turned off my board and emerged from the trees into the open, holding the bridle behind me and hoping that the horses would stay put while I singled out Ninja. 

    They didn't, of course. Stable horses know that approaching people are likely to want to ride them. All three moved away as I walked toward them. So much for niceties. Calling up my board, I flew back and forth and held the bridle in plain sight as I moved closer and herded them toward the corral. Once they were inside the corral, I dropped the gate loop and turned off my board, then went to the grain room. A few minutes later the horses smelled the molasses grain in my hands and forgot about being nervous as I fed it to them. 

    Tiger trotted up to me and asked, "Is it good?" One of the horses froze and stared at him, apparently on the edge of spooking at a talking cat. I sent the horse some theta waves and it continued eating. 

    "Horses think so," I said, "But there's no meat in it." Immediately losing interest in the feed, Tiger climbed the fence post and sat on top to look around as he said, "Cheryl said Sue and Robyn are coming here." 

    "And Lynn." 

    He looked at me briefly, then continued scanning our surroundings as he said, "Lynn has a dog. I smelled it." 

    "Maybe it was someone else's dog." 

    Tiger glanced at me, but made no reply. 

    Letting up a bit on the theta waves to see how the horse would handle matters, I asked, "Was she nice to you this morning, Tiger?" Looking at me again, he admitted, "Yes." 

    "Then be nice to her. Don't ignore her just because she smells funny." 

    "Not funny," he corrected me, "Not good." The horse's ears focused on Tiger, but it didn't seem quite so spooky as it kept a sharp eye on the talking cat. 

    "Tiger, you managed to let her pet you, so just be nice." His gaze moved beyond me and seemed to lock onto a spot in the air just as I sensed Sue's presence. I turned and saw nothing for several moments, then Robyn appeared in the parking lot in front of the barn when she stepped outside the flitter's field effect. Lynn also appeared a few moments later and Cheryl went to meet them. 

    My implant pinged and Sue said, "Ed, I'm finished with the flitter." She laughed softly and added, "Let me know if you need help with Robyn and Lynn." 

    "Oh, you bet I will, flitter girl. See you later." After some chat with Sue, Cheryl brought Lynn and Robyn to the corral. As the ladies exchanged greetings with Tiger and eyed their mounts, Cheryl eyed me intently for a moment, shook her head slightly, and turned to leave. I said, "Back in a minute," and caught up with her. 

    "What was that about?" I asked. 

    Glancing back at me, she led us into the grain room and whispered, "That girl Robyn's all set to apologize to you about something. You'd better take it and be happy, 'cause if you play hard to get with that one, you won't get

'got' at all. She'll move on, I guarantee it." 

    Grinning, I said, "Way ahead of you, ma'am. I'd planned to surrender pretty soon. What else ya got?" 

    With another shake of her head and a wry look, Cheryl said, "Oh, that's about it, I think. It should be easy enough to tell how things turn out." She snickered and walked out of the grain room. I stepped out with a double handful of molasses grain for the horses and let the ladies present some as offerings to their mounts as I gave some to Ninja. Robyn said, "This is the first time I've ever fed a horse." 

    "Me, too," said Lynn. 

    "Just keep your hands flat," I said, "As soon as you're ready, mount up and I'll open the gate." 

    Lynn looked at unsaddled Ninja as she wiped her hand on her jeans and asked, "Aren't you coming with us?" 

    "Yup." 

    "You're going to catch up with us? We can wait." 

    "Nope. I'm not going to catch up. I'm going with you." Moving to untie Chuckles, I held the reins as she mounted, grabbing the saddlehorn and the back of the saddle to pull herself up, then I handed her the reins. 

    Robyn seemed to know more about such things; when I turned to help her up, she was already aboard Lucy and looked as if she belonged up there, so I adjusted her stirrups. 

    Leading everybody to the gate, I slipped the loop and let the ladies out, then closed the gate and vaulted aboard Ninja. He gave me a couple of dubious backward looks as if to see if I really wanted to ride without a saddle. I patted him and urged him toward the trail that wound around the property. Ninja seemed to be taking the saddleless ride as something of an adventure. He wanted to trot, then he seemed to want to run. I let him do his own thing as he followed the usual trail through the woods until we came to the ranch's small pond. 

    Apparently having no reservations about ponds, even with his previous mucky experience to provide caution, Ninja splashed into the water up to his knees and started drinking. 

    The ladies ambled up from behind and their horses also stepped up for a drink, although with less alacrity than Ninja in the slippery mud at the edge of the pond. 

    "We thought you'd run off and left us," said Lynn. 

    "Nah. Ninja just felt like seeing if I could stay up here." Lynn laughed, "Well, I'm sure he's properly impressed by now. How long can we ride?" 

    Shrugging, I asked, "How long do you want to ride?" Fingering a bit of Lucy's mane, Robyn sighingly said, "Well, actually... I kind of thought this day might be devoted to more modern forms of transportation." 

    I laughed, "You've been on the flitter all morning. Wasn't that modern enough for you?" 

    "Yes, but I have almost no footage of you on your board. Just that bit from around the Coast Guard ship. At night. And another few seconds when you came back to the house this morning." 

    She paused and added, "And Cheryl said you don't even need the board to fly. She said you flew off to follow a horse once when it spooked and ran away." 

    Patting Ninja, I said, "It was this horse, in fact. But I didn't exactly

'fly off'. I just launched on a field platform on a sharp angle and turned on my glider once I was high enough. I could demonstrate, if you want." 

    "No!" blurted Robyn, then she followed up with, "I mean, not until I get my camera. It's on the flitter." 

    Shrugging, I replied, "Might spook the horses, anyway." After a few minutes we got underway again, looping around the hill between the pond and the ranch buildings. Ninja seemed to have lost his urge to play; he just ambled along, nabbing wads of grass from the sides of the trail. Lynn appeared to be enjoying the ride fairly well, chatting and pointing out various things along the trail. Robyn, on the other hand, seemed unusually quiet and fidgety. 

    At one of Lynn's questions about some kind of flowering bush, Robyn gave her a fisheye look and rolled her eyes as if questioning her friend's sanity. On a few other occasions Robyn either ignored or downplayed Lynn's questions or comments with a touch of arrogance that irritated me. 

    Somewhere between the pond and the barn I decided that Lynn might prove to be much better companionship than Robyn on the whole, but I just couldn't set aside the way Robyn's face and legs had affected me. 

    And, anyway, Lynn had mentioned having a boyfriend at some point. Otherwise, I might have begun shifting my interest and attention to Lynn. Yeah, I have my shallow moments, however few and far between as they may be. When we neared the corral, Cheryl waved us inside and closed the gate behind us. We loosened the horses' saddles and spent some post-ride time with them, then the ladies headed for the parking lot as I stopped to retrieve my coffee mug and called the flitter down. 

    After I handed Lynn and Robin aboard the flitter, Cheryl hugged me goodbye, then set Tiger on the deck and swapped goodbyes with him. To Lynn, she said, "Remember what I told you," and Lynn grinningly nodded in reply. 

    "A conspiracy?" I asked. 

    "Oh, of course," said Cheryl. "Drop by more often, okay?" She gave me a little grin and headed back to the barn. I stepped aboard the flitter and set course back to the house. The ladies were looking at me with small grins of their own. 

    Hm. Grins like that usually mean things are about to get very much better or very much worse. I called up P-51 Mustang controls and dropped myself in the pilot's seat for some fun. 

    When the translucent grey control panels, pedals, and yoke appeared, Robyn muttered, "What the hell..?" then asked, "Where did those come from?" I grinningly said, "You may want to sit down over there, ma'am. Flitter, shape the hull field now, please." 

    The flitter's exterior field sprouted translucent grey wings, a tail, and the P-51's distinctive forward-of-the-cockpit fuselage, complete with a godzilla 'Hamilton Standard' 24D50 propellor. 

    As long as I didn't look around and force myself to see the flitter's other five seats, the illusion generally worked well enough for entertainment, even though Tiger sat half-concealed by field-generated control panels that enveloped the console. 

    Rocking the 'wings' a bit sent Robyn scrambling to a seat. In fact, it didn't matter whether she sat or stood. If I pulled a sharp maneuver, the flitter would simply compensate as required to keep her from careening around the cabin. 

    Tiger looked back at me from his dashboard perch and said, "I can't hear it." 

    When I said, "Sound, please," the roar of a Rolls-Royce Merlin engine combined with the noise from the prop in a manner that made Tiger's hackles and the hair on my arms stand up. That sound always gives me goosebumps. What would have been a two-minute trip became a fifteen-minute romp through the clouds that were gathering above Hernando County. When lightning arced through the darkening sky, Tiger's ears flattened and he turned to look at me. 

    "Okay, Tiger," I said, "Flitter, switch to normal flight and take us home, please." 

    Another big bolt of lightning flashed near us and Robyn screeched, but by that time we were settling to the driveway. I grabbed all the bags and my coffee mug and hopped off the flitter just as a dark curtain of rain moved quickly toward us from the west. 

    The ladies wasted no time in following me and Tiger was already on the porch when I arrived. Once we were all inside, I set the bags on the floor in the kitchen. 
Chapter Twenty-Six

    Tiger immediately went to his food dish and started eating as if he hadn't been fed for days. Both womens' cell phones had begun ringing as soon as they'd left the flitter's field, which made me realize that --whether by accident or design --they'd left their phones aboard the flitter when we'd gone riding. 

    Lynn checked the caller ID on her phone and turned it off. Robyn answered hers with, "Why are you calling me, Tom? I don't work for you anymore, remember?" 

    After a brief pause, she smiled and said, "Yes I was, and I shot every second of it." 

    Waving her hand at me, Lynn gestured that we should go into the other room. I grinningly shook my head. She gave me a fisheye look, but subsided into a chair. 

    "No," said Robyn, "Not without everything you promised and a fat bonus. Oh, don't even try that crap on me, Tom. I think I could get used to living next door to Disney World." 

    She looked at her watch and said, "Well, it's half past four, Tom. Think about it while I call a few people. You'd only have time to pull some highlights for tonight's shows, but you could take your time about putting together a special feature... well, as long as you didn't take too long, I guess. News gets stale fast, you know." 

    Whatever he said made her laugh, "You're the one with a time limit, Tom. The ship's owners have already asked me to consider an offer for a documentary. Hell, no, I won't tell you how much. Yeah, sure, talk to Phil and call me back." 

    She snapped the phone shut and grinned big as she said, "He'll be kissing my ass before he gets this tape." 

    "Big deal," said Lynn. "He wanted to do that anyway." Opening the fridge, I offered drinks. The ladies accepted cans of tea and I took a dr pepper, then pulled out a chair and sat down as I opened it. 

    "Robyn," I said, "If you use the tape to get your job back and boost your station rank a bit, that's fine. But if you simply sell it to some outfit that makes documentaries, I want a shared copyright, ten percent of the sale price, and royalties on further uses of all or parts of it." Freezing in mid-sip of her tea, she stared at me for a moment, then incredulously asked, "You what?!" 

    Glancing at Lynn, she said, "Sue's the one who raised the ship. I'm the one who filmed it." Cupping a hand to her ear, she asked, "Where were you again?" 

    "She used my flitter to raise the ship." 

    "Is Sue splitting her 'labor charge' with you?" 

    "That's our business." 

    Lynn put in, "She works for him, Robyn. Remember? She said she had two months to go." 

    'Two months?' I thought, 'She isn't counting the month I added in the hallway this morning?' 

    Robyn's expression went from incredulous to wryly snide to angered pretty quickly. She snapped, "So this is what it was all about? Money?" 

    "Weren't you listening? How much did I say I wanted if you just used the tape to get your job back? Wasn't it 'zero'?" 

    Glaring at me, Robyn said, "I don't care. You should have said something about money before you let me go out there." 

    "This is becoming an argument," said Lynn, "Let's back off and examine the facts." 

    Snorting a laugh, Robyn replied, "Don't try to use that board room crap, Lynn. It won't fly here." 

    "Don't know why not," I said. "Sounds good to me." 

    "Well, it doesn't sound good to me." Standing up, she said, "I'm getting the hell out of here," and grabbed her bags. 

    Lynn remained seated, which seemed to drive Robyn another notch up the

'pissed off' scale. 

    "Why are you just sitting there? Don't you see me leaving?" 

    "Yeah, I see," Lynn said in a flat tone, "I'm not coming." Robyn's mouth fell open, then snapped shut. She spun --a bit awkwardly due to her baggage --and huffed out of the kitchen, through the screen door, and down the driveway. 

    Shaking my head, I stood up and said, "Back in a minute." Maybe Lynn thought I was going to go after Robyn. She looked startled, then shook her head as if in disbelief. 

    "Nope," I said. She looked up and I shrugged as I said, "Just going to the bathroom, ma'am." 

    A car door slammed and an engine started as I headed down the hallway. Once I was in the bathroom, I said, "Flitter." 

    Through my implant, the flitter answered, "Yes, Ed?" 

    "Copy the contents of the tapes Robyn used today into your memory, please." 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Thanks, flitter." 

    I took a leak, washed the riding stable off my hands and face, and returned to the kitchen. Lynn looked up as I entered and seemed to study me as I sat down. 

    "You don't look too upset," she said. 

    "I'm not. Getting upset wouldn't help anything." Her left eyebrow went up. 

    "Well, that's a surprise," she said. 

    Sitting back, I asked, "Reason?" as Tiger finished stuffing his face and jumped up on Robyn's chair to take a bath. 

    Lynn grinned. "Never mind. It was almost a gender joke about men, women, and money. Forget it." 

    Sipping my dr pepper, I said, "Okay. I'm not fond of gender jokes, anyway." 

    "So what now?" 

    "Now I wait for her to call me." 

    Looking absolutely stunned, Lynn laughingly asked, "After all that?! What the hell makes you think she'll call you?" 

    Grinning, I asked, "A change of heart, maybe?" She shook her head and said rather fatalistically, "No, I don't think so." Shrugging, I chuckled, "Well, neither do I, really. So what's on your agenda now that your ride's abandoned you?" 

    "Not a problem. I can get another ride." 

    "Meaning me?" 

    "Meaning you or half a dozen other people who'd do me a favor. Want to know why I didn't go with her?" 

    "Sure." 

    Lynn pursed her lips thoughtfully and began with, "I haven't had a really good time with anyone for a long time, Ed, but I had a really good time today. Things got stale with David; stale enough to make him insecure. He started asking me where I was going, when I'd be back, all that. Like a parent instead of a boyfriend. I cut him loose two weeks ago." 

    "Out at the ranch, you talked as if you were still with him." 

    "Robyn doesn't know. Nobody knows." 

    Chuckling, I asked, "Does David know?" 

    She nodded and said, "Yes, he does," in a very definite tone. "He took all his stuff out of the apartment and I haven't seen or heard from him since the sixth." 

    Studying her, I asked, "Why doesn't anyone know?" 

    "Partly because if word got out, Tom Arkin would start pressuring me like he did before David punched him last year." 

    "Woo. Good ol' David, huh?" 

    With a grinning little shrug, she replied, "Back then, yes." 

    "Tom was pressuring you how? And why?" 

    Sighing, she said, "Oh, to work late, to work on other peoples' 

half-finished assignments, and to go out with him. I was on the verge of quitting. David brought Chinese dinners to the office one evening and heard me crying in the bathroom and telling Robyn about Tom's latest bullshit. I didn't know David had hit Tom until security took him out of the building." 

    "Tom sounds like a real winner. If I signed on as your boyfriend, would I get to hit him, too?" 

    She snickered, "Oh, hell, yes! No problem." 

    "You don't have a problem with our age difference?" Laughing softly, she said, "David had twelve years on me. People noticed, but we didn't care. What's a few more?" 

    Nodding, I said, "Well, okay, then. When do I start?" 

    "What about Robyn, Ed? After everything that's..." Shaking my head, I said, "Robyn left." 

    "She'll call and apologize. I know her. She'll realize..." 

    "All she'll realize is that she's cut herself off from more flitter time. She's a people user; they're just tools to her." 

    "You gave her the idea that she'd have to sleep with you in order to get more 'flitter time', didn't you? Doesn't that make you a user, too?" I shrugged. "She got more flitter time without sleeping with me last night, so I guess not." 

    Sighing heavily, Lynn asked, "But would she have gotten any more without sleeping with you?" 

    Mocking her sigh, I replied, "Probably not much. I'm in the market for a girlfriend, not a journalist. I let her know up front that I was interested and went along with her program with the idea that if she didn't show some romantic interest soon, I'd let her go and continue shopping, just as anyone else would. It was all as straightforward as I could make it." Lynn sipped her tea and eyed me for a moment, then said, "I might be a user, too. You don't know anything about me, Ed." 

    Shrugging, I said, "If you are, it'll become apparent soon enough. In the meantime, you're attractive, articulate, interesting, and you don't shriek at every little thing. You also don't haul a videocamera around with you. If you aren't an alcoholic or a druggie and you aren't nuts, and if what I've seen of you today is typical, I'm sure I could do a helluva lot worse, ma'am. What do you do at the Times, anyway?" 

    "I'm an executive assistant. That's what they call a secretary who supposedly works for one person in the company, but ends up working for about three people at any given time." 

    "That means you're good with details. How long would it take you to spiff up and change for dinner?" 

    Eyeing me for a moment, Lynn asked, "Dinner where?" 

    "Pick a place." 

    She shot back, "Barney's Bistro." 

    "Never heard of it." 

    "It's in Tampa." 

    "No problem. Will we need reservations?" 

    "I'll take care of it if we decide to go." 

    "I thought we'd already decided." 

    Canting her head, she bit her lip and said, "You'd have to wear a coat and tie. It's that kind of place." 

    Feigning dismay, I said, "Ow! Damn! A tie?! But... Well... Okay, I'll do it. Just for you, ma'am." 

    Lynn laughed and said, "Oh, wow! Such a sacrifice! What time do you want to eat?" 

    "Six-thirty? It'll only take us a few minutes to get there." Nodding, she said firmly, "Six-thirty. Okay, then, run me home so I can clean up and change," and stood up. 

    My phone rang as I got to my feet. I went to the answering machine and pulled its phone plug out of the wall, then replaced it with my 'no ring' 

phone plug. 

    "What's that?" asked Lynn. 

    "It's the end of a phone cord. Strip the red and green wires and tie them together. Anyone who calls gets a busy signal." 

    "Are you sure you want to do that?" 

    "Yup." 

    "What if there's an emergency?" 

    "Then I'll probably hear about it tomorrow." 
Chapter Twenty-seven

    After taking Lynn home I came back to my house, cleaned up, and debated whether to use a field suit or go with real fabrics. I decided on real fabrics, choosing medium blue slacks and shirt, a medium burgundy tie and jacket, and burgundy suede cowboy boots. 

    It was an outfit Selena had picked out for me when we'd gone to Miami for one of her company's business conferences. I'd questioned the colors, but she'd stood by her choices, calling them 'contrast without being garish'. Validation of her sartorial taste had come at the after-conference party, when I'd headed for the bathroom near the stairs and overheard three women discussing Selena and me in a rather catty manner. 

    Two were wives of men who worked for Selena's company. One was a junior executive from the Jacksonville branch. All were discussing our age difference in snide tones. 

    Selena was engaged in conversation near a buffet table. I went to bring her to the alcove by the stairs so she could hear for herself what was being said about us. 

    All in all, it was the typical sort of dissing of anything not pretty much herd-normal in all respects, but then one of the wives said, "I have to say, though, if she's going to run around with older men, she could probably do a lot worse. Do you think he dresses himself, or does she pick his clothes for him?" 

    One of the others snickered, "You have to ask? Men don't have that much taste." 

    Giving me an 'I told you so' sort of look above a grin, Selena tugged my arm and led me back to the buffet tables. 

    Leaning close, she whispered, "Did any of that get to you?" 

    "No, I just thought you'd like to know who's saying what behind your back. Do any of those people matter to you?" 

    Shaking her head with a grin, she kissed me and said, "Oh, hell, no. It's the same old shit from the usual sources. Let them see the flitter when we leave. They'll be sick with envy." 

    We'd stayed long enough to let Selena do some meeting and greeting, then left around nine to try the Miami nightlife. 

    Tiger came into the bedroom to watch me dress and said, "I don't like Robyn now. She's mean." 

    "We don't know for sure that Robyn's mean, Tiger. All we know is that she didn't like the idea of sharing money from selling her tapes." Hopping onto the dresser, he said, "But now I like Lynn. Will you bring her home tonight?" 

    Rubbing his ears, I said, "I sure hope so, Tiger. I'll ask her," then I called the flitter down as I headed for the front door. 

    When I arrived at Lynn's apartment building, she was standing at the edge of the parking lot with two other people. I told the flitter to hover over the area and feed their conversation through the console. 

    The flitter showed the little group from above and somewhat to one side, so it wasn't difficult to see who was talking. 

    A beefy guy in a t-shirt made to look like a football jersey was speaking as the sound came on the console. 

    "...but there weren't any air tanks? None?" 

    Sounding mildly exasperated, Lynn said, "I told you, Jimmy, she just kind of... made air happen inside the ship." 

    The other guy grunted and said, "You don't just make air happen, Lynn. It has to come from someplace." 

    "Flitter," I said, "How did you inflate that sunken ship? By using electricity to separate water into hydrogen and oxygen?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Thanks, flitter. Descend to the parking lot, then give me an opaque canopy, please." 

    To those on the ground, it must have seemed as if the flitter popped into being ten feet from them. The guy in the fake jersey hollered, "Holy shit!" and backed a few more paces from the flitter as the other guy simply stood and stared. 

    Lynn's eyes had gotten big and her mouth had fallen open, but she'd recovered fairly quickly and turned to see how the guys had taken the flitter's appearance. I gave everybody another moment to recuperate, then stepped off the flitter and out of its canopy field as I walked toward them. With a little wave, I said, "Hi, Lynn. Hi, guys." She nodded. "Hi, Ed. This is Jimmy and that's Steve." Both men eyed me almost warily as I approached, but they moved to stand near Lynn. 

    After shaking hands with them I turned to Lynn, took her briefcase to carry it aboard, and asked, "Ready to go?" 

    Steve said, "Uh, wait! We were trying to figure out where the air came from... uh, at the bottom of the ocean. You know, to fill that sunken boat and make it float up to the surface." 

    I suppressed an urge to mention the improbability of things floating any other direction and answered with one word. 

    "Electrolysis." 

    Giving me a skeptical look, Jimmy said, "Aw, naw, man! That's what women do to get rid of hair." 

    Lynn giggled as I said, "It's also what they call using electricity to split water into hydrogen and oxygen." 

    Jimmy looked at Steve, then at Lynn. His skeptical expression made her snicker softly. 

    "It's true," she said. "Look it up." Taking my arm, she said, "See you guys later," and hip-nudged me into motion. 

    Leaving the guys to their residual skepticism, Lynn and I walked to the flitter and stepped aboard. Looking back at Jimmy and Steve, who were staring at the flitter, she giggled again. 

    "Now I know how I looked the first time I saw your flitter." 

    "No biggie. Everybody stares a little the first time. Flitter, go to standard flight mode, please." 

    Both mens' eyes got big and their mouths fell open. Lynn laughed at their expressions, but looked a bit puzzled as she asked, "What just happened?" 

    "We effectively disappeared, ma'am. Light's being bent around us, so they're now seeing whatever's behind us. Those guys may drive you nuts with questions later." 

    She turned to look at me and I saw her eyes travel up and down me as she said, "No, they won't. That's a nice suit." 

    Eyeing Lynn's blue, close-fitting mid-thigh skirt and jacket ensemble, I said, "I like your outfit, too. Flitter, take us to Barney's Bistro, please." We lifted into the night sky and headed south toward Tampa above an elongated blotch of city lights. Lynn seemed fascinated with the scenery below during our short flight. 

    Guiding the flitter to land in the restaurant's parking lot just behind a couple of SUV's, I handed Lynn down and led the way past one of the oversized vehicles toward the restaurant's front doors. Lynn looked back and seemed to squint briefly. 

    She proved to be good dinner company, speaking fairly intelligently about almost anything that came up and not bothering to fake it when she didn't know much about something in particular. She didn't seem inclined to play the dumb blonde role at all, and I liked that about her. 

    Over after-dinner drinks, she asked me a few questions about fields. I answered as best I could within security guidelines and my own fragmentary knowledge. 

    When she summed up my answers and referred to field uses as 'kind of reshaping energy', I replied, "Yeah, that sounds about right, I think. Reshaped energy. I like that definition. You'd have to get with Sue for anything more specific." 

    Nodding, she asked, "What is Sue, Ed?" 

    "Reshaped energy, just like everything and everybody else in the universe. Sue's a computer program, Lynn. She projects a field-generated persona for interacting with humans." 

    "So... is she... uhm... alive? I mean... Or is she just some kind of... uhm... super computer program?" 

    Meeting her gaze, I answered, "Both, I'd say." Sipping her drink thoughtfully, Lynn eyed me for a moment and asked, "What is she to you, Ed?" 

    "Sue was assigned to me for a year to help her develop herself in her own way and learn to deal with people." 

    Lynn sort of froze and eyed me for a moment, then asked, "Mind if I ask how you're qualified for that position?" 

    "You've met her; have I done a good job of it?" 

    "Uh, well... I've only known her for a few hours, but... yes, I'd say so. She seems very nice, Ed." 

    I nodded. "Thanks." 

    "Why does she use a female persona?" 

    "Because I made it part of the deal." 

    Looking a bit shocked and slightly suspicious, Lynn asked, "You what?!" 

    "I specified that her human persona would be female." 

    "You... Why?" 

    Laughing, I said, "Because I prefer the company of women." 

    "Did you ask her if she wanted to be female?" 

    "Nope. I let her put together her own appearance and she can change it if she wants to, but if she wants to change gender, she'll have to wait until after she leaves me." 

    "Do you think she will?" 

    "Leave me? Yes. Change gender? Doubtful. I think she likes being female." With a short laugh, I added, "She's real good at it, as you've seen." Swirling her wine for a moment, Lynn asked, "But is she really any more than a 3-D picture of a woman? I mean, could she... um... function as a woman?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Probably. She can do damned near anything else you can think of. And more. I'm not sure it wouldn't end up being just an emulation, though." 

    "What do you mean?" 

    "I mean that to a man, she might look and feel and even taste and smell real, and that might well be enough for a lot of men, but would she actually feel anything? Would that uniquely female mind-body-psyche thing be there for her, or would she just be going through some motions and providing a service?" Swirling her drink thoughtfully, Lynn snorted a chuckle and said, "You could legitimately hold the same doubts about a lot of real women, too, you know. Some of the wives and girlfriends I've talked to at office parties, for instance." 

    After sipping her drink, she met my gaze peeringly and said with a small, wry smile, "Sue's absolutely gorgeous. Are you saying you've never... um... tried anything at all with her?" 

    Shaking my head, I said, "Nope. Couldn't help thinking about it, but I've never tried a thing." 

    Biting her lip, Lynn grinningly, dubiously asked, "Really?" Sighing, I said, "Yes, really." 

    Chuckling, she said, "I had the impression you were... 'adventurous', I guess would be the word." 

    Returning a droll look, I said, "Try me sometime, milady. Look, it'll be hard enough to watch Sue leave when her time's up. I'd rather not make that day any worse." 

    Lynn seemed genuinely surprised by my answer. For a few long moments she said nothing as she simply looked at me, then she downed the last of her wine and raised a hand to signal our waiter. When the guy arrived at our table, Lynn told him to bring us the check. 

    "We're leaving?" I asked. "Was it something I said?" Nodding, Lynn's eyes met mine with amusement as she said, "Well, duh! Of course it was something you said. I've decided to go home with you unless you have some objection." 

    I laughed softly, "An objection? Jeez, lady, I wouldn't dare. Besides, when I was getting dressed, Tiger said he likes you." She smiled and nibbled her lip. "Tiger said he likes me?" 

    "Yup. He asked if I'd bring you home." 

    "What did you tell him?" 

    "On my way out, I said, 'I sure hope so, Tiger.'" 
Chapter Twenty-eight

    Lynn had grinned at my answer, but she'd said no more as the waiter returned and I paid the check. We were aboard the flitter and lifting into the night sky before she spoke again. 

    Looking over the side, she asked, "How fast will one of these go?" She looked at me and added, "I mean really? Everything I've read said six hundred. Is that true?" 

    I nodded. "It's true of the commercial models." 

    "Is this one a commercial model?" 

    "Nope. Sometimes I have to work with various agencies." She grinned as she asked, "That means it goes faster, right?" Grinning back, I said, "Yes'm. That it does." 

    "How much faster?" 

    "Waal, now, I wouldn't wanna scare yuh none with a great ol' big number, little lady." 

    Reaching to lightly swat my shoulder, Lynn laughed, "Don't give me that southern-fried shit. How fast?" 

    "How fast do you think it'll go?" 

    Laughing again, she said, "Dammit, just tell me!" 

    "Twice as fast as a commercial model." 

    True enough. It would easily do that, and that info wasn't exactly a state secret. 

    Blinking at me, Lynn whispered incredulously, "Really?! Twelve hundred miles an hour?" 

    Nodding solemnly, I replied, "Oh, yeah." 

    I fully expected her to want an immediate demonstration, but Lynn just sat back and muttered, "Damn!" 

    By that time we were descending to my driveway. Lynn got to her feet when I did and accepted my hand when she stepped to the ground, then turned to look at the flitter once we were outside its hull field. 

    After some moments of staring at the flitter, she turned her gaze on me, then looked at the house. She seemed thoughtful as we walked to the porch, so I asked what she was thinking as I unlocked the front door and opened it. Tiger interrupted any answer she may have intended with his bright, loud, happy, "Hello, Lynn!" from the kitchen doorway. Lynn froze and stared down at him for a moment as if she'd forgotten he could talk, then knelt with a smile to pet him. 

    "Hello, Tiger," she said, "Ed told me you wanted him to bring me home, so here I am." 

    Reveling at her touch, Tiger purred loudly and looked at me as he said, 

"Thank you, Ed. I like Lynn." 

    Biting her lip to contain a grin, Lynn continued petting him as I chuckled, "You're welcome, Tiger. Lynn, make yourself comfortable on the couch. What would you like to drink?" 

    "Whatever you're drinking." 

    "That could be risky, milady. Do you know what I drink?" Looking up at me, she replied, "You were drinking a gin and bitter lemon at the restaurant. What was I drinking?" 

    "Oh, damn, my first test. You were drinking scotch on ice. I'll see if I have some." 

    As I turned to go into the kitchen, she asked, "Speaking of tests, what color are my eyes?" 

    I checked the cabinet above the fridge as I answered, "Blue." 

    "You're sure?" 

    Taking the unopened bottle of Cutty Sark someone had given me for my birthday in 1990 from the cabinet above the fridge, I said, "Yeah, I'm sure. Eyes are one of the first things I notice. By the way, cat hair isn't a problem around here, so feel free to let him sit in your lap." 

    "How isn't it a problem? Cats shed." 

    Retrieving ice cubes from the freezer, I said, "Trust me. Cat hair's no problem." 

    Apparently she believed me; when I headed for the living room with our drinks, Tiger was curled happily on Lynn's lap. She tasted her drink and nodded as she ruffled Tiger's chin. 

    "What else do you notice?" she asked. "Other than eyes." 

    "Legs," I said, sitting down beside her on the couch, "Definitely legs. Poise. Attitude. How much makeup or how little. Hair, height, weight, voice. Apparent motivations. Clothes." 

    Snorting a soft, brief laugh, Lynn asked, "All those things? In that order? Does clothing always come last?" 

    I met her gaze and answered, "Yeah. It's always best to try to know what's inside them before trying to get them off." 

    With another chuckle, Lynn said, "Oh, I agree completely. What do you think you see inside mine?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "A smart, great-looking blonde who may or may not have an agenda. What do you see in mine?" 

    Her laugh wasn't soft or brief this time; it was a flat-out guffaw that ended with, "A guy who definitely has an agenda." Lynn sipped her drink and patted Tiger for a moment, then said, "I met Sue aboard the flitter, but Robyn said there was someone else like her. Elkor, I think? Are there any others? I mean, are we really alone here?" 

    "There are a few. They usually call ahead before they drop in. Are you worried about privacy?" 

    Nodding slightly, she answered, "I was going to suggest my place tonight until you told me what Tiger said." She grinningly looked down and patted him as he looked up at her. "When you first spoke to me, I didn't know what the hell to think." 

    Tiger looked at me. I said, "No problem. You just surprised her with your intelligence, Tiger." 

    Cats don't nod or shrug, although certain ear-flicks can amount to shrugs or nods. He looked up at Lynn and said, "Thank you." Lynn gave him a little hug and rubbed his chin. 

    "So," I said, "Robyn didn't tell you about my friend the magical talking cat, huh?" 

    "No. She didn't tell me about the magical side of Sue, either. I guess she thought I'd have to see some things for myself." Sipping her drink, she added, 

"You included. All I knew was what was in her notes. She did tell me about the incident at Cocoa Beach, though. That surprised me, too." I said nothing; sometimes it's best to let the other person carry a conversation, if only to see some of the possible directions things might take. 

    Sipping again, Lynn said with an audible measure of self-doubt, "I've had some martial arts training, too, but I've never had to use it." Shrugging, I said, "From the way you've handled things so far, I think you'd do fine in a pinch. You don't seem to panic too easily." Lynn looked at me as if to see if my words had been sincere, then she asked, "Ed, why haven't you tried to kiss me yet?" Pointing at Tiger, I said, "Tiger's enjoying your attention. I'll be honored and thrilled to kiss every inch of you later, milady." She snickered, "So respectfully lustful. I like that." We sipped our drinks and talked for another fifteen minutes or so before Lynn set her glass down and said, "Sorry, Tiger, but I have to get up." 

    "I'll show you where the bathroom is," I said as I stood up, "Want another drink?" 

    Lynn smilingly stood up and placed Tiger on the coffee table as she said, 

"Maybe in a little while," then she left the room. Tiger's collar buzzed softly and his right ear flicked back as he looked at me and said, "Sue said this would be a good time for me to go outside." Patting him, I replied, "She's right. Lynn might prefer some privacy soon." 

    "Okay." Tiger headed for the cat-door in the den's garage access door. I stopped at the hall closet for a fresh set of towels and hung them in the bathroom for her, then left her to her own devices and went to put fresh sheets on the bed. 

    The bathroom door opened while I was tucking the sheet around the bed. Lynn came into the bedroom, picked up a pillow, and put a case on it as I worked. 

    "I think this is a first for me," she said. 

    "What is?" 

    "A guy who thinks to change the sheets." 

    "They're a week old, milady, and you're an honored guest." Lynn grinned at me and placed the pillow on the bed, then picked up the other one and rebagged it as I folded the blanket and placed it on a chair. When I gathered up the old bedding, I heard her softly inhale deeply while my back was turned. When I stood up with the old sheets, she added both of the pillowcases to the bedding bundle in my arms. 

    Had she checked the pillow cases for perfume? If so, she'd probably looked for stray hairs other than mine, too. I stuffed everything into one of the pillowcases and went to toss the pillowcase on the washer in the garage, then retrieved her glass and headed for the kitchen to make new drinks. I was stirring in the mixer when Lynn came to the kitchen and leaned against the counter. She said nothing as I added ice and stirred again, then handed her a drink. 

    Sipping it, she said, "Thanks. How come there aren't any pictures in your bedroom, Ed? I didn't see any in the living room, either. Other than those three oil paintings, that is, but they're not pictures of people." 

    "Nope. An old girlfriend brought those over some years ago. I'm not much into pictures, I guess." 

    There was a time of silence as Lynn sipped again and regarded me thoughtfully, then said, "Robyn asked some nosy questions about you while we were on the flitter today. Family stuff. Sue told her to ask you, but Robyn pushed about ex-wives and kids, and, well... Sue said you can't have kids. Is that true?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Yup. I got myself fixed some years ago." After a pause, she asked, "How many years ago?" 

    "Why is that important?" 

    She said, "I'm just curious," in a manner that told me she was more than casually interested in my answer. 

    Meeting her gaze, I said, "It was nineteen seventy-one. Why is that important, Lynn?" 

    "It tells me something about you. If you could turn the clock back, would you do it again?" 

    Laughing softly, I answered, "Oh, hell, yes. Sorry if that offends you, but..." 

    Shaking her head, she raised a hand to interrupt me and said, "No. I'm not offended, Ed. I just wanted to know a little about you. Now I do, and here's a little something about me." 

    She set her glass down and stepped close to me as she said quietly, "I've been on the pill religiously since I was sixteen. No kids, no ex-husbands. The only pictures in my bedroom are posters my brother sent me from France, Italy, and Switzerland. What does that tell you about me?" 

    I leaned to kiss her firmly before I answered, "It tells me I should schedule some trips to Europe. Got a passport?" 

    With a roll of her eyes, a wry look, and a small, exasperated sigh, Lynn replied, "No, Ed, I don't have a passport, and you're ducking the issue. What I was trying to tell you is that I don't get too close to people, either. No entanglements allowed." 

    She seemed to think her admission was particularly important, so I let a quiet moment pass before I picked up her drink, handed it to her, and steered us toward the bedroom as I said, "Sign up for a passport if you decide to stick with me." 
Chapter Twenty-nine

    Lynn somewhat incredulously asked, "Why will I need a passport? Are you saying your flitter can cross an ocean?" 

    Kissing her cheek, I laughed and said, "Yup. Don't worry, it can't run out of gas, ma'am." 

    Lynn looked confused. "But... We did a story on flitters. We were told they can't fly across oceans." 

    Toeing my boots off by the bedroom door, I answered, "Mine can. If that's true about the commercial models, it probably has to do with a fuel limit or some kind of bureaucratic thing. Control freaks run most countries, y'know." Chuckling, she agreed, "Yes, they do." Turning around, Lynn tapped the zipper on the back of her dress as she asked, "Then you don't know if it's true?" 

    I pulled the zipper down and eyed the fine skin of her back and shoulders as I said, "Nope." 

    Shrugging to let her dress fall around her waist, Lynn shimmied it down some more and stepped out of it, then hung it on a coathanger in silence as she watched me swap the stuff from my suit pockets to my jeans. 

    "Well, duh!" she said, then she hooked the hanger over the closet door and turned to face me in her slip. 

    I stepped out of my suit pants and folded them over the bar on the hanger as I asked with a grin, "Duh?" 

    "Yes," she said firmly as she took off her slip and put it on another hanger, "Duh." 

    Lynn turned to face me and I saw her eyes range over me from head to toe, then back up to meet my eyes. 

    Hanging my suit coat over the pants, I asked, "Why?" 

    "Because," she said as she reached high to hang her slip by her dress, "It somehow never occurred to me that your flitter wouldn't have the same limitations." 

    Yeah, I heard what she said, but my eyes and mind were focused on Lynn's firm, fine legs. The way she flexed so delightfully as she stretchingly reached to hang the slip made my dick come to attention instantly. When I didn't answer right away, Lynn glanced back and saw me eyeing her. She glanced down at my jockeys, saw the long lump of my erection, and the fine fuzz on her arms stood up as goosebumps appeared. She rubbed them away and watched me put my coat and pants in the closet. 

    "Congratulations," Lynn said quietly. 

    I gave her a questioning look and asked, "For...?" She eyed me again and said, "I expected something else entirely when Robyn told me how old you are. I was pleasantly surprised when I saw you. Now that I'm seeing you in your undies, I'm pleasantly surprised again." 

    "Well, then, I'm glad you're glad, milady, 'cause I'd really hate to disappoint a woman who looks as fine as you. You look as if you go to a gym or use one of those home gadgets." 

    Laughing, she answered, "It's a home gadget." Holding my arms out to her, I said, "Then I'm even more impressed. It takes more determination to stick with it." 

    Lynn came into my arms and we kissed for a time. She had full, firm lips that my brushing kisses seemed to warm and soften as her hands gently explored my back and shoulders. 

    When I reached behind her to unfasten her bra, I discovered only a smooth length of strap, which made Lynn giggle softly, reach up between us, and do something that made her bra fall open. I slid it off her and took a moment to softly rub the marks the bra straps had made on her shoulders, an action that made her nibble her lip and smile. 

    "Been here before, huh?" 

    "Yes'm. Bra straps ought to be wider and padded." 

    "They are on sports bras, but those are kind of unglamorous. They don't work well with evening wear, either." 

    She had hefty-handful, conically-shaped breasts with nipples that stood out like tiny pencil erasers. I let my hands slide down to pay some attention to those tiny turrets as I kissed her again and felt her hands slide into the front of my briefs. 

    Reaching down to squeeze my dick through my briefs, she snickered, "Well, that certainly puts one of my fears to rest." 

    Without interrupting my tactile admiration of her, I asked, "Fears, milady? What fears in particular?" 

    She hooked her thumbs in my briefs and pulled them down, then knelt to slide them off me as I lifted my feet. Reaching up to grasp my dick, she fondled it for a few moments before she stood up without letting go of it. 

    "Oh, just... fears, that's all," she said with mock seriousness, "Fears that... Oh, well, that you might not like me as much as Robyn, for instance. You seemed pretty taken with her." 

    "Uh, huh. Mind if I don't take that as gospel? You didn't seem even a little insecure tonight." 

    Snickering again, Lynn let go of me to slip her panties down. I quickly knelt and took over the job of sliding them down her legs rather slowly, letting my hands rove freely and admiringly over her legs during their descent. 

    When Lynn had stepped out of her panties, I followed my urges, continuing to kiss her thighs and softly knead and stroke the firm muscles of her legs for some moments. 

    She asked softly, "You like my legs, huh?" 

    "Oh, yeah. Never was much into boobs." Looking up, I grinningly amended, 

"Boobs're okay, of course. Fun, and all that. But a great set of legs --like these, for instance --well, they just make my little mind go blank for a while, y'know?" 

    Lynn laughed and grinningly bit her lip as she watched me lavish attention on her lower anatomy. When my fingers slid between her legs without warning and found her slick dampness, Lynn hissed softly, jerked slightly, and put both hands on my shoulder to steady herself. 

    "Oh, damn!" she whispered, "I had a feeling you were about to do that, but... I guess I wasn't quite ready..." 

    Massaging her pleasure button, I said softly, "You seem ready enough to me, milady." 

    "What are you trying to do, get me off before...? Ooooo..." Looking up at her, I shrugged and thumbed Lynn's clit to give her another twinge as I replied, "Couldn't hurt." 

    Some moments passed in this manner before Lynn's legs and belly began to tremble. Head back, teeth gritted together, she groaned softly and her nails dug rather ungently into my shoulders as she almost leaned into my thumb. When Lynn came, her grip on my shoulders tightened yet again, her belly heaved with her harsh, rasping gasps, and her legs nearly folded. I continued softly massaging her clit for a few moments until Lynn's hands gently gripped mine and pulled me to my feet. She grinningly spent some time and attention on the object in her hands, then looked up to meet my eyes for a moment and abruptly turned away to place her hands on the bed's footboard. 

    "I want it now," she said, wriggling her bottom at me. "The shower can wait." 

    Stepping up behind her, I let the head of my dick nestle just within her damp, slick folds. 

    Lynn twitched her hips and gently pushed backward to draw the head of it inside her and softly snapped, "What the hell are you waiting for?" Shoving myself into her to the hilt, I said, "Well, yes, ma'am! Of course, ma'am. So sorry, milady." 

    She snorted a chuckle, then moaned softly as the full length of me entered her. A few slow strokes later her breath seemed to hitch in mid-stroke and I memorized that spot, aiming for it again and bearing down on it slightly. Her legs buckled momentarily and she breathlessly muttered, "H-h-hooo! Oh, yeah!" as she hugged the padded footboard. 

    I gripped her hips and kept plunging against her special spot. Lynn's head fell forward and down, spilling her hair on the bed as she moved to meet my strokes and groaned. 

    Just to add some variety, I drove myself deep into her and let my hands slide around her hips to meet in her bush, where my fingers again found her clit. 

    Lynn shrieked softly and pushed hard against me through several more strokes, then she groaned loudly and simply braced herself firmly as she almost yelled between strokes, "Yeah! Faster! I'm almost there!" Pounding hard into her finally shook loose the big orgasm we'd been working for. Lynn's loud groan of completion came out of her as a gut-wrenching sob. 

    She let go of the footboard and flailingly reached back to clutch my thighs and hold me deep inside her, an action which tipped us forward until her thighs jarringly came to rest against the footboard. 

    The unexpected lurch sent a burst of adrenalin through me, and being driven even more deeply into her as her nails dug into the backs of my legs triggered my orgasm. 

    As the tingling began in my heels and raced up my legs, Lynn felt my dick throbbingly prepare to squirt inside her and buried her face in the blanket as she laughingly moaned, "Oh, yeah! Now!" 

    Ha. As if I had a choice in the matter. There was no stopping the impending squirt, so I leaned to grip Lynn's shoulders, shoved myself as deeply as possible into her, and froze that way as I gushed hard several times. 

    While I delivered the last of myself into her, I kissed and stroked Lynn's back and shoulders. After a few moments, she pushed herself up and looked back at me. I leaned to kiss her. 

    "Ummm," she muttered softly, "That was nice. I'm afraid to let go of the bed. My knees may not work right." 

    Her comment made me glance at her knees, of course. All I saw were fine legs, well connected. I gave her a couple of little bumps and squeezed a few more drops of me into her. 

    "Your knees look as fine as ever to me, milady." I stroked gently into her a few times and found that --completion or not

--I really, really didn't want to take myself out of her. My hands roamed over Lynn's back and shoulders, then trailed down along her hips and caressed her thighs. 

    Shoving myself in to the hilt, I asked, "Mind if I just stay right where I am for a while?" 

    Looking back at me again, Lynn asked, "It isn't going down?" Grinning, I said, "Guess not. It seems to really like you, ma'am. You must be pretty special." 

    "Uh, huh. You didn't take Viagra, did you?" 

    "Nope. That's just plain old eagerness down there, ma'am." She rather peeringly asked, "Are you sure?" 

    With a small headshake, I said, "Yup. It's just more fun being up and in than being down and out." 

    Lynn laughed, "Well, then, sure. By all means, stay there. But let's work our way around this bed and get comfortable, okay? Don't let him fall out, now." 

    She began moving around the footboard and I, of course, followed closely. Amid much giggling and laughter, we managed to ease ourselves aboard the bed sideways to a position on our knees without losing our connection. Collapsing forward on her elbows, Lynn continued to snicker and laugh for a moment, then the head of my dick again passed over that special spot within her and she gasped softly as she froze. I hit the spot again and she drew a hissing breath. 

    "Got it," I said, "Yes, ma'am. Understood. Right there's the spot. I'm on it, milady." 

    Lynn whisperingly snickered, "My God, you certainly are." With short, solid strokes, I drove my dick against Lynn's inner field of pleasure until she groaningly lowered her chest to rest on the bed and got a grip on the blanket. 

    Letting go of her hips to reach around her again, my fingertips found her clit. Lynn seemed to clench around my dick and her grip dragged the blanket away from the pillows. 

    She crammed some blanket into her mouth and seemed to bite down on it as she groaned loudly and thrust herself to meet my pounding dick. I couldn't really go any faster or drive any deeper, so I just kept banging away at her sweet spot and rubbing her clit. Another loud groan escaped Lynn and her hands again flew to grasp the backs of my thighs. 

    "Now!" she whisperingly screeched, but the moment wasn't there for me. All I could do to please her wish was to fake it, so I did, posting a few more times, then driving into her and freezing there to make my dick throb inside her. 

    Lynn almost screamed through the wad of blanket between her teeth. Tears trailing across her cheek glistened wetly as she groaned and dug her nails into my legs. I held my position deep within her for some moments, then relaxed and leaned to plant a kiss on her shoulder. 

    "Hey, lady," I whispered, pulling the bit of blanket free of her teeth, 

"You wanna know how to make me happy in bed?" 

    Without lifting her head from the bed or opening her eyes, Lynn kind of nodded sideways and whispered, "Yeah. Sure." 

    Nibbling her shoulder, I kissed the spot and said, "You just keep going off like that. I love it." 

    Nodding again, she replied softly, "Okay. I guess I can do that. You didn't really come this time, did you?" 

    Sighing, I answered, "Nope. Sorry. Faked it for you." Snickering softly, she said, "It's okay. I didn't realize it until it was too late. I think he's going down this time, though." 

    "Probably a good thing. Don't want to hurt myself." Lynn laughed and eased forward on the bed, disconnecting us and rolling to one side, where she sprawled and mimed a case of exhaustion for a few moments, then she went to the bathroom for a hand towel, used it on herself on the way to the bed, folded the used side inward, and handed it to me as she sprawled next to me. 

    "Well, here we are," she said with a grin as she tucked the towel between her legs. 

    "Yes'm, we definitely are. Did you bring your favorite shampoo or will we have to use whatever we find in there?" 

    Thumbing at her briefcase, Lynn said, "I brought my own. Hand me my drink?" 

    I did so and sipped my own. 

    "I guess it's true," she said. 

    "What's true?" 

    Reaching to fondle my deflated dick, Lynn answered, "That you don't use Viagra. It would still be up." She sipped her drink and eyed me for a moment, then added, "My ex-boyfriend got hold of some Viagra once. The dummy took two of them. His dick didn't go down for about three really solid hours." She snickered, "He was really hurting by then." 

    "Hurting?" 

    Snickering again, she said, "He had to pee and couldn't." With a chuckle, I sipped my drink and watched Lynn fiddle with me. Some moments passed in silence, then she took her hand away, set her drink down, and swung her left leg over me. 

    As she settled into place above me, I said, "It's a little soon, don't you think?" 

    Leaning to kiss me, she said, "No. This is just my way of getting out of bed," then swung her right leg over me to step to the floor. Putting her hands together behind her back, Lynn stood straight, took a deep breath and stepped back a pace with a big grin, and asked, "Do you still think I'm cute, now that you've had your way with me?" Eyeing her from toes to nose, I replied, "My way? As I recall, you were giving me instructions. But, yes, ma'am. Very definitely. More than merely cute. Gorgeous, I'd say." 

    With a slight bow that put her cute little butt dangerously near my glass on the night table, Lynn chuckled, "Good," as she leaned to kiss me, then said, "Nature calls. Back in a minute." 

    "Turn on the shower while you're in there. It takes a few minutes for the hot water to reach the front bathroom." 

    Holding the towel in place between her legs and grabbing her briefcase as she hurried away, Lynn replied, "Okay." 
Chapter Thirty

    As soon as the bathroom door closed, I got out of bed and headed for the kitchen, stepping well above and past the crack at the bottom of the bathroom door to avoid notice. 

    In the kitchen, I whispered, "Sue." 

    She whisperingly answered, "Yes, Ed," as she appeared beside me at the sink. 

    "Analyze the contents of my drink, please." 

    Grinning, Sue replied, "It's a strong sedative, enough to render you unconscious within about five minutes." 

    "Thank you, milady." I set the glass on the counter went to the fridge for a can of lemon tea. "Would you happen to know if she's contacted anyone in the last few minutes?" 

    With a soft snicker, Sue said, "As a matter of fact, she has. You should expect company in fifteen minutes or less." 

    "Thought so. If she's through making contact, disable whatever she used. NSA, NIA, CIA? Some other agency?" 

    Floating alongside me as I crossed the kitchen, Sue replied softly, "Not a government agency. One Earth. She's to let them in when they arrive. How did you know she tried to drug you?" 

    "I didn't know for sure. It just seemed likely when she did that little bow over my glass. She could have aimed her butt in a safer direction and she isn't a typically clumsy person. Lynn hasn't been with the paper very long, has she?" 

    Sue's eyebrow went up. "No, she hasn't. Less than two months. Again, how did you know?" 

    "More guesswork. Her relationship with Robyn is rather heavily one-sided, even more so than might be expected of a new guy. Very subordinate, although she'd probably be more generally competent than Robyn around that office. And she was instantly able to decide to stick with me when Robyn split, then her personality seemed to become much more independent than before. Other stuff. Small stuff that wouldn't add up." 

    The sound of the shower running came to me as the bathroom door opened. I raised a hand to forestall any further questions, leaned to kiss Sue, and grinningly said, "Gotta go. It's showtime." 

    When I reached the hallway, I saw Lynn turning to leave the bedroom. She saw me and only very briefly displayed surprise before pulling a big grin into place. Her eyes flashed to the tea can in my hand, then back to my face. Approaching me and taking my arm as we walked to the bed, she said, "I wondered where you'd disappeared to." 

    Shrugging, I said, "I was in the mood for a cold tea. Would you like one?" Lynn took my tea and sipped it. "Mmm. Maybe I will have one. I'll turn off the shower, too, since it doesn't look like we'll be using it right away. Back in a minute." 

    She gave me a quick kiss and hurried toward the bathroom. Sue asked through my implant, "Instructions?" 

    "Play it by ear. She was supposed to drug me and unlock a door for her buds. When she can't recontact whomever, that plan'll become kitty litter. This was likely only intended to be a quick, quiet interrogation, not a kidnapping, so chances are good that when her pals find the door locked, they'll fade away into the night. Before they leave, I'd like you to get ID's on them and patch this evening's events to Linda." 

    The noise of the shower stopped and Lynn left the bathroom, tossing me a little wave on her way to the kitchen. I watched her fine, solid legs flash down the hall. 

    "What will you do about Lynn?" 

    "Wash her thoroughly, lick her silly, and nail her as often as possible over the weekend if she stays." 

    Laughing softly, Sue asked, "You think she'll leave?" 

    "Sooner or later she has to, if only for a change of clothes. Tomorrow's Friday. She'll probably either call in sick or let Tom Arkin know where she is so he'll have the opportunity to tell her to stick with me, then she'll have me take her to her apartment to pick up some things and make contact with her buds there." 

    Manifesting a field screen, Sue said, "She's trying to use her cell phone in the kitchen." 

    On the screen, Lynn was quietly raging at the inoperative device in her hand. She rapped it on the heel of her hand and tried the 'talk' button again, to no avail. 

    At that point, I thought she'd probably just give it up, grab a tea, and come back to the bedroom, but she didn't. The view followed her as she hurried to the front door and eased the deadbolt lock open, all the while repeatedly pressing the 'talk' button on her cell phone. 

    I sighingly said, "Well, shit. Go to plan 'B', then," and took a pair of jeans out of the closet. 

    "Plan 'B'?" asked Sue. 

    "Yup. I'll let 'em come in, then zap 'em. It's time to let Linda know what's going on, too. And probably Robyn, I think." 

    "Robyn?" 

    "Sure. We'll clear it with Linda first, but Robyn's the closest controllable news hound, right? Go ahead and call Linda. She may want to send a team." 

    I dissolved the vid screen field and was installing my usual pocket stuff in my jeans when Lynn came back to the bedroom. She stopped cold just inside the room and stared at me, then started to say something, but I held up a hand to stop her. 

    "Lynn," I said, "You may want to put some clothes on before your friends get here." 

    Without a word, she started to bolt out of the room, but I'd expected such a reaction. My light stun made her reel and catch herself against the door frame. 

    She looked at me with a measure of terror as I pointed at her clothes and said flatly, "Forget running, lady. Get dressed or get hauled out of here naked. Your choice." 

    Sue appeared in the doorway and said, "Linda would like a word with you, Ed." 

    Lynn squeaked and grabbed her dress to hold in front of herself as she stared at Sue. 

    Buttoning my shirt, I nodded. "Ready." 

    A field screen appeared and Linda's eyes narrowed as she took in the scene. She said flatly, "Report, please." 

    "We're just waiting for some company, Fearless Leader. This is Lynn. She unlocked the front door for them." 

    Lynn stared bugeyed at the field screen as Linda commented, "It appears I may be interrupting something." 

    "Nope," I said, "We thankfully got all that out of the way before she tried to drug me, ma'am." 

    In a cool tone, Linda replied, "How nice for you." Nodding, I said, "Oh, yeah. It was great, ma'am. Unless you want to handle this quietly, I was thinking we might want to invite Robyn to cover the bust. Any objections?" 

    She shook her head. "No objections. We'll let the police have the honor and paperwork of arresting them and spend some quiet time with the prisoners later. Sue, would you please set up an observation link for me?" Sue said, "Done," and a small, slight warping of light like the one I'd seen in the barn appeared behind and above the vid screen. Lynn seemed not to notice it. 

    "Thank you. I'll leave the rest of this to you two. Screen off." The vid screen vanished. Lynn simply stared at me for a moment, then asked, "May I go get my underwear?" 

    Stepping aside, I said, "No problem." 

    Lynn retrieved her undies and put them on, then put on her dress and sat on the edge of the bed as she put on her shoes. When she looked up and started to say something, I stunned her hard and helped her gently to the floor well away from the doorway. 

    Saying, "Three suit on," I pulled the bedroom door almost all the way shut and went to the kitchen to look out the window. 

    Through my implant, Sue asked, "What about Tiger?" 

    "I'd like him to go to the garage and stay there for now, please. Our visitors will likely be armed and jumpy as hell. When their driver decides to leave, let him go and track him." 

    "Okay." 

    I cranked the window open just a crack so I could better hear the outside world, then stood to one side of the window as I sipped the last of my tea. Perhaps two minutes passed before a dark-colored SUV pulled onto the swale near my mailbox. They turned off their lights, but not their engine. Three men got out of the SUV and quickly headed for my front door. One of them carried what looked like a briefcase. 

    The men stepping onto my porch weren't dressed unusually, except for their pistols; all wore jeans and sneakers and the currently-popular style of shirt that reminded me of the bowling shirts I'd snickered at when I was a kid. The 'briefcase' I'd seen was one of those black fabric padded cases used for laptops, and the guy carrying it hugged it to his chest rather nervously as the first man tried the door. 

    With an air of caution and his pistol aiming ahead of him --likely because Lynn hadn't met them at the door --the first man eased into the house and looked around, then moved further in to look into the kitchen, the hallway, and the den. 

    When his pistol swept the kitchen, I had a chance to examine and identify it; a .40 caliber Taurus PT-100. Not one of the most expensive guns, but definitely one of the most popular among both crooks and cops. Apparently thinking it time to follow, the second guy entered the house and generally followed the first guy's example, having a look in all directions and around various corners. The third guy glanced around outside, then stepped through the doorway. 

    Good enough. I stunned the first guy near the coffee table, the second one at the hallway entrance, and the third one in the front door alcove. As expected, the SUV driver saw him drop, realized there was a problem, and raised a hand. Maybe two seconds passed before a little green walkie-talkie on the lead guy's belt softly crackled out, "Ranger one." Receiving no response, he called again, "Ranger one." Another thirty seconds passed, then he tore up a little grass and dirt as he abandoned the operation. His tires screamed briefly when they found pavement and he blew past the stop sign to head up the Chase Street hill toward Deltona. 

    "Three suit off," I said, "Sue, what's Robyn's home number?" She gave it to me and I dialed the phone. Robyn answered with a bit of an edge in her voice. "I know it's you, Ed. Caller ID. I recognize your number. Are you calling about the film?" 

    "Nope. Lynn's out cold on my floor. So are three of her friends who were going to do something nefarious to me. A couple of them even have guns. You want to be here when the cops come to bag the baddies?" Robyn said nothing for a moment, then snapped, "Is this your idea of a joke?" 

    "No, it's my idea of calling for media coverage. Do you have a police scanner?" 

    "Yes." 

    "Good. I'm about to call the cops. When you hear them send somebody to my address, you'll know it's for real. Bye." 

    I hung up and dialed 754-6850. The lady Sheriff's deputy who answered informed me that I'd reached their non-emergency number and that my call was being recorded, then asked, "How can we help you?" 

    "I'd like you to send a couple of cars over to pick up some people who came into my house with guns. They're all out cold on my floor, nobody's hurt, and nobody's in danger. It isn't an emergency." 

    For a full second, she made no response, then said rather tensely, "We don't particularly enjoy prank calls, sir, and the caller's address appears on our computer. A deputy will arrive shortly to discuss the matter with you." 

    "Good 'nuff," I said, "You should also let Detective Greer know about this," and hung up. What the hell, let the first deputy on the scene confirm matters for her. 
Chapter Thirty-one

    Keying my implant as I walked back into the living room, I said, "Okay, Tiger. You can come back in now." 

    Tiger answered, "Okay!" in a bright tone and I heard the cat door squeak as he entered the den, then he came bounding into the living room and skidded to a stop near one of the men. 

    Reaching to pet him, I said, "I need you to keep an eye on these guys while I check on Lynn, okay? Lemme know if any of them wake up." Standing tall, Tiger enthusiastically yelled, "Okay!" 

    "Thanks. Back in a minute." 

    In the bedroom, I retrieved my stun wand from a jacket pocket and stuck it in my back pocket, then had a look at Lynn. She was even more lovely asleep. A car door closed out front and I headed back to the living room to see who'd arrived first. Halfway along the hall I heard another car door. When I reached the living room, I saw Tiger standing on the first guy I'd zapped, facing the front door. His back arched and he turned into a bottlebrush as he yelled, "Come no closer!" 

    I sent some theta waves in the direction of the front door as I stepped into view. The deputy on the porch had unsnapped his holster, drawn his gun, and used the doorframe as cover at the sight of three men on the floor and a talking cat. 

    Boosting the theta waves relaxed him until the gun pointed at the floor. 

    "Now come on in," I said, and looking beyond the deputy, I added, "You, too, Robyn." Picking up Tiger, I said, "It's all right, Tiger. They're supposed to be here. I called them." 

    Robyn hesitated behind the cop, then saw that he seemed to be a bit disoriented. She eased past him into the house and aimed her camera around the room as she asked, "What the hell happened, Ed?!" Letting up on the theta waves a bit, I gestured around the bodies on the floor and said, "These are Lynn's friends from One Earth. She's in the bedroom. Let the cops waken everybody." 

    The deputy seemed to have gathered himself. He told Robyn and me to stay where we were, then walked to each man with a gun, kicked their weapons away, and took the laptop case from the last man and set it on the coffee table. Returning his attention to me, he asked, "You said there's a woman in the bedroom?" 

    Trying to read his nametag at ten feet or so, I said, "Yup. Unless she has a gun in her briefcase in the bathroom, she isn't armed. She and these guys are just stunned." 

    "Stunned?" 

    "Yeah. Just out cold. You won't need an ambulance." 

    "Let us make those decisions, please. You two just stay right there for a minute." 

    He moved away from us and muttered into his radio. I made out "it's for real," "four suspects," and "four men, two women." I asked, "Did anyone contact my friend Detective Greer?" The deputy's gaze narrowed slightly and he held up a hand as he continued his chat with the home office. Whatever he was told --I have a helluva time understanding cop radio traffic --made him relax just a little bit. After some more chat he muttered an acknowledgement and clicked off. 

    "Apparently someone did contact Detective Greer," he said. "You're the homeowner?" 

    "Yup." 

    "Would you both please take a seat on the couch for now?" Robyn and I went to the couch and sat down. The deputy moved to the front door and placed himself where he could keep an eye on everyone present, conscious or not. 

    "You're sure the woman is okay?" he asked. 

    "Yup. She's just asleep like these guys." 

    Looking at Robyn, he asked, "Ma'am, who're you and what's your relationship to him?" 

    She identified herself as two more cars arrived, their red and blue lights sweeping the neighborhood. Two deputies hurried up the hill to the house and cautiously entered. One was a man, one was a woman. 

    All three of them held a quiet, hurried conference, then the new guys put plastic handcuffs on the three men on the floor and plastic-bagged their guns before heading for the bedroom. 

    The first deputy's radio chattered in a muted fashion and he acknowledged whatever was said. A few minutes later a rather groggy, handcuffed Lynn was brought into the living room and seated on the sofa chair across from us. Both new arrivals returned to the hallway. I heard the lady cop say "found it" in the bathroom and both reappeared some moments later with Lynn's briefcase and purse, which they took to the kitchen. 

    Tiger had been content to remain on my lap until Lynn sat down. He stepped onto the coffee table and sat down to stare at her for some moments, then said accusingly, "I liked you," and jumped down to go to the kitchen. I said, "Stay in the house and stay out of the way, Tiger." He looked back and replied, "Okay," then trotted on. All three deputies stared at Tiger for a moment, then their gazes switched to me. I shrugged and they went back to their discussion as if they'd decided I was a ventriloquist. 

    Robyn snickered and even Lynn managed a small smile. 

    "Ed says you unlocked the door for them," said Robyn. Lynn's gaze hardened a bit and she simply met Robyn's gaze for a time before she asked, "You never suspected a damned thing, did you? Neither did Tom." 

    When Robyn stiffened and glared at her, Lynn smiled and shook her head as if in disbelief, then looked at me and asked, "But you, dammit. How the hell did you know?" 

    Shrugging, I answered, "Just did. It's a gift." Snorting a laugh, Robyn said, "No shit. Wish I had it." Headlights swept the house as a car turned around in the street. A few moments later Detective Greer walked in with two other guys in suits. After a brief conference, the other deputies began waking up the men on the floor as Greer came to stand at the end of the coffee table. 

    Shaking his head with a sigh, he said, "You again," then he stuck his hand out and smiled as he said, "I've already heard from Linda Baines and someone named Sue's providing us a running update on the whereabouts of the SUV." I shook hands with him and introduced Robyn as 'my friend the beautiful media vulture', then indicated Lynn. 

    "And this is Lynn," I said, "She's handcuffed at the moment because she tried to drug me, then she unlocked the door for the guys on the floor. The glass she dosed is in the kitchen." 

    Looking her over, Greer said, "I see," and glanced back to call the lady deputy over. As the woman approached, Greer gestured for Lynn to stand up, then said, "You run along with her now. She'll read you your rights and all that fun stuff." 

    He called one of the suits over and asked me to show them which glass I'd been using. I got up and went with them to the kitchen to do so, then Greer and I returned to Robyn. 

    After many questions about my evening with Lynn, Greer closed his notebook and said, "I hear you've come up with a new kind of gizmo. A flying board?" 

    "Yup. Sue designed it. I just redesigned it to suit my needs." Robyn blinked at me and rather skeptically asked, "Ah, pardon me, of course, but... You're really saying that you modified the design specifications of that flying board? Didn't you... uhm..." She glanced around as if afraid to continue. 

    "Didn't I what?" I asked, "And wouldn't he..." I thumbed at Greer "...know whatever it is you're referring to?" 

    With an embarrassed little shrug, Robyn continued, "Uh, yeah. He would, I guess. Aren't you a high school dropout?" 

    Giving her an arch look, I replied, "Well, I've picked up a few things along the way, ma'am. That flitter you've been using as a camera platform happens to have been my idea, too." 

    She stared incredulously at me, then looked at Greer. He gave her a

'you're asking me?' expression. 

    "Sue," I said, "Can you spare a minute?" Sue appeared on the other side of the coffee table and said, "Yes, Ed," as Greer stepped back a pace in startlement. 

    "Robyn," she said, "Ed did indeed conceive the smaller flitters made by Earth and the flying board he now uses." 

    Turning to Greer, she said, "The SUV has entered an office parking lot in Tampa," then she caused a field screen to appear that displayed the scene. The abrupt appearance of the screen made Greer exhale sharply and step back another pace, but he recovered quickly and studied the display as the SUV

driver left the vehicle. 

    "I know the place," he said, "Now turn it off, please. I can't see anymore right now." 

    Robyn yelped, "What?! Why?!" 

    "Need a warrant," said Greer. "The parking lot and building may be public spaces, but offices and residences aren't." 

    Sue dissolved the field screen, said, "Bye!" and then dissolved herself. Greer gaped for a moment and a deputy by the kitchen door muttered, "Holy shit!" 

    Greer went to the front door and spoke to one of the deputies outside, then returned to say, "I'm leaving to take care of some things. I need you to come to my office and wrap this mess up. Detective Warren will let you know when he's ready to go." 

    "No problem," I said, "Mind if I bring Robyn?" Glancing at her, Greer grinned and said, "Sure, bring her along, Ed. See you both later." 

    Robyn watched Greer leave, then seemed to take a good look around the interior of the house that she could see from the couch before she sighed, shook her head, and sat back. 

    Leaning back with her, I asked, "What's on your mind?" Sighing again, she looked up from her lap and replied, "It was all bullshit, wasn't it? Nobody can get near this house if you don't want them to, can they? The 'hard to reach' act, the flitter time, the attention... even what you said about selling the film. You knew I'd go ballistic and give Lynn a shot at you. You were after Lynn and her friends the whole damned time." Hm. Deny it or not? Or just deny her assumptions in a way that would encourage her to continue to make them? 

    Laughing, I said, "You're giving me way too much credit, milady, but if I didn't know that, I'd really be impressed with myself. I'm just a high school dropout, remember?" 

    "Yeah, right. A dropout who designs flitters and hangs out with..." she flapped her hands vaguely and finished, "With a talking cat and whatever the hell Sue and Elkor are." 

    "AI's. They're called Artificial Intelligences." Giving me a rather flat look, Robyn picked up her notepad and stood up saying, "I need to talk to the other cops," then she headed for the one by the door. 

    About ten minutes later, Detective Warren said it was time to go. When Robyn said she'd take her own car, he gave her a sharp glance, but then he just shrugged. 

    I said, "See you there," to Robyn and she picked up her camera and purse and headed for the door. 

    From the kitchen windowsill, Tiger said, "Goodbye, Robyn." Robyn detoured into the kitchen and patted him as she said, "Goodbye, Tiger." 

    "Will you come back?" 

    "I don't know, Tiger. You'll have to ask Ed. Bye-bye." She gave me a little grin as she left the house. Uh, huh. Right. When I entered the kitchen to make a coffee-to-go, Tiger stood watching me for a few moments, then asked, "Will you bring Robyn back?" 

    "She's using you to get to me, Tiger." 

    Surprising me to a degree, he said, "Yes, I know that. Will you bring Robyn back?" 

    Detective Warren stepped into the kitchen and stared at Tiger as I asked, 

"So now you like her, huh?" 

    "Yes." 

    "You liked Lynn, too, didn't you?" 

    With a dismissive flick of an ear, he answered, "Yes." 

    "You're just easy, Tiger. Any woman will do, huh?" He sat down on the windowsill and reiterated firmly, "I like Robyn." 

    "Yeah, well, so do I, so I guess I'm easy, too." Warren cleared his throat and asked, "Is this some kind of a joke? Why are you..." 

    "No, it isn't a joke," I interrupted him, "His collar translates for him." Obviously not buying that, Warren said, "Uh, huh. How much longer are you going to be?" 

    "Long enough to make my coffee. Greer just said to drop by. He didn't say you had to bring me and he didn't seem too worried that I wouldn't show up." 

    "Still, sir, I'd prefer that you... accept a ride to the station." 

    "Because I talk to my cat?" 

    "Ah, no, of course not. I'd just rather..." 

    My coffee was ready. I capped it and patted Tiger, saying, "Then let's go. Later, Tiger. Hold the fort." 

    Tiger said, "Okay," as I headed for the door. I locked the door after Warren walked out, then said, "Board on," hopped onto it, and said, "See you there." 
Chapter Thirty-two

    Hovering above the Sheriff's substation parking lot, I waited for Warren to arrive before landing by the front doors. He glowered a bit, but said nothing as we walked to Greer's desk. 

    There were questions, answers, and more questions, then some chat about old times, specifically the first time Greer had met me when the bomb squad had cleared my house. We had a few laughs over that and the sniper episode soon after. 

    Robyn quietly took notes throughout, glancing at me from time to time as if having minor revelations. When I wasn't able to be precise about a few technical points, I called Sue. 

    She popped into being beside Greer's desk, startling the hell out of several nearby cops, and rattled off the authorized explanation for the record, then popped out again. 

    Perhaps a few of the people in the office hadn't seen her arrive, but all of them saw her leave. There were two softly-spoken 'Oh, my God's' and some guy's 'Whoa, shit!' and some stark, alarmed stares. 

    Greer sighed, stood up, and --as if disappearing women were a routine occurrence --said, "It's okay, people. Back to work," then met peoples' gazes until they acquiesced. 

    Some guy began to say, "But... but... she..." 

    "Later," snapped Greer, impaling the guy with a hard stare. He then shuffled through the paperwork on his blotter and said, "That's it, I guess. Everything's been stated and dated, signed and countersigned, and if there are any other questions, we haven't thought of them yet." A few minutes later, Robyn and I were in the parking lot and heading for her car. She checked her watch and said, "Damn. It's almost midnight." Tapping the notebook sticking out of her camera case, I asked, "Heading home, or going to the office?" 

    With a sharp glance, she asked, "Is that your way of asking whether I used the film to get my job back?" 

    "Nope. It's my way of asking where you're going from here." Robyn regarded me quietly for a moment, then said, "Office. I have to file this stuff." 

    When we reached her car, she said, "Ed, there's something that wasn't covered in the report. What happened between the time you left the restaurant and when you called the cops?" 

    "We talked over drinks, then she tried to drug mine." Looking skeptical, she asked, "That's all?" 

    "Ask Lynn if you think she'll talk to you." 

    Giving me a wry look, she said, "Oh, I will. Probably early tomorrow, in fact, but why won't you tell me now?" 

    Leaning against her car, I replied, "Because, reporter lady, it's none of your business. The public has no right to know." 

    "Shouldn't that much time have been Greer's business?" 

    "Nope. It wasn't important to the case." 

    "Shouldn't you have let the cops decide that?" 

    "Nope. You through badgering me about it?" 

    Stiffening, she said, "I'm not 'badgering' you, Ed. It's time that isn't unaccounted for in the middle of an incident." 

    Shaking my head, I answered, "Greer didn't seem to think so. As far as you or anyone else is concerned, I just accounted for it when I told you it's none of your business." 

    Stepping away from her car, I said, "Board on." The board materialized and I started to step onto it, but Robyn moved into my path. 

    "All right, damn it," she almost hissed, "I'm asking if you slept with her." 

    'Slept with' is a gutless euphemism I dislike intensely for its total lack of relevance to the act it's intended to represent. 

    Peering at me, Robyn snapped, "Well? Did you?" Moving around her, I stepped on my board, pretended to sniffingly check my armpit, and said, "Whoo! It's shower time for me. See you later, ma'am." Grabbing my arm, she blurted, "Wait! If you won't talk to me, why did you call me tonight?" 

    "I wanted you there for the bust. Goodnight." Before she could ask anything else, I nosed the board into the sky and headed home. A northbound car started through the light at Northcliffe and US19, but not far up the hill, its lights dimmed and it pulled off the road. The car's emergency flashers came on, but they, too, quickly dimmed and died. I descended near the car and watched the woman at the wheel flick the switch again. The flashers came on again and died again almost immediately. The woman smacked the steering wheel and started to get out of the car, then changed her mind. She produced a cell phone and poked a button a few times, then tossed the phone on the seat and hit the steering wheel again. I set down in front of the car as she turned the ignition key and nothing happened under her hood. She looked up and saw me as I walked around her car and asked, "Want some help?" 

    Rolling her window up and smacking the door lock, she stared fearfully out at me and shook her head fervently as she said, "No!" then added, "Thanks anyway!" 

    It was just a little two-door Chevy. I wondered if I could make and maintain a tendril that would be strong enough to tow it to the Mobil station just over the hill. Correction; strong enough to tow it up the hill. She could coast down to the station. 

    She tried frantically to start the car again as I walked around the front of it and had a look underneath. It didn't start, but I found two metal loops behind the bumper. Interesting. It almost looked as if someone had expected the car to need to be towed. 

    "Board on," I said, then I extended a neon red tendril from the board to the car and guided the tendril through the loop. 

    Walking back to her window, I said, "Put it in neutral. There's a gas station on the other side of the hill." 

    Staring in openmouthed amazement, she gropingly reached for the gearshift. I nodded and went back to the board. 

    Sue appeared in the air beside me and asked, "Is this really such a good idea?" 

    "It'll work or it won't and I want to try it. As long as the strain's on the board instead of my implant, I'll be fine, right?" The car drifted backward slightly and I tightened the tendril to stop the motion, then sent the board forward gently. The tendril seemed to stretch and fade a bit; I jacked up the power and it stabilized into a uniformly-glowing bar of brilliant red between the board and the car. 

    Feeding more power to the board, I watched the gravel of the shoulder begin to pass beneath it and checked to make sure the tendril hadn't stretched again. It hadn't. The car's wheels were turning as it, too, moved forward. Sue said somewhat insistently, "Ed, I could fix her car." 

    "Later. Unless there's real danger, let me play. Figuring things out is half the fun. Making ideas work is the other half." 

    We may have been rocketing along at all of ten miles per hour by the time we crested the hill. We were going faster than a walk, but not really as fast as a good run. Call it a decent jogging speed at best. 

    When I dissolved the tendril, I guided the board to the rear of the car, called up a couple of foot-wide balls of red neon light to act as taillights for us, and followed the car down the hill. 

    The woman steered the car under the awnings near the gas pumps and stopped it. I turned off the light balls and slid to a stop by her door as she opened it and got out. As I started a greeting she dashed past me toward the restrooms. 

    Looking at Sue, I said, "Oh, well." 

    Sue snickered and said, "Not to burst your bubble further, of course, but IF you had allowed me, I could have fixed her electrical problem and she could have simply driven away." 

    "Where's the fun in that?" I faked a sigh of resignation and said, "Ah, hell, go ahead and fix it. When she turns the key again, at least she'll get a happy surprise." 

    Shaking her head with a wry smirk, Sue held her hand above the car's hood and snapped her fingers, then vanished. The clerk had come to the window to stare at me. I waved to direct her attention to the car, reached into the car to turn the key, and the car started. Good 'nuff. I turned it off. Taking a bit of white cardboard out of the nearby trash can, I wrote, "My ladyfriend fixed your car," then stuck the note under the driver's side windshield wiper and called up my board. 

    From about three hundred feet up, I sat on the board sipping coffee and watching the station. The clerk eased out the front door and looked around, then took a few steps to the corner of the building and looked around again. Seeing nobody, she rather cautiously approached the car and stopped some distance from it as if to study it. Seeing the bit of white cardboard, she leaned by the driver's door to read it through the windshield rather than touch it. 

    Her gaze turned to the restrooms. She cupped her hands to her mouth and yelled something. No response. She yelled again. When she still received no response, she went to the restroom door on the right and knocked, then seemed to be talking. 

    The bathroom door opened and the driver peeked out, then emerged to stand half-in and half-out of the doorway. There was some animated pointing and waving by the clerk, then she walked back to the car and pointed at the cardboard. 

    The driver looked around again and started toward her car. When she neared it, the clerk pulled the cardboard free and handed it to her, then reached into the car to turn the key. The car started and the clerk straightened and moved away. 

    I called the job done, headed my board toward the house, and sipped the last of my coffee as houses and scenery slipped past below. Sudden motion caught my attention; a small animal, likely a cat, dashed across all four lanes of Northcliffe with a big dog in hot pursuit. As soon as both animals had cleared the street, I sent a tendril to stun the dog and it tumbled to a stop in someone's front yard. The rest of the trip was uneventful. 
Chapter Thirty-three

    Friday began with a ringing phone that woke me a little after eight. I tried to go back to sleep as the answering machine said, 'Hi, there. You know what to do.' 

    Whoever it was hung up. I managed to get back to sleep, but that blissful state didn't last long. According to my alarm clock, the doorbell rang at precisely nine-fifteen. 

    Muttering, "Well, shit," I got out of bed and put my jeans on, zipping and buttoning on the way to the door. 

    Jumping down from the kitchen windowsill, Tiger trotted to meet me in the hallway and said happily, "Robyn is here!" 

    That news stopped me in the hallway, and the fact that it stopped me seemed reason enough to reverse course. 

    I said, "Thanks, Tiger," and retrieved my shirt and shoes from the bedroom, then stopped by the bathroom. The doorbell rang again as I combed my hair and used some mouthwash. 

    Since there was no time to shave, I put on my old straw cowboy hat and grabbed my work gloves from the stand in the alcove before opening the front door. 

    Robyn had been in the act of poking the doorbell again. Her arm fell to her side as she eyed me through the screen door. I noted her lovely bare legs under cutoff shorts, her casual blouse and the small blue backpack she'd slung over one shoulder. 

    By my feet, Tiger yowled, "Hello, Robyn!" 

    She smiled and returned, "Hello, Tiger!" 

    With a small grin, I said, "Looks as if we both have the day off. Do you know anything about gardening?" 

    "Not really. Are you going to invite me in?" 

    "Well, gee, I dunno, lady. I'd planned on getting some things done around here today, and you're pretty distracting." 

    She gave me a wry look and a small smile to match it. I made an 'oh, why not?' sigh as if conceding to her and opened the screen door. Robyn came in past me and knelt to pat Tiger, then went into the kitchen to put her backpack on the floor by the table as she looked around and asked, 

"Is Sue here?" 

    "I could call her for you." 

    That didn't seem to be the answer she was looking for. She shook her head and said, "No, I was just wondering." 

    I took the gloves out from under my belt and tossed them back on the stand, then went to the kitchen to rinse and fill my coffee mug. Robyn came to stand in the kitchen doorway. 

    "Want some coffee?" I asked, "I use instant, but you can put a pot on if you like." Rapping a knuckle on the cabinet above the coffee pot, I added, "Or you can use one of those one-cup teabag things. The stuff's in there." 

    "You have one-cup bags, but you don't use them?" Grinning at her, I replied, "Very observant of you, ma'am." Her gaze narrowed slightly. "Mind if I ask why?" Stirring my coffee, I shruggingly said, "That should be obvious, too. I prefer this stuff." 

    Capping my mug, I opened the cabinet for her and moved away from the counter. Robyn took down a stoneware mug and the box of coffee baggies, fished one out and dropped it in the mug, then put the box back in the cabinet. As she poured hot water into the mug, she asked drily, "Do you honestly prefer instant to real coffee?" 

    Noddingly indicating her mug by waving my mug in that direction, I said, 

"Please make note, Miz Reporter-lady: I had my coffee thirty seconds ago. You won't have yours for another five minutes. What brings you here so early in the day?" 

    Making a sour face while looking at my coffee, she said, "The tapes of the gambling ship salvage, of course. Were you joking about wanting a cut if I sell them?" 

    Her eyes found mine as I replied, "Nope. I figure you'd only hand over a few minutes of highlight stuff to make Arkin or whomever reinstate you. The rest of it would be unusable as news, but it'll be prime documentary footage." Robyn's gaze narrowed slightly, but she said, "Yeah, you're right, and I've already given Tom copies of some of it for station use. Now what?" 

    "Now we pick an agent; someone who knows the ropes of marketing and licensing such things. Did you have any other reasons for stopping by?" Sighing with exasperation, she snapped softly, "You're trying to make this as difficult as possible, aren't you?" 

    With a shrug, I asked, "Exactly what 'this' are you referring to, Robyn? 

Hell, no, I'm not trying to be difficult. It was just a straightforward question. You've already taken a potload of flitter-related pictures and you haven't seemed too fond of me lately, so why did you drop by this morning?" Taking a deep breath as she turned to fiddle with the baggie in her slowly-darkening hot water, Robyn said quietly, "The gas station manager's police report said someone on what appeared to be a flying surfboard helped a woman with her car last night. He didn't stick around afterward." Shrugging, I said, "It was late and she was scared spitless, so I towed her to a gas station. While she was hiding in the bathroom, Sue fixed her car. I left a note and we split." 

    "Without identifying yourself. Yourselves, that is. I went to talk to her this morning. She's cute and single. You may have passed up a good thing." With a dismissive shake of my head, I said, "Very doubtful. She cringed in her car and hid in a bathroom. I've never enjoyed the company of timid people." 

    At that, Robyn looked up from her mug and said, "I think I may have misjudged you, Ed. I think you may be someone I'd like to know a little better." 

    There are times to question further and times to shut up and play things by ear. As I eyeballed Robyn's legs, hair, and the profile of her face, I opted to sip coffee and shut up. 

    If she simply intended to get more flitter time out of me or fish me for info, that would become apparent soon enough, and I might be able to use her interests to further my own agenda. 

    Tiger hopped onto the kitchen counter and head-bumped Robyn's arm. She smiled and rubbed Tiger's chin and ears and gave me a somewhat questioning sidelong glance as he purred under her touch. 

    I silently leaned on the kitchen counter and stared at my coffee as if the matter of having Robyn around deserved further thought. It did, actually, but not all that much. 

    Looking up at her after a few moments, I said, "There may be things you won't be allowed to film --or even see. Do you have a passport?" 

    "I haven't needed one. What kinds of things?" Rolling my eyes, I laughed, "Well, duh! Secret stuff, what else? Entertain my cat for a while. I'm going to shower and shave while I think about this." As I turned to go, Robyn asked, "Did Selena and Toni need passports?" Such a question could only have been intended to keep me in the kitchen and make me ask what she knew about Selena and Toni. I ambled toward the hallway without taking the bait. 

    My shoes were already off and I was unbuttoning my shirt when Robyn arrived with Tiger in her arms and asked, "Why would I need a passport?" 

    "Why do people usually need passports?" 

    Sighing as she rolled her eyes, she asked, "Is there some reason you can't tell me where we might be going?" 

    Mimicking her sigh, I said, "Until you're cleared to come along, yes." 

    "Clearance? From whom? The government?" 

    "You'll know the answer if you're cleared, ma'am." Robyn stiffened slightly and her hand froze on Tiger's head for a moment, then continued stroking him. 

    Taking my shirt off and tossing it over a chair-back, I asked, "Were you planning on hopping in the shower with me?" 

    Tiger licked her arm and said, "Robyn isn't dirty." Laying an ear flat, Tiger eyed me for a moment, then snuggled his face against Robyn's left breast and purred loudly. Robyn snorted a short laugh, gave me a little 'bye-bye' wave, and turned to leave the room. I watched her fabulous legs until they disappeared around the alcove corner. Once I was in the shower, I keyed my implant and called Sue to ask her what she thought of having Robyn aboard. Without appearing, she replied that as long as Robyn abided by any necessary rules, there shouldn't be any insurmountable problems about security. 

    "Good enough for me, then," I said, lightly soaping the shaving mirror to prevent steamy haze from forming. Laughing softly, I added, "Now I'll try to find out whether she's only here as an opportunistic media vulture." 

    "She doesn't appear to be, Ed. I was monitoring her bios in the kitchen when she spoke of getting to know you better." 

    Soaping my face, I replied, "Well, thank you for that, milady. Maybe I can let up on her a little." 

    "Let up on her? Could you be more specific?" 

    "Not really. I'm just saying I'll soften my attitude about reporters as best I can and see where it gets me." 

    Sue's silence was much like Selena's had been at times; the equivalent of a raised eyebrow and a dubious expression. When I returned to the kitchen, I walked past Robyn and Tiger at the kitchen table, made a coffee refill in what I hoped would appear to be thoughtful silence, then took a seat with them. 

    "Okay," I said, "We'll sign you up for a passport Monday." Robyn asked, "Where would we be going?" 

    "I'm not the one who should answer that. Hold on one." Keying my implant, I called Stephanie. 
Chapter Thirty-four

    Stephanie and Sue appeared in the other two chairs at the kitchen table. Robyn nearly jumped out of her chair as Tiger stood up and happily yelled, 

"Hello, Sue! Hello, Stephanie!" 

    The ladies returned his greeting and Tiger soaked up their attentions for some moments as Robyn recovered. 

    Steph had appeared in her usual shades-of-green skirt, jacket, and blouse. Sue had appeared in her little black dress, but the dress seemed different somehow. The skirt was maybe two inches longer and the neckline was somewhat higher. I wondered why and realized that making me wonder why might well have been the only reason for the changes. 

    "Robyn Reede," I said, "Meet Stephanie Montgomery." They shook hands and exchanged pleasantries over the table, then I added, 

"Ms. Montgomery will decide whether you'll be coming with me or not." Looking first at Sue, then at Steph, I said, "You're both looking particularly fine this morning. How do you feel about letting Robyn be our correspondent?" 

    Steph replied, "I have no objections at this time, Ed, but I reserve the right to censor as necessary." 

    Staring at Steph, Robyn asked, "Uh... censor what?" 

    "Possibly nothing," said Steph, "But many factors may be involved as things progress. Are you familiar with Amaran independent robotic medical devices?" 

    "The ones they call 'robodocs'?" Robyn grinned slightly as she said, "All I know is what I've read in the papers, and most of that's been pretty biased, whether pro or con." 

    Nodding, Steph materialized a field screen above the table that displayed a menu. Each item was a link to info concerning various functions of field-using medical devices. 

    A second menu appeared that listed state, federal, and international legislations preventing the use of them. Steph tapped the screen to bring up the first article on the second menu and spoke. 

    "Field-using medical devices intended for treatment of patients are illegal in US and European medical facilities, including veterinary facilities. I intend to establish medical facilities where such devices will be both legal and desperately needed, then to inundate the public of the western world with progress reports through the media. This effort will require someone with media credentials and access to the news services." Steph paused in a manner I'd seen Linda use often over the last thirty years; fixing Robyn with an intense, appraising gaze, she added, "Simply put, I intend to use the media to eventually force legalization of field medical devices." 

    Without expression, Robyn looked around the table in a studying manner, then said to me, "You're 'Mr. Unavailable-to-the-press', right? Yet somehow I was allowed --no, 'invited' --into your world and allowed to film your flitter at work twice in one week." 

    Gesturing at the field screen, she continued in a tense tone, "And now, this. Am I supposed to think this is some kind of divine coincidence?" Raising a hand to stall Steph's response, I snapped at Robyn, "Get real, lady. Nobody called you. You came into my yard --very uninvited --sniffing around for a story. Your legs and looks got you inside my world to a degree." As she opened her mouth to speak, I added, "Now you've got a chance at another story through Steph. She wouldn't be talking to you at all if you weren't reasonably competent, but don't think for even a minute that some other reporter couldn't fill the job just as well." 

    Turning to Steph, I said, "She shouldn't have been able to overlook or ignore the fact that she came here on her own. That tells me she may not be able to see other little things along the line or remain objective at all times. If you sign her on, be prepared to check her work." With that, I got up and took my coffee into the living room to check my email. Conjuring a field screen, I tapped a few blatantly obvious spam messages into oblivion, then opened a message from Elsa Brinkley as I felt and heard Robyn come to a halt behind the sofa chair. 

    "Yes?" I asked. 

    Robyn answered, "I... uh, I didn't mean to piss you off in there. You're right, I managed to get here on my own." 

    Elsa's message read: 'Subject: island painter. You said: Gauguin's 'Mahana No Atua' comes to mind. I say (in awe): God, you are good! (bet you hear that from all the ladies) That's exactly the one I was looking for. Damn, I'm impressed. If we ever play Trivial Pursuit, I claim you for my team.' 

    I typed back: 'You're too kind, milady. :)' and hit the 'send' button. 

    "Well," said Robyn, walking around my chair to the couch, "She seems to think a lot of you. Is she a girlfriend?" 

    "She's a girl and a friend, but she's married and lives in Pennsylvania. For some reason, she thought I might know who painted a picture of brown people on a beach around the beginning of the 20th century. As it happened, I did know." 

    Grinning, Robyn laughed, "'As it happened', huh?" Meeting her gaze, I said flatly, "Yeah. As it happened." 

    "Why would she think you'd know something like that?" 

    "I guess you'd have to ask her." 

    Sitting down, Robyn said, "Your rap sheet says you quit high school in the tenth grade." 

    Tapping up another message, I said, "Yup." 

    "And you just happened to know that particular painting?" 

    "Yup. Weren't you in a conference with Steph?" 

    "She told me to think about it and disappeared." Hmm. I hadn't felt Steph's presence leave the house. In fact, it felt to me as if she'd joined us in the living room. 

    As I filed the message, I asked, "What did you think of her offer?" Robyn sighed and leaned back. "Why does she want me, Ed? Why not someone with more experience? Maybe with some experience outside the US?" 

    "You'd have to ask Steph." 

    "You know her pretty well. I'm asking you." 

    Looking up from the field screen, I said, "You'll do and you're here. We're going to set up a few clinics in some nasty areas of the world. You'd take notes and pictures and send out progress reports and stories about what's going on." 

    Sighing, I zapped the screen out of existence and said, "I'm a writer, Robyn. I could do the job as a stringer for some paper. No biggie. All I'd have to do is..." 

    "I know," she interrupted, "Write it up and send it in. So why is she trying to recruit me?" 

    "Trying?" I shook my head. "Nope. She's just making an offer to someone who already holds a press card in a media job. As far as I know, Steph would only supply transportation, room, board, and stuff to write about. Someone else would pay you." 

    After a short pause, Robyn asked, "What's your interest in all this, Ed? 

What will you get out of it?" 

    Standing up, I said, "I may tell you that if you sign on with Steph. Until then, you don't need to know. Let's go see about some food." Robyn detoured through the kitchen to get her backpack, then met me by the door. I had the flitter drop us off in the parking lot of the new IHOP that had taken over the old Country Kitchen building on US19. 

    We stepped to the pavement on the side of the flitter away from the IHOP

and walked between two SUV's. When the flitter lifted away, we strolled across the lot to the front doors without attracting any attention other than some male interest as Robyn passed through the dining room. 

    I'd have preferred a buffet, but buffet breakfasts are kind of a weekend-only thing with restaurants in Spring Hill. Robyn said she'd already had breakfast and settled for coffee and apple pie. I went for an eggs and bacon special and coffee. 

    The pie and coffee arrived immediately, but I had to wait for my food. Robyn seemed to think she had to wait, too, so I told her to dig in. She forked up the tip of the pie slice, but put the fork down after that bite and continued waiting. 

    "So," she began after a time, "My legs and looks got me inside your world, huh?" 

    Nodding, I replied, "Yup." 

    "Nothing else about me?" 

    "I wasn't interested in your journalistic skills and I didn't know anything else about you." 

    "What about now, after having seen my work?" Shrugging, I answered, "You did pretty well with the boat story, but like I said, I don't need a journalist." 

    With a hard, flat stare, Robyn asked, "Does Stephanie's offer hinge on my relationship --or lack of one --with you?" 

    Shaking my head slightly, I said, "No, it doesn't." 

    "You'll just look elsewhere, huh?" 

    "You got it." 

    "So any reasonably attractive woman would do?" Setting my coffee down somewhat firmly, I said, "If that were the only qualification, I'd have had one when you showed up. There's never been a shortage of reasonably attractive women who'd prefer being housepets to working for a living." 

    My breakfast arrived, delaying whatever else she might have wanted to ask or say. I salted and peppered and dug in, expecting Robyn to continue her irritating line of questions, but she didn't. As I took a bite of egg, she remained silent and forked up another bit of pie. 

    "For your information, Robyn," I said, "From the moment I saw you, I liked everything about you. Your legs, certainly, but then I saw your face. You're gorgeous and you have truly wonderful eyes. And then you spoke, and damned if you didn't have a soft, husky voice that just kind of reached into my ears and massaged something for me." 

    Robyn blushed softly as I took another bite of egg. She didn't look at me as she forked up another bit of pie. 

    "Most women," I continued, "Have only one or two physical aspects that I may find appealing. Eyes. Legs. Hair. Face. Neck and shoulders. Like that. Almost never their voices. I guess that's why a voice like yours gets my attention so well." 

    I took a sip of coffee and shrugged as I added, "But you've got it all, Robyn. Everything about you draws me like a magnet and makes me want to taste every square inch of you. Beyond that, you don't play dumb and you don't seem to scare easily." 

    With a soft snicker, Robyn said in a low, confidential tone, "You forgot to mention my boobs in that inventory." 

    Shrugging again, I took another bite of my eggs and replied, "No, I didn't. I listed the things about women that snag my attention best. Boobs aren't real high on that list." 

    Blinking at me, she asked, "They aren't? Why not?" 

    "I just never picked up that obsession. Maybe it's because I've seen women's chests inflate or deflate with a change of clothes. Or maybe it was because of a girl named Melissa, back when I was fourteen. I was at a swim party. She was one of those beehive-hairdo girls who paraded her goods around the pool, but never got wet. Another girl pushed her into the shallow end of the pool during an argument. The top of Melissa's yellow bathing suit deflated to damned near nothing and turned a really ugly shade of green." Cackling laughter, Robyn asked, "Green?!" 

    "Yup. She'd stuffed her bra with blue Kleenex. Lots of it, apparently. Maybe it wasn't real Kleenex, though, since the color ran all over the place. Probably some bargain brand." 

    I don't know if Robyn heard my last comment. She laughed hard enough to turn heads at nearby tables. 
Chapter Thirty-five

    A few minutes before noon, we were back aboard the flitter. Robyn asked, "These places where you're supposed to help install clinics... Are any of them in the Middle East?" 

    Shrugging, I replied, "Couldn't say." 

    "Won't say." 

    "You haven't signed on yet, Miz Journalist Person." Slumping slightly and giving me a slightly sullen glare, Robyn said, 

"Well, damn, Ed, it's kind of hard to commit to something that'll take me overseas without knowing where I'll be going." 

    "Steph," I said. 

    She appeared on the rear flitter deck as Robyn asked, "What about her?" Steph answered for me, "I'm here," and came to sit on my left as she added, "You'd be going to Africa." 

    Maybe the few yards of distance helped. Robyn whipped around to stare at Steph, but at least she didn't screech or jump out of her seat. 

    "Flitter," I said, "Hover above the house, please. About four thousand feet'll do fine." To Robyn I said, "Time to talk with no distractions. Ask your questions." 

    "Uh... why Africa?" asked Robyn. 

    I chuckled, "My sentiments exactly." 

    Robyn gave me a fisheye look and looked back at Steph, who said, "Because there's a need and western medical authorities have little or no control of medical services in Africa. In short, because my program is possible there and not possible in the western world at this time." 

    "We could have started in Asia, too," I said, "But she's got this... thing... about doing Africa first." 

    Manufacturing a sigh, Steph said, "Tell me you really care where we start, Ed." 

    In a flat tone belying my words, I said, "I really care." Snickering, Robyn said, "Obviously. Why are you going to be part of this, Ed?" 

    Thumbing at Steph, I said, "Steph wants me to help her try to help the world. While I have some serious doubts about how truly effective any of her efforts in Africa will be in the long run, that's all the reason I need." 

    "Doubts? What doubts?" 

    Putting my feet up on the console, I shrugged and replied, "African history's against her. Everyone who's tried to help Africans has pissed away money, resources, effort, and blood. Africa today is just like it was in 1970. A damned nasty place." 

    "Then you're against any and all aid to Africa?" 

    "Nope. Just the free kind. The only areas of Africa that have prospered at all have done so based on manufacturing, trade exports, and cooperative, willing leadership. Not charity." 

    Sipping my coffee, I added, "And I've said all that often enough. She wants to start in Africa, so there it is." 

    Facing Steph, Robyn asked, "How long do I have to decide? When will you start?" 

    "Soon," said Steph. "Very soon. I'd rather not be specific." I said, "Tell her about her PFM." 

    Glancing at me, Robyn asked, "My what?" 

    "PFM," said Steph, popping up a field screen a yard wide. On the screen a blonde woman I'd never seen before picked up a PFM and put it against her left forearm, then said, "PFM attach." The PFM spread out like a slender gauntlet. The woman then demonstrated and discussed its abilities to protect against baton strikes, knives, fire, chemicals, radiation, diseases, and other forms of danger for some ten minutes or so. 

    The scene switched to the same woman --dressed in jeans, sneakers, and a blouse --standing in the doorway of an aircraft. Beyond her, the Earth below looked like a patchwork quilt. 

    She grinningly said, "P-field on" and waved to the camera before turning to step out the door. The camera moved to the doorway and followed her as if it was mounted on someone else. 

    A bright blue field-generated paraglider appeared ahead. The camera jerked, then aimed upward at a matching blue canopy for a moment before again aiming at the woman. 

    Cut. When the woman next appeared, she was much closer to the ground. Her paraglider became a hang glider and for the next couple of minutes we watched her fly it downward to a standing landing in a soccer field. The glider winked out of existence and the woman cheerfully waved at viewers again before joining some people who were apparently enjoying a picnic gathering, then the show stopped. 

    Steph finished her screen exhibition with the matter of contraception due to wearing a PFM. Robyn handled that news well enough; her eyebrows went up and she looked skeptical until Steph described the method. 

    "My God," Robyn breathed, "When my boss finds out about this, he'll ignore everything else and come up with a theory that the contraceptive aspect is part of some dark plan to gradually depopulate the Earth." 

    "A lot of people will think something like that," I said, "But it's crap. Too many religions and so-called 'cultures' are heavily into breeding as many new members as possible." 

    Looking directly at Steph, I added, "Fact is, I think this whole PFM thing could have a big backlash later if a few of the main religions stand against them. Smart people would breed conservatively according to social and financial convenience and safety. Stupid people would breed as always, by religious decree and dogma or social custom to provide farm labor. Smart people could wind up outnumbered by stupid people." 

    Robyn's left eyebrow went up. 

    "You think religious people are stupid?" 

    Shaking my head, I said, "Only fanatics and the ones who breed because they're told to. A generation after PFM's are available to everyone, we could have a serious --and dangerous --overabundance of religious nuts, and most of them would be in the poorest countries and social classes, which would only make things worse." 

    After a moment of studying me, Robyn turned to Steph and asked, "Why do you think he's wrong about that?" 

    Steph replied, "I believe people will opt for personal health and safety, especially people who have never had either." 

    I said, "Two-thirds of the world depends on child labor to herd cattle and sheep and get their crops in and out of the ground. What's going to replace those farmhands, Steph? Instead of paragliders and hang gliders, maybe you could program in some hyper-efficient farm tools?" 

    With an exaggerated sigh, Steph gave me a small smile and said, "Watch the screen." 

    Robyn and I did so and saw a black woman walking in a straight line behind a field tendril that appeared to be gently exploding the dirt a few feet ahead of her. Above her hovered a grey disk that cast circular shade around her. She sprinkled seeds in the tiny, ever-lengthening trench, kicked the loosened dirt over the seeds, and continued walking. 

    Another field-shaded woman followed along with a gallon-sized open-topped container mounted on two wheels that straddled the first woman's work and trickled water on the freshly-planted seeds. 

    "The watering device was a compromise," said Steph. "It gives the user a means to concentrate moisture gathered from the air and allows precise placement of that moisture." 

    Robyn sat back for a moment, then asked, "If you've already begun this project, why do you need Ed?" 

    Steph said, "I haven't begun. That was a simulation." 

    "It's also a helluva good idea," I said, "A lot of home gardeners in the States would go for those programs." 

    "My question stands," said Robyn. "Why Ed?" Swinging my feet off the console, I said, "We're here to discuss your role, not mine." 

    Looking a bit startled at my tone, Robyn asked, "Does that mean you'll be some kind of enforcer?" 

    "No," I said as I stood up, "It just means you should be concerned with what you'll be doing, not what I'll be doing." 

    Having said that, I stuck the handle of my coffee mug in a pants pocket, turned away from the ladies, and dove off the flitter's deck as I whispered, 

"Glider on." 

    My field-generated hang glider snapped into being in transparent default mode and instantly caught air. Robyn's from-the-gut scream sounded behind me and seemed to taper off in a rather questioning tone. 

    "Flitter, put me on your screen for Robyn, please." 

    "Stephanie has already done so, Ed." 

    With a wave at the flitter, I banked sharply to the left and spilled some altitude quickly, then circlingly descended toward my house. There was an easterly wind, so I had to land on Chase Street, flaring slightly to slow down near my corner. I turned off my kite and dropped a foot or so to the ground, then walked up to my front door with another wave at the flitter. 
Chapter Thirty-six

    Tiger greeted me in his usual fashion and we went outside to the front porch, where I sat on the bench as he meandered into the yard to select some grass. 

    A dog --perhaps the same one I'd stunned the night before --was trotting along the sidewalk on Northcliffe at the end of the block. The dog saw Tiger and immediately launched itself across all four lanes of Northcliffe. By some miracle none of the traffic flattened the dog and it charged up the slight hill toward Tiger, who'd been keeping an eye and an ear on the situation as he nibbled a blade of grass. 

    The dog was halfway across the yard and accelerating with predatory glee when Tiger turned on his hang glider and yowled. The green, six-foot wide glider popped into being and the dog instantly put on its brakes. It slid on its ass to a wide-eyed stop just beyond the house's barrier field and stood staring in confusion, breathing hard, and trembling for a couple of moments, then it started to bark. 

    Turning his glider off, Tiger sauntered toward the porch, his tail high. The dog instantly lunged at Tiger and made it about three feet before it slammed into the barrier field. 

    As the dog collapsed against the bottom of the field, I grinningly reached to ruffle Tiger's smug little face and pat him. 

    "Elkor's dog-filter works pretty well, doesn't it?" 

    "Yes," he said, "Very good. I will thank Elkor." Standing up, I stunned the dog and went to get some rope from the garage. After tying the dog to the oak tree, I called animal control to come and pick it up. 

    The dog woke up after a while and went nuts trying to escape, so I stunned it again to keep it from hanging itself. When the animal control truck showed up at the corner, I revived the dog so there'd be no awkward questions. A hefty blonde woman got out of the truck and asked me how I'd captured the dog. I said I'd managed to put a rope on it and tied it to the tree. She seemed skeptical as she watched the dog go crazy against the rope. I fed the dog theta waves until it sagged to the ground and fell asleep, then gestured at the woman's noose-on-a-stick and said, "This'd probably be a good time to get that noose on it." 

    "What the hell...?! What's wrong with it?" 

    Walking to the dog and untying the rope from its neck as she slipped her loop over its head, I replied, "Well, ma'am, I guess you could ask a vet about that." 

    When she left with the dog, I looked up and tried to spot the flitter. It was a tiny dot, barely visible against the blue sky. 

    Tiger asked, "Will you go up?" 

    Nodding, I replied, "Yup. Want to come along?" 

    "Yes." He hopped onto the bench and I picked him up, then I said, "board on," and boosted us into the sky. 

    Thirty seconds later we slid aboard the flitter. I cut power to the board field, dropping maybe six inches to the deck as Robyn stared at us. Tiger yowled a happy greeting at the ladies and began regaling them with a tale about his handling of the dog in the yard. 

    Unhooking my coffee from my pocket, I sat down in front of the console and took a sip as Robyn stared at me, then at Tiger, who had parked himself in Steph's lap. 

    "So," I asked Steph, "Is she in or not?" 

    "She's in," said Steph. "Her PFM is on its way. Because you'll be working together in a possibly hostile environment, Robyn's PFM will have the same capabilities as Myra's. I'll let you show her how to use those capabilities." Nodding, I asked, "Is there a schedule yet?" 

    "Yes. I'd like you to meet with Andrew in London on Friday and finalize plans. I've notified Linda and sent a complete briefing to your pad and hers." 

    'Notified Linda?' Hmm. That would seem to mean Linda's fully aboard this operation. 

    Steph's left eyebrow peaked as she regarded my reaction and she added, "We have her full support, Ed. 3rd World is providing the robodocs. I'm providing mobile clinics to house them and barrier field devices. Linda said she'd also help in expediting Robyn's passport. You'll visit 3rd World's Washington office Monday and let them handle it. Robyn's passport should be ready by Thursday." 

    Something flashed through the flitter's exterior field and a PFM settled into Stephanie's hand as I replied, "Okay." 

    Steph handed the PFM to Robyn, who studied it as if it were some kind of priceless artifact as Steph said, "This PFM is yours for the time being." Turning to me, she said, "Andrew and Krista have recruited an African nurse. Part of her purpose will be to act as an intermediary and train locals as assistants." 

    Nodding again, I said, "Good. Is she from the area where you'll put the clinic?" 

    "Not precisely. She was born in a nearby province and lived there until she was fifteen." 

    A six-foot field screen appeared and I found myself looking at a handsome black woman in a white hospital uniform. She looked to be in her forties, stood about five-seven or so, and seemed to be in pretty good condition. Something about her made me say, "She seems to have a lot of character about her. Is she ex-military?" 

    "Yes," said Steph, "British Navy, five years with WHO, and almost a year with Solutions in the seventies." 

    I snorted a laugh. "Well, then, it'll be old home week. Does she know anything about me?" 

    "She's seen your picture and I told her you'd be assisting with this operation." 

    "What's her name?" 

    With a studying look, Steph replied, "Rachel M'toba. She's eager to meet you." 

    'Rachel, huh?' I thought. 'A white name and a black African name. Common there. Maybe due to a missionary or... Oh, hell! African. In her forties. Worked for WHO. Could it be..?' 

    Peering at the woman on the screen for a moment, I asked, "Steph, am I looking at the girl I turned over to WHO when I ran an aid station on the Angolan border?" 

    Steph smiled. "Yes, you are. She eventually became a head nurse. Her daughter is now a gynecologist in Brighton." 

    Cringing inwardly, I remembered when Rachel's newborn daughter had burped in my face and it had been all I could do not to vomit from the odor of used milk. My aversion to infants had driven me to contact WHO to find Rachel a training position with them in order not to have the kid around the clinic. 

    "Uhm," I muttered lamely, "Well, that's great. Things worked out pretty well for her, then." 

    Grinning hugely, Steph said, "Oh, yes, indeed, and you may like to know that she credits you with having rescued her and her daughter and set her on her course in medicine." 

    Oh, wonderful. She'd probably blather on about... 

    "Ed?" asked Robyn, "What's wrong? You don't look too happy about meeting her again." 

    "Ah... No, things will probably be fine, I guess. I just... well, she... uhm... Look, never mind, okay?" 

    With a sharp look, Robyn asked, "Was the daughter yours?" I shook my head. "No, I'd been fixed by then and we didn't have that kind of relationship. She just worked at the clinic." 

    "Then what's the problem?" 

    "There's no problem." 

    "Then why..." 

    "Drop it," I snapped, "It's ancient history." Steph said, "Ed, if there is a problem, I need to know." Sighing, I said, "Look, people, she had the baby while she was working at the clinic. Her boyfriend was dead and she had nowhere else to go, but I can't stand being around infants, so I helped her get a training job with WHO. For me, it was just the best way I could think of to get the baby away from my clinic and make sure Rachel had a decent chance at a life." Chuckling, Robyn said softly, "Oh, my God... And she thinks you're her hero! Oh, Ed, I don't envy you at all right now." 

    "Gee, thanks. Can we all agree that Rachel doesn't need to know any of this? Is there any reason to hurt her feelings after all these years?" Robyn murmured, "Uh, huh. Are you sure that's the real reason you don't want her to know?" 

    I snapped, "Goddamnit, Robyn, I completely rejected her and her baby when she was fifteen. I shipped 'em out to get rid of them and made it look as if I was trying to help her along. How the hell would you feel if you found out something like that after thirty-odd years of believing something else?" Sue, who'd been quiet for quite a while, said, "Robyn, when you've come to know Ed a little better, you'll know that's indeed the real reason." To me, she said firmly, "Agreed, Ed." 

    Steph smiled and echoed, "Agreed," then looked at Robyn, who raised her hands protestingly and mimed zipping her lips as she blurted, "Oh, hell, yes! 

Me, too! Definitely! Agreed!" 

    After some moments of sullenly sipping my coffee, I saw Sue's hand raise and wave to get my attention. 

    When I met her gaze, she said in a wry tone, "In case you hadn't realized it, here's something to remember while you're feeling like a complete heel, Ed. You did help her along. You found her a training position with WHO that turned into a fine career and enabled her to put her daughter through medical school." 

    Nodding vigorously, Robyn said, "Yeah! She's right! What you did created a nurse and a doctor! Not bad, Ed!" 

    Reaching to rest a hand on my shoulder, Steph said, "For whatever reason, you did what you felt you had to do and it would undoubtedly have been the best you could manage at that time and place." 

    With a shrug, I admitted, "Yeah, well, maybe so. The clinic probably wouldn't have lasted beyond the next elections, anyway, and even if it had, she'd never have had a shot at a real education way the hell out in the bush. Chances are she'd have stayed a half-trained medic for years, if not forever, and only if she lived through the fighting or didn't get carried off as a camp slave." Sighing, I said, "You're right as usual, milady. Things could definitely have turned out worse." 
Chapter Thirty-seven

    Robyn suddenly asked Steph, "How is it she was available for this? Didn't she have a job? A husband? Things like that?" 

    "She took an early retirement," said Steph. "Her husband died two years ago." 

    I looked at the picture again. She'd been fifteen, so she'd be in her late forties now. Zooming on her face, I thought, Damn. Not bad for a little old lady. She'd taken good care of herself. 

    "Look at him," said Robyn, as I panned the view and read Rachel's stats, 

"He's wondering what he missed." 

    Glancing at her, I said, "Correction: I'm wondering what's available. She's pretty impressive, y'know. Three languages, two degrees, and the kind of spine it takes to be a head nurse in a downtown hospital. She came up from nothing and raised a doctor. The world needs a few million more like her." Poking the display off, I said, "Not long after she left with the WHO

people, her real brother showed up at the clinic. He gave me a knife he'd made from a file and plumbing parts." 

    Robyn asked, "Do you still have it?" 

    Nodding, I said, "I'll dig it out when we go to the house. He built a local business around making them. Maybe I ought to shine it up and wear it when I meet her." 

    During our conversation, Robyn had been studying the PFM Steph had given her. She'd closely eyed the two-inch by four-inch slab of what appeared to be metal, hefted it a few times, and then sat holding it with occasional glances at it for some minutes as we'd talked. 

    Now she held it up between two fingers and asked, "Uh, what am I supposed to do with this thing?" 

    I couldn't help it. I gave her a long look as if I was biting back a certain kind of reply and watched her face acquire a level of irritation. As she was about to make a reply, I grinningly said, "Just put it on your arm and say 'PFM attach'. It's keyed to you now, so nobody else can use it." Robyn held the PFM on the top of her left forearm and asked, "Here?" 

    "Actually, you can stick it anywhere you want, ma'am." When she glanced up sharply, I added, "Arm, leg, out of sight at the small of the back. Anywhere. Just remember that it has to be able to hear voice commands. Now tell it to attach." 

    For a long couple of moments, Robyn eyed the PFM, then she said softly, 

"PFM attach." 

    As it flattened and spread out to bond to her arm, she tensed up considerably, but made no sound other than a soft hiss of surprise. When it stopped moving, she stared at it for another moment, then tersely asked, "Now what?" 

    I shrugged. "Now nothing, unless you want to go flying. Think you can you step off the edge of the deck with me?" 

    The look on her face told me what she was thinking well before she said, 

"Uh... I don't think so. Not yet, anyway." 

    "Now. Later. No difference, right? Just run off the deck and say

'paraglider on'." 

    Glancing at Steph and Sue, Robyn's grip on her seat tightened a bit as she said, "I think I'd prefer to... uh... be a little closer to the ground the first time." 

    Nodding understandingly, I said, "Ah. You want a bunny slope, huh?" 

    "Well... yes. I don't think I should..." 

    Interrupting her, I said, "This is the bunny slope." Robyn sat silent for a couple of moments before I said in a dismissive tone, "Yeah, well, let me know when you think you're up to it. Flitter, take us to the house, please." 

    We'd barely begun to descend when Robyn snapped, "Okay! All right! If you can do it, so can I!" 

    "Flitter," I said, "I'm sorry for all the confusion, but take us back up, please. Five thousand feet." 

    Getting to her feet quickly, Robyn blurted, "We weren't that high before!" 

    "You think it matters after the first thousand feet? Lemme tell you what's going to happen to you, ma'am. After you get over the initial burst of adrenalin and plain damned fear, you'll realize things are okay, after all. By the time you're on the ground, you'll wish I'd said ten thousand feet." 

    "But... I don't know how to work a parachute! I don't know how to land it!" 

    "Not a parachute; a paraglider. And you don't have to 'work' it. Sue will steer you away from power lines and trees and you'll land as if you jumped off something like a chair. Ready?" 

    In a minor panic, Robyn looked back at Steph and Sue, who simply smiled at her. When she looked at me, I ushered her to the edge of the deck with a grin and a flourish, then turned away from her to stand ready to jump. Feeding her theta waves helped, I think. She might have stepped up beside me without them, but the idea of the exercise was getting her to take that first step, not to see if she actually would. 

    When she joined me at the edge of the deck, I said, "As soon as you're over the side, say 'paraglider on'. Ready?" 

    Robyn nodded. "Yes." 

    "Okay, then. Let's go." 

    I jumped off backwards so I could keep her in sight, continuing her theta waves as I fell. When I called up my green paraglider, Robyn hesitated only a second longer, then jumped. Her glider came on almost before she was clear of the flitter. 

    When I turned off her theta waves, Robyn screamed and thrashed a bit for a few moments, then seemed to subside. 

    At a thousand feet or so, I switched to my green hang glider and circled beneath her once as she descended, then I lined up for another landing in Chase Street. 

    A car turned onto Chase and headed my way, then quickly stopped when the driver saw me coming at him. Nosing up a bit, I hopped the kite over the car and landed behind it. 

    While the driver's view of me was obscured by the kite, I said, "three suit on, glider off," and walked up into my yard toward the house. The driver quickly got out to look behind the car, searched the area for some moments, and then got back in the car. He gave it gas and almost burned rubber leaving the area. 

    Once I was on my porch, I stepped behind the corner of the wall and said, 

"three suit off," then walked into the yard to watch Robyn finish her journey to the ground. 

    She made a standing landing on the swale, but her legs buckled and she ended up on her hands and knees, breathing hard and staring at the ground. Her green paraglider remained above her for another few moments until she stared up at it, then she said, "paraglider off,' and it disappeared. By that time I was near enough to offer her a hand up, but she shook her head, changed to a cross-legged sitting position, and watched her legs tremble as she sighed, "No, not yet." 

    Eyeing her lovely legs, I sat down beside her and asked, "So, milady, how was it for you?" with a big grin. 

    Robyn gave me a saucer-eyed 'Are you nuts?' sort of stare, then bit her lip and admitted, "It was... scary as hell at first, then... it was exhilarating!" 

    "Wanna do it again? I'll call the flitter down and..." Her hand locked onto my shirt sleeve and she yelped, "No! Not yet! Jesus, Ed! Let me get over the first time, okay?" 

    Stiffening slightly, she started uncrossing her legs and said, "Oh, damn. Help me up. Quick. Is the house unlocked?" 

    Getting to my feet and giving her a hand up, I said, "Yup," as we hurried toward the front door. 

    Robyn headed for the bathroom as I went to the kitchen. A few moments later, the front door opened and Tiger, Steph, and Sue came into the house. Tiger looked down the hall toward the bathroom and asked, "Did she make water like me?" 

    "No, but I believe she may be making water now. People just aren't as quick as cats about some things, you know." 

    Tiger rather solemnly agreed, "No, they aren't," then he jumped onto the kitchen table so that both ladies could pet him at once. I made a fresh coffee and joined them at the table as Tiger wondered aloud why Robyn was taking so long in the bathroom. 

    Recycling my previous comment, I said, "People just aren't always as quick as cats about some things, Tiger." 

    A few minutes later, Robyn came striding through the hallway at her usual march step, looking as if she'd gotten a handle on things. She stopped at the kitchen doorway and met our gazes for a moment, then moved to the fridge as she asked, "Mind if I get myself a can of tea?" 

    "Nope. Grab a beer if you want." 

    Reaching into the fridge, she replied, "Just tea, I think. I'd like to take you up on that offer to jump again, Ed. When could we go back up?" 

    "Whenever you're ready." 

    Nodding firmly, she said, "Good," and sat down at the table. After a long swig of tea, she reached to pet Tiger and rub his chin as she asked, "Could I see that African knife first?" 

    Standing up, I said, "No problem. Back in a minute." 
Chapter Thirty-eight

    I retrieved the knife from a cardboard box on the topmost shelf in the garage. The clear plastic newspaper bag that I'd put over the knife and sheath about twenty years ago had become brittle with age, cracking and splitting instead of flexing. 

    When I reached the kitchen, I flicked open my belt knife and slit open the side of the newspaper bag, removed the knife, and tossed the bag in the trash before setting the knife on the table. 

    Robyn untied the leather cord that kept the knife in the sheath and drew the knife out, hefting it speculatively as she studied it from end to end. Tiger gave it a sniff and seemed more interested in the sheath. The high-carbon steel blade had come from a worn-out 12-inch rasp. It had been hand-ground to a pointed tip and a double edge, then polished. The brass crossguard was a modified large faucet handle, the pommel appeared to be a brass pipe-cap, and the handle of the knife was hard wood that had been carved and stained black with boot polish. 

    Taking the knife from Robyn, I rapped the flat of the blade on the table, listening for vibrations that would indicate loosened fittings. There were none. I handed the knife back to Robyn. 

    She asked, "What are these carvings on the handle?" I looked at the twisting patterns for the first time in years and said, 

"Just a way to give a better grip, as far as I know." Tiny smudges of rust had formed on parts of the blade. I reached for a paper towel to rub the spots and discovered a slight roughness where the rust had been. 

    Sue reached for the knife, smilingly wrapped her hand around the hilt of the blade, and slowly drew it to the tip. She then handed the knife back to me. 

    Scraping my thumbnail over the area I'd wiped with the paper towel, I found it was absolutely smooth. 

    "Thanks, milady. You do good work." 

    I set the knife on the table and said to Robyn, "If you pick it up, don't touch the blade. I'll be right back," then returned to the garage for a can of Thermo-Seal clear spray that I use on my other tools. 

    Spreading newspapers on the kitchen counter, I gave the blade and brass crossguard a couple of coats of the clear spray and stood the knife upright on its flat pommel to dry. 

    The leather sheath was pretty dried out, so I got a small paintbrush and the baby oil I use on my boots and painted oil on the sheath until the oil stopped soaking into the leather. 

    To remove excess oil, I set the sheath on a couple of folded paper towels on the newspaper near the knife and leaned on the counter as I watched them draw oil into themselves. 

    Eyeing the knife for a time, then looking at Steph, Sue, and Tiger, Robyn eventually turned to me and said, "Africa. Flitters. Hang gliding. Talking cats. What's next, Ed?" 

    I shrugged. "Whatever comes up next, as usual. What were your plans for the weekend?" 

    Snorting a laugh, she said, "I was supposed go shopping with Lynn tomorrow. I guess that's off now. Damn. I hadn't realized how close she'd gotten. Oh, guess what? There was a folder in her desk; a copy of the one in records. It was all about you, Ed, and there were notes about your comings and goings and who came to visit you." 

    "Not surprising. Were they her notes or someone else's?" 

    "Both. I had a look through it last night before the cops showed up. I found out who's been watching you for her. He's a private eye from Port Richey. Robert Lowry." 

    She sipped her tea and looked at me thoughtfully for a moment, then said, 

"You know, I kind of expected you to ask me about my visit to the jail this morning, but you haven't. Why's that?" 

    "Because --assuming you were allowed to see her at all --chances are excellent that Lynn would either have lied to you or wouldn't have told you a damned thing. I'd rather hear about what else was found in her desk." Looking as if I'd reminded her of something, Robyn grinningly said, "Oh! 

Funny you should ask! A couple of deputies and the FBI served a warrant and cleaned it out last night. I barely had time to get back to my own desk before they walked in. Tom and I were questioned at the office and may be called in for more of the same." 

    Hm. Questioned at the office, not taken to the station. That had to mean that the cops already knew they weren't involved or that they'd be under surveillance for a while, in which case either someone was currently having a shit-fit about one missing Robyn or they knew exactly where she was. I didn't wonder why I hadn't been informed of any efforts at surveillance. 3rd World would let the locals and feds handle that and neither would have seen any reason to let me know. 

    PFM's weren't secret. Nothing Robyn had seen or heard so far was truly secret. The matter of setting up robodocs in some of the toilet countries had been leaked months ago to generate a stir in the medical community and prepare the news media for future press releases. 

    Was Robyn a One Earther, too? I decided that it didn't matter, really. She'd have no access to info that didn't have to do with robodocs in Africa and she'd be working for us instead of against us in order to maintain her cover. 

    "Back in a minute," I said, and headed for the bathroom. After taking a leak, I keyed my implant as I washed up. "Sue." 

    She answered, "Yes, Ed," without appearing. 

    "When Robyn is aboard, the flitter will operate at half capacity. Remind me if I forget." 

    Snickering, she replied, "Okay. Mind if I ask why?" 

    "General principles. Always keep something in reserve. Is Robyn under surveillance?" 

    "Yes, she is. So is Tom Arkin." 

    "Did they let her visit with Lynn this morning?" 

    "No." 

    "I didn't think so. Let me know when they do, please. They'll have a reason for doing so. Have a probe record the event." 

    "That would be..." 

    I finished for her with, "That would be inadmissible in court and it's likely both of them would expect to be recorded by the cops, so they wouldn't say much anyway, but can you do it?" 

    "Yes." 

    "Thanks, milady. We'll be watching for hand signals, apparently random eye movement or blinking, finger tapping, rhythmic fidgeting, odd items pulled from hair or elsewhere, and like that. Monitor them from head to toe, please." 

    "Okay. What are your plans for her today?" 

    "I'm going to tell her to get with Arkin and clear a couple of weeks in the field so she'll have a good reason to check in at the office and show off her PFM." 

    When I returned to the table, I said to Robyn, "You'll need at least a couple of weeks or so for this gig. Get with Arkin and let him know you'll be out of the office for a while. Don't worry too much about cameras and film. Sue and the flitter can record the big stuff for you." Robyn's eyebrow went up. "Well, thanks, but I prefer to use my own camera when possible." 

    Shrugging, I said, "Okay, you can recharge the batteries on the flitter. How many tapes will you need for two weeks of daily activity? Three or four tapes a day, I'd guess. Will Arkin spring for a digital camera and a fat pile of memory sticks?" 

    Shaking her head, Robyn replied, "Not likely. He'll have a hard enough time explaining to the bean counters why he's paying me to be anywhere but my desk." 

    I checked the knife blade to see if the spray had completely dried, then wrapped the knife in a paper towel and laid it on top of the plastic flour canister. 

    The paper towels under the sheath had stained for perhaps an inch all around it. I pulled a couple of new towels to wrap around the sheath, trashed the old ones, and began flexing the leather to renew it a bit. Soon the new towels were also damp with oil. I replaced them and continued flexing the sheath until another set of towels remained relatively dry, then set the towel-wrapped sheath on the stone windowsill to continue drying. Robyn scooted her chair back and stood up, then came to stand beside me at the sink as she said, "You've been awful quiet for some time, Ed. What's on your mind?" 

    Instead of answering her question, I asked, "Can you get things fixed with Arkin and get back here this afternoon with enough clothes for a weekend? I'm thinking about doing some partying before this robodoc thing gets underway." 

    "What do you mean by partying?" 

    "Music, booze, all that. A couple of nights of clubbing." 

    "Clubbing where? Ybor City isn't that far away." Sighing, I said, "Always with the questions. Never mind." Slugging down the last of my coffee, I added, "Show up Monday morning at nine, ready for two weeks on the road." 

    Rinsing my cup gave me something to do while she thought about things. As I put it upside down in the rack to dry, Robyn spoke in a rather irritated tone. 

    "I probably wouldn't mind hitting a few clubs if I knew where we were going. Why won't you tell me?" 

    I met her gaze. "Because I don't know yet. Wherever comes to mind when I'm ready to go. It's more fun that way. It keeps me from going to the same old places all the time." 

    "Can you at least give me a hint? North? South? East? West? How far in which direction?" 

    With a deep, very deliberate sigh, I said, "Let's see... You'll buy a passport and run off with me to some godforsaken patch of nowhere, but you won't go clubbing? Hey, just forget it, lady, okay? See you Monday." Steph laughed softly and Sue snickered. Robyn glanced sharply at them, then turned back to me. 

    "What the hell is this really about? Some kind of test?" 

    "No test," I said, "They were laughing at my stage performance, not yours." 

    Sue made a grimace of fake discomfort and said, "Well, actually... No, Ed. We were laughing at both of you." She turned to Steph and asked, "Shall we go now?" 

    Steph smiled and replied brightly, "Oh, yes! Good idea!" and they vanished. 

    Tiger stood up on the table, his tail switching in a disturbed manner as he said, "They didn't say goodbye." 

    Both ladies reappeared, patted Tiger and said, "Goodbye, Tiger," then disappeared again as Tiger yowled, "Goodbye!" 

    Robyn stood staring at the empty chairs for a moment, then she turned to me and asked, "How do you get used to that?" 

    She grabbed her blue backpack from the floor by the table and slung it on her left shoulder, then marched to the front door. With a hand on the knob, she turned to look at me rather studiously for a couple of beats, then asked, 

"Do you at least have some idea when you're leaving?" Shrugging, I said, "Nope. No idea, ma'am. But if you're here around dinnertime, I'll take you out and feed you." 

    After another long look, Robyn said, "We'll see. Goodbye, Tiger." She opened the door and went out as he returned her farewell. She didn't quite slam the door. 
Chapter Thirty-nine

    I watched Robyn march to her car, her marvelous legs flexing and flashing in the sun and her hair flowing behind her in the breeze. She looked over the roof of the car at the kitchen window before she got in and started the engine. 

    As soon as her car had turned the corner toward Deltona, I patted Tiger, called up my three suit, and stepped outside to follow her on my board. We ended up at the Tampa Times building, as expected, and I followed her up to Tom Arkin's office. I felt Sue's silent presence join me in the room as Robyn outlined her morning and showed Arkin the PFM on her arm, then told him about robodocs, the clinic program, and the reasons for it. His response was, "You're shittin' me! They're illegal here?! In God's name, why?! That doesn't make any sense!" 

    Arkin immediately made a phone call to someone named Morris in the news service's Washington, DC offices and demanded that Morris either confirm or deny the allegation. 

    Whatever Morris said set Arkin off again. He ranted and railed for a time, then composed himself and added, "Sorry I pitched a fit. Thanks, Bob," and hung up. 

    Drumming his pen on the edge of his desk, Arkin muttered, "I can't fucking believe it. It's true! We're being screwed out of those things by our own medical system!" 

    "And the insurance industry," said Robyn, holding her arm up and tapping the PFM, "They aren't fond of these, either." 

    Leaning back in his chair, Arkin waved his pen dramatically and said, 

"Sure. Two weeks. Three weeks. Just get me what I need to rip the goddamned lid off this thing." 

    "Do you really think the company will let you publish..." 

    "If it comes to that, to hell with the company. This is bigger than the company. Other than the goddamned war in Iraq, this is the first real news we've had all year." 

    Leaning forward and placing his hands flat on his blotter, he added, "I'll get the stuff published somewhere, Robyn. It may have to be some English-speaking outfit in India or South Africa, but I can damned well get it published. Only thing is, we may not be able to get jobs anywhere but India or South fucking Africa once the story breaks." 

    Robyn's reply was, "You know, Tom, only about one percent of all newspeople pull down the big bucks. There's only so much room at the big tables and a lot of people are fighting for those seats. I'm not twenty-something anymore. Chances are that if I was going to climb above doing local news, I'd be with a major TV outfit already." 

    "I hear ya," sighed Arkin. "Same here. I'm the head frog in this pond, but I'm forty-eight now and I can't see me running a studio at WNN before my career's over." 

    They talked some more, but their talk was mostly geared toward mutual reassurances that they really wanted to run with the robodoc story in the face of likely firings and blacklistings. 

    Half an hour later, Arkin stuck his hand across the desk to Robyn and said, "So, we do it, no matter what happens." 

    Robyn shook his hand and nodded firmly. "Yes. We do it." After a pause, she asked, "Now, what about Lynn?" 

    He snapped back, "Fuck Lynn. She was history the minute she drugged that guy's drink. She's got the cops thinking we might be One Earth members, would you believe it? Let 'em look; there's nothing to find." With a short laugh, Robyn said, "That's what Ed said, too, about the idea he's an Amaran. He said his gradeschool records would come back to bite you." 

    "Records can be faked." 

    "I think he's telling the truth, Tom. You haven't seen him up close. This guy's been around, you know? Look what we found out about what he did during the seventies and eighties. He was a perfect candidate for guarding an Amaran." 

    "That info came from questionable sources." 

    Laughing again, Robyn chuckled, "Yeah, right. How come they're only questionable when they aren't telling you what you want to hear? C'mon, you were just dying to make a splash of some kind and you got wind of him. Well, now we have a bigger story, and you really don't want to risk a lack of credibility at this stage of the game, do you?" 

    Arkin grudgingly agreed that I was the lesser of possible stories and after another few minutes of talk, their meeting broke up and Robyn headed to her desk. She consolidated some things in drawers that locked with a hasp and padlock and put some other stuff in her backpack, then headed downstairs. A woman in accounting called Arkin for authorization, then issued Robyn a two thousand dollar check for expenses. Robyn's final stop in the building was a storeroom, where she signed for two camera batteries, a standalone flash unit, and a case of tapes. One of the supply guys offered to take the stuff to her car and she carried only the check as she walked with him. Her next stop was the company's bank, where she converted all but a few hundred dollars from the check to traveler's checks in varying denominations. At her apartment, she called some people and told them she'd be out of town for a few weeks, made herself a sandwich, and sat nibbling on it as she stared at her open closet. 

    When the sandwich was gone, she got up and took a single sheet of typing paper off a stack by her printer, folded it four times and stuck it into her bra with some money, then grabbed her backpack and left the apartment. She stopped at a shoe store and browsed a while, eventually settling on a pair of sturdy-looking sneakers. At the cash register, she took the folded paper and money out of her bra, paid for the sneaks, and put the money back in her bra. 

    The typing paper remained by the register when she left the store. I followed Robyn out to the sidewalk, then turned and watched through the window as the clerk unfolded the paper below the counter, refolded it, and put it in her pocket. 

    Keying my implant, I asked, "Sue, would you be so kind as to send a playback of that paper drop to Linda?" 

    "No problem. What do you think it means?" 

    "Infer, milady. Something about the paper must have meaning to someone. Maybe the number of folds or the type of paper. Maybe the fact that she kept it with money or that she pulled it out of her bra instead of her purse or pocket. Maybe it meant 'all okay', or 'out of town for a while', or 'need to meet', or 'shoot this messenger', or 'I really hate anchovies'." Sue snickered, "What do you think it meant?" 

    "Oh, no. Huh-uh, ma'am, I don't guess at things like that. Robyn's firing up her car. Someone will have to watch and tail the clerk while I tag Robyn. Guess that's you, O multitasking creature of beauty and magic." Sighing, Sue laughed, "Yeah, yeah. All that." 

    "Cynic," I replied, "Board on," and lifted to follow Robyn's car as it left the parking lot. 

    "By the way," she said, "Were you serious about adding a month to my time?" 

    "Yes'm, I was, but Robyn's hurt feelings seem a little less important right now, don't they?" 

    "It appears so, but we still don't know who she contacted with the paper and the issue seemed valid at the time." 

    "True enough. Well, forget the month, then, but remember the reason. Good enough?" 

    "Okay. Thanks, Ed." 

    "Nah. Thank you, Sue. Having you around has been fun." Robyn's car turned into a shopping center. I hovered and watched her walk toward a department store, then nosed down to a landing on the sidewalk and watched her approach. 

    Hmm. If she went into one of those tiny changing booths, I could forget about monitoring her actions. She could leave notes in clothes she put back on racks or tuck a note somewhere in the booth itself. Sue would have to use a probe in the booth. 

    Inside the store, Robyn stood looking around for a short time, then headed for the sporting goods department, where she rather quickly selected a jungle camouflage hat, one of those multi-tool folding knives with a fabric belt pouch, and six little canisters of water purification tablets. She took the items to the sports department register and used a credit card to purchase them, then left the store and headed back to her car. As soon as I reached the sidewalk, I called up my board and lifted to hover above her. Robyn stopped abruptly about halfway to her car and quickly looked around, then continued scanning the parking lot until she was facing south. Muttering a heartfelt, "Oh, shit!" she resumed marching to her car with a bit more speed in her steps as a blue sedan headed up the main row of cars. Quickly getting into her car, Robyn reclined her seat until she was lying almost flat and lay unmoving. The blue sedan's driver seemed to be heading for a parking slot farther up the line. He passed Robyn's car and swung a little wide to make the turn and park, but then he stopped and looked back. Reversing direction, he let his car drift back until he was directly behind Robyn's car and studied it for a moment, then got out and walked over to tap on the trunk as he waved at Robyn through the rear windshield. 
Chapter Forty

    Robyn somehow seemed to sag slightly in disappointment, then she sighed and sat up. She rolled her window down and said rather flatly, "Rick, you're blocking my car." 

    Standing beside her door and leaning on the car in the next slot, Rick said, "I'll move it. I just want to talk to you first." 

    "But I don't want to talk to you, so move your damned car." Rick shook his head. "After we talk. I love you, Robyn. I can't let you go like this." 

    With an exasperated sigh, Robyn replied, "Listen to yourself. 'You can't let me go like this'. Why? Because it has to be your idea? It's over, Rick. Now move your goddamned car." 

    Shaking his head again, he said, "Not until you talk to me." 

    'Yeah, right,' I thought. Robyn rolled up her window, slapped her door lock, and started her car. Rick gave her a 'Well, that wasn't real bright' 

roll of his eyes and grinned slightly. 

    Robyn turned on her air-conditioning and looked through a CD wallet for a moment, then put one of the CDs in the dash player and poked the volume button. 

    Vivaldi's 'Four Seasons' powered out of the car's speakers at a volume more appropriate for hard rock. Robyn reached into her backpack and took out a bottle of water, popped the top up, and sipped it, then pretended to notice that Rick was still out there. She looked at him very questioningly, as if to ask, 'Are you still here?', then leaned her seat back and closed her eyes. Her actions told me that she either didn't feel as if she was in any particular danger or wasn't about to show fear in front of Rick. I wondered about that as I watched his reaction. 

    Rick continued leaning on the car, but his look of irritation soon became an outright glare. He didn't move for some moments as he eyed what he could see of her through the window, then he levered himself off the car and ringingly banged his fist on the roof of Robyn's car. 

    Robyn startled hard and her eyes flew open, then they narrowed into a hard glare that matched his. She reached into her backpack again, this time producing her cell phone, then turned the music down and rolled her window down an inch as she thumbed the 'talk' button on the phone. In a sharp tone, she said, "Nine-one-one, Rick. You have ten seconds to get the hell away from me, then I call the cops." 

    For a moment, Rick looked as if he'd flash into rage, then his expression changed to one of supplication as he went into a sort of 'wag tail and whine' 

hurt-puppy mode. 

    "Awww, Robyn! I'm sorry! I just want to talk to you! You don't have to be like this! Come on, Robyn!" 

    She made a show of dialing the first number. Her finger descended to poke the '9' button, then she looked back at him and said, "Goodbye, Rick." 

    "But... Look, it'll only take a minute! All I want..." Robyn's finger descended on the '1' button. She turned an implacable gaze on Rick and held her finger ready to descend one last time. In a firm tone that matched her expression, she raised her left hand to give him a little 'bye-bye' wave as she insisted, "Goodbye, Rick." Rick gathered himself upright and said, "We meant too much to each other. You won't do it." 

    Robyn's gaze narrowed even further as she pressed the '1' button again. Rick stood steaming for a second, then yelled, "Bitch!" and angrily stalked to his car. He started it, yanked it into gear, and powered up the line of cars, apparently no longer interested in shopping. 

    As Rick waited for a break in traffic on US19, Robyn closed her phone and laid it on the seat with a trembling hand. Noting the tremble, she clasped her hands together for a time and sat straight, then sighed deeply and reached to turn off the music. 

    After a few moments, she opened the door and got out on shaky legs, leaned against the car, and muttered, "You sorry son of a bitch!" There were tears, but they were shed quietly and she dabbed them away as quickly as they appeared. For maybe five minutes Robyn leaned on her car, then she got back in, put it in gear, and backed out of the parking slot. I stayed generally above her car as she headed for the southern lot exit on Forest Oaks Boulevard and turned to try to catch the left-turn light at US19. She didn't. It turned yellow when she was still a block away. As I hovered there, I looked around for blue cars. It didn't seem to me that Rick had truly given up. He wasn't the type. 

    Sure enough, a blue car like Rick's sat in the bank parking lot across the highway. I flitted over there and saw Rick watching Robyn's car intently. When the light changed and Robyn headed north on US19, Rick quickly steered his car out of the bank lot and onto the highway to follow her. I moved ahead to stick with Robyn. 

    She turned on Northcliffe and headed east. Rick slipped his car from behind a truck and made the turn a few seconds later. When Robyn turned onto Commodore, I headed for the house and landed in the back yard, then let myself in the back door and hurried to the front door. 

    Tiger trotted toward me from the kitchen. I told him to go back to the kitchen and stay away from the door because there might be trouble. He said, 

"Okay," and hopped onto the table. 

    Robyn was getting out of her car as I opened the front door. As she marched up to the house, Rick's car slid to a stop on the swale, partially blocking my driveway. He got out and hurried around the car, then jogged up the driveway toward her. 

    As she reached the porch, Robyn exclaimed, "Ed!" and I stepped out and held the screen door open for her, then closed it behind her and turned to face Rick, who stopped a few feet from the porch and stood glaring at us. Glancing back at Robyn, I asked, "Who's your friend?" 

    "He's not my friend. He's my very 'ex' boyfriend." Nodding, I returned my attention to Rick, who asked, "Who are you?" I replied, "You're blocking my driveway." 

    "I'll move it in a minute. I just need to talk to Robyn." When I looked at Robyn, she shook her head tersely and said, "Rick, I'll call the cops again." 

    Turning to Rick, I said, "Guess not, guy. Hit the road." His gaze narrowed to a glare. Rick took a step toward me and snapped, "I asked who you are!" 

    "Just get your ass in gear. Bye. See ya." 

    Stepping to within a yard of me, he yelled, "She's my girlfriend! I have a right to see her!" 

    "All you have is a right to get off my property." I tapped the screen door with a knuckle and said, "Robyn, pass your cell phone out to me." The screen door opened and she handed me her phone. I flicked it open and dialed as I said, "It's the Sheriff's non-emergency number. 754-6850. Should I call 911 instead?" 

    Rick stood glaring for a moment, then spun and marched back toward his car. I followed him as the operator answered, told me the call was recorded, and asked the nature of my call. 

    "Well," I said, "A lady in my house is having an ex-boyfriend problem. I think calling you was enough for him, 'cause he's leaving now. Sorry to have bothered you." 

    As Rick got into his car and started it, the lady bear asked, "Are you sure the problem is over?" 

    Rick slammed his car into gear and left black marks on my driveway as he gave it the gas and did a U-turn in the street. He stopped for the stop sign at Northcliffe, then left rubber again as he headed back toward US19. 

    "It is for now," I said, "He seems pretty pissed, so he may come back later, but we won't know unless or until he does. Thanks, anyway." 

    "Okay, then. Call if you need us. Goodbye." 

    I thumbed off the phone and continued to pretend to talk to the operator as I asked, "Sue, do you think he'll be back?" 

    Sue answered, "I don't know, Ed." 

    "I do. Would you send his police record to my pad, please?" 

    "Done." 

    "Thank you. You're pretty handy with stuff like that, y'know." With a wry sigh, she said, "Yes, I know. Thank you so much." 

    "Well, I'm so sorry, ma'am. I take every opportunity to let you know how highly I think of you, that's all. Now I'm all hurt and dejected because you mocked my compliment." 

    I could hear the laugh in her voice as she replied, "Oh, boo-hoo, mister! 

I said 'thank you', didn't I?" 

    Sighing, I answered, "Yeah, you did," as I headed back to the house. Robyn opened the screen door and I handed her phone to her as I went inside. 

    "Did you really call the Sheriff's office?" 

    Heading for the kitchen, I answered, "Yup." 

    "What did you tell them?" she asked. 

    "That he left." 

    Tiger was on his feet and pacing, having apparently waited rather impatiently for his chance to greet Robyn. He yowled, "Hello, Robyn!" and craned toward her as she approached. 

    Robyn answered his greeting and petted him, then set her bag by the table and sat down as she said, "I suppose you want to know what all that was about." 

    Glancing at her, I said, "Oh, let's see if that's really necessary. You left, but he can't --or won't --get over it, right? Did he ever get violent with you?" 

    "He broke a few things, but he never hit me." 

    "Your things or his things?" 

    "Our things. Stuff we'd bought together, like a glass bowl on the coffee table." She laughed wryly and added, "He broke the coffee table, too. Kicked it and stomped on it." 

    "Cute. Let me show you something." I took a kitchen knife from the rack and said, "Five suit on," then dragged the blade over the palm of my hand. 

Chapter Forty-one

    Robyn came halfway out of her chair, staring at my hand. 

    "I call mine a 'five suit'," I said. "Yours is called a protective field or 'p-field'. Just say 'p-field on', then try to cut yourself." Putting the knife on the table for her, I said, "five suit off" and went back to making my coffee. I heard her pick up the knife, then say 'p-field on' 

a few moments later. 

    By the time I was stirring my coffee, Robyn was making soft noises of amazement. I wet my fingers and flicked some water on her. Robyn saw the motion and squeaked and recoiled, then saw the water droplets slide off her field to the chair and floor. 

    Using a paper towel, I knelt by her to blot up the water and got a very close-up view of her legs as I told her to lift her butt a bit and blotted the chair. 

    "You just did that so you'd have an excuse to get down by my legs, didn't you?" 

    Grinning up at her, I replied, "No, but sometimes I just get lucky. Now you know what happens when stuff hits your field. It'll stop hard radiation, turn small caliber pistol ammo up to 9mm, and you're fireproof to well above three thousand degrees while it's on." 

    Robyn digested that bit of news as I trashed the paper towel and sat down across from her. She tried to poke her hand a few times and marveled at the way the field stopped the blade about a quarter-inch from her skin. 

    "That is SO cool!" she said, then she looked at my arms and asked, 

"Where's your PFM?" 

    "Out of sight. If you wear your PFM where people can see it, they ask too many questions." 

    Looking properly enlightened, she nodded and returned her attention to her own PFM. 

    "It's plain, but it's pretty," she said, then she peered at my face and asked, "Did you have your field on when you fought those guys at the beach? Or just now, with Rick?" 

    Shaking my head, I said, "Nope. I save it for special occasions; if one of them had pulled a gun, for instance. If you want to really see it work, go stand in the shower. It's kind of neat the first few times." She eyed the PFM another moment, then said, "Stephanie said it acts as a contraceptive. That there's no choice about that. Is that true?" 

    "Of course it is. That's the main reason you can't just run out and buy one in the good ol' land of the free and the home of the brave. A Senator told some old fart Baptist preacher in Alabama about them. The preacher yapped at some church groups and they got a court order to prevent PFM sales pending a hearing and a court decision. For now, only 3rd World personnel, a few testers in the militaries, and some government types have them. She can't even sell them to cops." 

    "But... Couldn't an American buy one in another country?" 

    "Sure, but remember the flap over RU-486? Remember women being busted at the airports for bringing it into the US? There's some legislation oozing through the government's digestive tract right now to try to make it like that for PFMs." 

    Looking at her PFM, Robyn asked, "Can I be arrested for having this one?" 

    "Not yet, and not after Monday, in any case. You'll sign some forms to become a freelance media liaison for 3rd World and you'll be exempt." Gesturing at her PFM, I added, "Besides, damned few people know what they are yet. Most people think they're just jewelry." 

    Tiger stood up and brightly said, "I have one, too!" 

    "Huh?" asked Robyn, "You mean a PFM?" 

    "Yes! Would you like to see it?" 

    'Aw, hell', I thought, just before he said, "glider on." His green glider popped into existence even as Robyn replied, "Uh, sure, Tiger-AAGHH!" At least he was facing the width of the kitchen instead of the window. The nose of his glider shot into being barely above Robyn's head and banged into a cabinet door. 

    His glider's left wing nailed me smack me in the chest. Since I'm considerably larger than a cat, Tiger was pretty much instantly displaced hard to his right, off the table and into the back of a chair. 

    The chair tipped over and clattered to the floor and Tiger found himself dangling under his wings at a sharp angle. 

    I sat rubbing my chest and swearing. 

    Tiger yowled, "I'm sorry!" and "glider off!" and his wings disappeared. He peeked up at me around the corner of the table and repeated in a softer tone, 

"I'm sorry, Ed. I forgot." 

    "Again, you forgot. That's three times, Tiger." Robyn looked as if she might be in shock. She sat stiffly upright, staring wide-eyed and open-mouthed at Tiger, then her gaze turned to me. Rubbing my chest some more, I said, "Sue." 

    She appeared by the table and Robyn's stark stare locked on her. Sue smilingly greeted her with, "Hello, Robyn," but Robyn just sat there in silence for a long moment before she haltingly replied, "Uh... Hello, Sue." Tiger's greeting was also subdued. Sue looked down at him and returned it in a quiet manner as he jumped into her lap. 

    "Sue," I said, "Would you please adjust Tiger's PFM so that he is..." I looked at Tiger and said intently, "...absolutely unable to call up either of his gliders inside this house? This is the third time he's 'forgotten'." Sue picked up the chair and put it back under the table as she said, "No problem, Ed. It's done." 

    "Thank you, milady. Would you care to join us?" 

     "Oh, I suppose so. Want me to clean that shirt for you?" Robyn looked at me and squeaked, "You're bleeding!" I looked down. Sure enough, there was a red blot on the front of my shirt. I unbuttoned and found a half-inch cut on my breastbone nearly closed, but still seeping blood. 

    "In a minute, thanks," I answered Sue. "Let the bleeding stop. This brings up something else a little sooner than I'd intended. Would you install some temporary nanobots in Robyn to handle whatever we may encounter in Africa?" Her expression becoming wary, Robyn asked, "Some whats?" 

    "Nanobots," I explained, "They're small mechanical critters that run around fixing things inside you. They're why my cut healed so quickly and why I never get sick." 

    Sue made a field screen and took Robyn through an explanation of nanobots and their functions, finishing with, "The bleeding's stopped. I'll remove that stain now." 

    The stain seemed to lift out of the fabric and hover in front of me, then it floated to the sink and disappeared from view. The faucet handle moved and water ran for a moment, then the handle moved to turn the water off. I said, "Thank you, milady," then turned to Robyn. "Well? Ready for some nanobots of your own?" 

    Robyn seemed hesitant. She looked at Sue and asked, "That's all they do? 

Really?" 

    "Isn't that enough?" I asked. "Look, your p-field won't be on all the time. All it takes is one mosquito bite or a handshake with the wrong member of the truly unwashed masses and there are parasites in everydamnedthing over there." 

    Sue said, "These nanobots were designed to perform specific medical tasks. Those issued to you will expire and be flushed from your system thirty days after you receive them." 

    Still hesitant, Robyn nibbled her lip and looked at me. 

    "What is it?" I asked, pointing at Robyn's PFM, "The difference between something outside and something inside?" Shrugging, I said, "Both affect the body only by defending it. Neither have any side effects other than good health." 

    "Do I have to get a shot?" 

    "Nope. Just turn off your p-field. Sue can make some and put them on your arm. They'll soak in and go to work immediately." 

    The field screen changed to show a 3rd World worker pushing her sleeve back a bit. Someone put a drop of what looked like ink on her arm. After about two seconds, the drop began to shrink and quickly disappeared. 

    "That's all there is to it," said Sue, "They tune themselves to the individual's DNA and RNA, then enter the body and replicate themselves as required for the term of their existence." 

    Looking as if she was making the decision of her life, Robyn exhaled tightly. 

    "Okay," she said tersely, "P-field off. Go ahead." Sue's left eyebrow went up at Robyn's trepidation as she caused a small black droplet to form on Robyn's left forearm. Robyn watched the droplet as if it were a venomous spider until it suddenly began shrinking quickly and disappeared. 

    "Ha!" I exclaimed, pointing at Robyn, "We gotcha!" Robyn startled hard and looked about ready to freak out as I cracked up laughing, then grabbed her hand and grinningly held it between both of mine. I said, "Robyn, we have no reason to hurt you. Relax, ma'am. Now you're germproof for a while, that's all." 

    Her gaze narrowed and she pulled her hand free, then slapped my hands away. "That wasn't funny." 

    "Sure it was." 

    "No, it wasn't." 

    Still grinning, I replied, "Okay, it wasn't funny. Heh. Sorry. Heh, heh. Wanna see your next new toy?" 

    "That depends. Are you going to yell 'gotcha!' again?" 

    "Nope. It isn't that kind of toy. It's for self-defense." Her eyebrow went up. "A weapon?" 

    "Not really. A stunner. Knocks 'em out, that's all. Sue, do you want to issue her a stun wand or just add the programming to her PFM?" Sitting back in her chair, Sue asked, "Are you sure, Ed?" If she'd really had any doubts, she'd have asked through my implant instead of aloud. I played along, giving her a studious look and asking, "Why shouldn't she have a stunner, Sue? She can't take her gun." 

    "Certain people," Sue said meaningfully, "Haven't cleared her for such devices. Clearance couldn't reasonably be expected until Thursday or Friday at the earliest." 

    I looked at Robyn for a time, then said, "Well, they cleared her to go with me, and we aren't talking about a deadly weapon. Let's be pragmatic about this, Sue. We're talking about a place where everything from microbes up to the top of the food chain will see her --and me --as fresh meat. We'll be white people on the dark continent and we'll be running into some real assholes and we can't legally carry guns. I want her to be capable with a stunner before we leave." 
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    Sue appeared to give the matter some thought, then said, "If you'll make it an order, I can do it without breaking regulations, but you'll undoubtedly have to explain it later." 

    "Oh, undoubtedly. Done. It's an order." 

    Nodding, Sue looked intently at Robyn's PFM for a moment --likely only for dramatic effect --then said, "Finished." 

    "Thank you. You're so talented, milady." 

    "That's it?!" asked Robyn, examining her PFM, "You just looked at it and now it's a... stunner, too?" 

    "I reprogrammed it to include a stunner." 

    Rather incredulously, Robyn asked, "Just by looking at it?" 

    "Well, there's somewhat more to it than that, of course." 

    "Now comes the hard part," I said, "Learning to use it. Would you also make us a suitable target, Sue?" 

    "Oh, I suppose I could do that. What kind of target would you like?" 

    "How about something human-sized in the living room? It could chime and glow when the stun hits it." 

    Sue nodded. "Okay. It's ready." 

    In the living room stood a shadowy outline of a man. I raised a hand and pointed at the target, then sent a stun blast at it that would have knocked a rhino on his ass. The entire target flashed like a strobe light and a G-note chime sounded. 

    "Jesus!" yelped Robyn, "What the hell...?" Raising an eyebrow, Sue said, "I thought you might do that." 

    "Do what?" asked Robyn, still blinking away an afterimage, "All he did was point a finger!" 

    With a wry grin, Sue said, "He used full power, the showoff." 

    "Full power? Which means what, exactly?" 

    I said, "It means that a rhino would have fallen over and slept for a few hours." 

    "Are you serious?!" 

    Nodding, I said, "Yup. See if you can make something happen. Just envision a bolt of energy between your PFM and the target." 

    Robyn shook her head disbelievingly and stood up, then rather stridently asked, "You could have used that on those guys the other night?! Why the hell didn't you?!" 

    Meeting her gaze, I quietly answered, "For some practice and a small measure of satisfaction. What's it matter to you?" 

    "They had knives, dammit! You could have been killed! We could have been killed!" 

    Shrugging, I said, "I disagree, of course. Now stop shrieking at me and give that target a shot while you're all fuzzed up." 

    After a couple of glaring moments, Robyn faced the target and asked Sue, 

"What do I do?" 

    "Exactly what Ed said. Envision a bolt or a blast or whatever suits you to try to make the mental connection and activate a stun. Just keep trying until you see and hear a result." 

    Although she looked a little skeptical, I noted that Robyn didn't ask something like 'Are you serious?' the way she had with me. She seemed to take Sue's directive to heart and focused on the target for a time. Through my implant, Sue said, "She's generating a bit less than four percent, Ed." 

    I sent back, "Reminds me of my first efforts at lifting a penny, ma'am. Try calling the numbers for her." 

    Sue said, "Three point six-three percent." 

    "Of what?" asked Robyn. 

    "Of the max available to you," I said. "Not bad. Better than my first efforts with certain field stuff, for sure." 

    Robyn looked back at me as if to see if I was teasing her. I gave her a flat gaze and nodded at the target. 

    "Stand closer," I said. "You may be able to see or hear your results when you get up to five percent or so." 

    With another glance at me, Robyn went to stand about three feet from the target and tried again. I sent a very low-power tap to the target to make it chime softly as encouragement, but my effort was unnecessary. The target chimed once for me, then once for her, and Sue said, "Five point five-eight percent." 

    Through my implant, she said, "Apparently she won't need much help developing her capability." 

    "Guess not. We'll let her paint that target until she's up to around ten percent, then maybe we'll go outside and she can zap some squirrels and see things happen for real." 

    "Squirrels, Ed?" 

    "Yup. Got three of 'em in the tree out front, ready to volunteer as test subjects." 

    "Have you considered that she may use her stunner on you at some point in the future?" 

    "Yeah, she might. Can you fix it so her stunner won't work on me?" 

    "Not altogether. I can modify your implant to automatically ground all stun fields, but you'll still feel one. A blast like the one you used on the target might cause you to collapse, but you should remain conscious and able to use your own stun field and you'd likely be able to get up within seconds." 

    "That'll do fine, milady. In fact, if she truly intends to come with us, I can't think of a reason she'd want to stun me as things stand. Can't think why she'd want to in Africa, either, and if we don't let her know we suspect her of One Earth ties, she shouldn't have reason when we get back. That would be fine with me if only because our efforts in Africa should prove to her that we aren't really bad guys." 

    A soft chime sounded and Sue said aloud, "Six point eight percent." 

    "Not bad!" I said, "Go, Robyn! Nail that sucker! Name him Rick, maybe that'll help." 

    Robyn stiffened slightly, then slouched equally slightly, and turned to face me with a droll look. 

    "Hey," I said with a grin, "Putting faces on targets works for some people. Lets them channel all their hostile feelings and like that. You could at least try it, lady." 

    Sighing deeply at me, Robyn returned her attention to the target and another chime sounded. 

    "Seven point four," said Sue. "Very good, Robyn." 

    "Well, there you have it," I said, "See? It does work. Who's face was it? 

Rick's? Tom's? Mine?" 

    Robyn turned and said intently, "Quiet, please." Sue grinningly replied, "He can be difficult, but he usually seems to mean well." 

    She turned her grin on me and said through my implant, "And he usually knows how to twist someone's tail." 

    "Robyn," I said, "About ten percent is enough to stun someone's knee or elbow for a few minutes." 

    She spun to face me, anger in her eyes. 

    "Why the hell are you teasing me?" 

    I sent a low stun at her right knee. It folded and Robyn grabbed for the back of the sofa chair to stop her fall, her face a mask of surprise. 

    "Did that feel like teasing, ma'am? I'm trying to tell you that even as little as ten percent can be very useful, and you're almost there already. You're doing great, so lose the attitude and just get a handle on your stunner." 

    "Damn you...!" she pointed at me and I felt a slight tingle. Sue snickered and said, "Eight point three percent. Very good, Robyn." 

    "Maybe I ought to stun her other knee," I said, "It seemed to help her focus." 

    "No!" shouted Robyn, clinging to the sofa chair as she tried to shake her leg back to life, "Don't you dare!" 

    Getting out of my seat, I stood up and grinned as I dramatically raised my arm to point at her again. 

    Robyn screeched, "I said no, goddamit!" and pointed at me. The tingle wasn't quite so slight this time. I looked at Sue. 

    "Nine point seven," she said. 

    Shrugging, I said, "Not good enough," and again raised my hand to point at Robyn. 

    Clutching her left forearm with her right hand, Robyn's face was a mask of anguished effort as she aimed her left hand and index finger at me as if sighting a pistol. 

    A loud, long, "Aaaahhhh!" came out of her and her stun blast made the hair on my arms and neck stand up slightly. 

    I looked at Sue again and she said, "Eleven point six." 

    "Kewl." I walked into the living room and leaned on the sofa chair as I studied Robyn's knee. "Still kinda numb, huh? Turn around and blast the target once the way you blasted me." 

    With a sullen glare, she maneuvered herself around so she was perched on the back of the chair with her good leg for support, then again used her two-handed technique. 

    The target chimed soundly and a spot on its lower-left torso glowed dully red for a moment. Robyn's eyes got big as she watched the glowing spot fade. 

    "I did it!" 

    "Yup. That's pretty good," I said, "But you need to work on your aim, lady. Let's take a break. How about a beer?" 

    Once I'd helped her hop to the kitchen table, I got us a couple of beers, opened them, and clinked bottles with her. 

    "Well done, and damned quick. Some people haven't done better than five percent in a whole day." 

    It was the truth, or enough so. I didn't tell her how very few people hadn't reached five percent in a day. Robyn grinned and sipped her beer as I sipped mine. 

    "We need to relax a bit," I said, calling up a field screen and poking the music icon. After scanning the list, I chose Vivaldi's 'Four Seasons' to see how she'd react. 

    Robyn froze in the middle of another sip of beer as music gently filled the kitchen. She stared at the screen, then at me. 

    I ignored her and scanned upward to poke Brahms' 2nd Piano Concerto as my second choice, then said, "That'll play next if we don't cancel it." 

    "Why did you pick that?" asked Robyn. 

    Deliberately misunderstanding her, I answered, "I like Brahms sometimes." 

    "No, I mean Vivaldi." 

    Glancing at her, I asked, "Want to hear something else?" Shaking her head and sitting back in her chair, she said, "Uh, no, that's all right. I was just curious." She glanced at Sue and asked, "How do you do that?" 

    "Do what in particular?" 

    Giving me a 'duh' sort of expression, she said, "Those field screens, of course. Can my PFM do that?" 

    I looked at Sue as I said, "I dunno. Can it?" Sue gazed at Robyn's PFM for a moment, then said, "It can now. Envision a field screen like Ed's." 

    Almost immediately, a field screen popped into being in front of Robyn. On it were menu categories for music, the internet, television, movies, and books. 

    Robyn breathed a soft, drawn-out, "Oh-my-God!" and almost hesitantly reached to touch the screen with a finger. She poked a few of the sub menus and again breathed, "Oh-my-God! This is SO cool!" 

    "Well, damn," I said, "I think you've finally managed to impress her, Sue." 

    Grinning hard, Robyn looked up at me and lightly smacked my arm, then turned to Sue and said, "Thank you, Sue. This is fantastic! Thanks so much!" 

    "You're welcome, Robyn. By the way, it's expandable. Until you get the hang of calling it up in various sizes, just pull any corner to adjust it for movies, books, or television." 

    Reaching for the bottom right corner, Robyn found she couldn't actually grip it and seemed confused. I stuck a finger into the corner of the display and drew it toward me. The screen uniformly expanded as I pulled. Robyn put a finger on it and moved it several times, then whispered, "This is just wonderful!" 
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    Reaching again, I poked an icon that changed the display to a split-screen with a standard QWERTY keyboard below and a standard wordprocessing screen above. 

    "Oh, damn!" exclaimed Robyn, "You mean I can work on this thing, too?" 

    "Yup. Well, maybe. I've always had a bitch of a time with the flat, no-motion keyboard, but it'll do in a pinch. When you're ready, all you have to do is hit the 'send' icon, then tell it where to send it. Just like email." Robyn laughed happily, stood up and walked around the table, and hugged Sue as she said, "Thank you again, Sue!" 

    I asked, "If I show you how to take pictures with it, will I get a hug, too?" 

    Robyn froze in mid-hug and stared at me. 

    "It takes pictures, too?!" 

    Poking the screen again, I found the camera icons and pointed them out. 

    "This one's for still pictures and that one turns the field into a sort of video camera. You'll want to read the 'help' file about that stuff. I just point and shoot when I use them at all. When you finish shooting, you can send the pix the same way you send from the word processor." Instead of hugging me, Robyn seemed to collapse into her chair as she stared in astonishment at the screen. Oh, well. 

    She looked at Sue, then at me, and softly said, "I have so much to learn before... well, before I'll really know what the hell I'm doing, I guess. Will a week really be enough?" 

    "Should be," I said, "You can learn a lot of it on the job or pick it up as necessary. Just practice sending stuff to yourself until you get the results you want." 

    Glancing at the corner of Robyn's screen, I was somewhat surprised to notice that it was already fifteen until five. Robyn looked where I was looking and seemed similarly surprised. She confirmed it by checking her watch, which made me snicker. 

    "What's so funny?" asked Robyn. 

    "Well, gee, ma'am... Don't you think a gadget that can do all that other neat stuff could maybe keep time, too?" 

    Sue laughed and said, "I'm needed elsewhere. Show her what she needs to know, Ed. Goodbye, everybody." 

    We said our goodbyes and Sue vanished just as my implant chimed four times; Toni was calling through her PFM. 

    I called up a field screen of my own and said, "Hi, there, O raven-haired woman of the north country." 

    "Ha," she replied, "Inverness is hardly all that far north. I'd have called sooner, but we've been dealing with a plumbing problem. I wasn't sure we'd have it fixed... well, anyway, we think it's fixed now." 

    "Who's 'we'? Is Selena there?" 

    Shaking her head, she said, "No, that's why I'm calling from the bedroom. George doesn't know about my PFM." 

    "George? Some poor schmuck who was so stricken by your beauty that he followed you home?" 

    With a wry little grin, Toni answered, "No, not exactly. He's the plumber." 

    "Ah. Well, I've got a tradesperson here, too. Say hi to Robyn. She's a reporter for the Tampa Times." 

    Toni's eyes narrowed at the word 'reporter', but when I turned the screen a bit, her first sight of Robyn instantly betrayed her immediate attraction. Toni's voice softened almost to huskiness as she said, "Well, hi, Robyn, I'm Toni." 

    "Uh, hello, Toni," replied Robyn, "Are you with 3rd World?" 

    "No, I'm just a poor college student. I..." Toni's eyes got big and she almost blurted, "Waitaminnit! Now I know you! You were the reporter on TV! The gambling boat thing!" 

    Robyn's posture and the slight change of expression in her eyes told me that she'd readily understood the nature of Toni's interest and didn't reciprocate it. 

    Her shoulder made firm contact with mine and her tone turned somewhat more cool and crisp as she nodded slightly and said tersely, "Uh, yes, I made the report from the Coast Guard ship." 

    Toni recognized Robyn's discomfort and looked at me as she said, "I'd have called sooner, Ed, but I didn't know I'd be off tomorrow. Since when do you talk to the press?" 

    "Since she signed on to cover Steph's project. Steph issued her a PFM this afternoon." 

    Robyn held up her left arm to show the PFM briefly, then let her arm drop back to her lap. 

    "Oh. Does that mean you'll be busy this weekend?" 

    "Well, I was supposed to show Robyn a few things before Monday, but..." Toni glanced at Robyn and her expression turned speculative as she interrupted with, "Yeah, okay. If you think you can pry yourself loose for a while, call me, okay?" 

    "Yes'm. Will do." 

    "Over and out, then." 

    "Ditto, milady." 

    Her finger descended and our connection ended. Robyn sat up straight, her shoulder no longer against mine. I sipped my beer and waited for Robyn's comments or questions, which weren't long in coming. 

    Focusing on the obvious, Robyn stated, "Her arms and shoulders looked pretty solid. She's very fit, isn't she?" 

    "Yup. She works out." 

    "She has a PFM, too." 

    Nodding, I answered, "Yup. That she does." 

    When I said nothing else, Robyn said, "I saw how she looked at me. She's into women, isn't she?" 

    Shrugging, I replied, "I suppose it's possible." Robyn's peering gaze continued in silence. I pretended her stare was getting to me. 

    "Yeah," I said, "She's into women. So?" 

    "What's her interest in you?" 

    Getting to my feet, I said, "Toni's a friend, and a damned good one. Look, it's readily apparent you don't approve of her lifestyle, so let's change the subject before one of us pisses the other off. Where do you want to go for dinner?" 

    As I dumped the last third or so of my beer in the sink and trashed the bottle, Robyn said nothing, taking a last sip before handing me her third-full bottle for disposition. I dumped it and trashed it, then checked my coffee mug. 

    "You drink too much of that stuff," said Robyn. Dumping my mug and rinsing it, I said, "That's not exactly news, Miz Reporter-lady. About dinner..?" 

    "Someone mentioned a place called Barney's Bistro. Do you know where it is?" 

    "Yup. It's kinda fancy. That's where Lynn wanted to go." 

    "Oh. Forget it, then." 

    Assembling a fresh coffee, I said, "Good. I hate ties." 

    "Ties? Why?" 

    "They're symbols of servitude and social oppression. One ladies' 

equivalent would be high heels, I think, except that high heels actually cause physical damage. Let's just go see which of the restaurants along US19 seems interesting." 

    Nodding, Robyn stood up and said, "Okay. I wasn't in the mood for anything fancy, anyway." She held up her left arm to display her PFM and added, "I'm buying, though. Call it a small way of saying thank you." 

    "For what? I didn't issue it to you." 

    "But I wouldn't be here if not for you." 

    "Not altogether true. You got here on your own. You came back on your own. You accepted Steph's offer, which is why she gave you a PFM." With a roll of her eyes, Robyn said, "Let's not kid each other too much, okay? You let me in, you let me back in, and you didn't object when Stephanie made her offer. I think you probably could have if you'd wanted to." Reaching to pat Tiger, I said, "You fit her plans, Robyn. She wants you aboard. I want what she wants. Tiger, we'll bring you something good from the restaurant. Bye for now." 

    Tiger happily yowled, "Thank you! Goodbye!" as Robyn and I headed for the door. 

    I called the flitter down as I closed the door and Robyn asked, "You want what she wants, huh?" 

    Nodding, I replied, "Yeah, that's pretty much how it is. She's set on starting in Africa, so I'll shut up and help her. She wants you aboard, so that's how it is." 

    "You don't sound too thrilled about it." 

    Shrugging, I said, "I usually need a reason to be thrilled. I figure I'll be spending about half my time reminding you to keep me out of your pictures." 
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    We decided on a steakhouse and settled onto the parking lot near a blue van. Dinner was good, but unremarkable, and as we sat back with a couple of after-dinner drinks, Robyn eyed me in what seemed to be a studious manner. 

    "What?" I asked, wrapping some steak bits for Tiger. 

    "Just thinking," said Robyn. "Is there something wrong, Ed?" 

    "Wrong how?" 

    "Your attitude toward me seemed to change this afternoon." 

    "Why? Because I stopped pestering you with compliments?" 

    "Well, that, too, but..." 

    I took a look under the table and said, "You can stop worrying. Nothing's changed that I can see. They're still wonderful. You're still gorgeous." Snorting a wry chuckle, she said, "Well, I'm so glad you still think so. I was beginning to wonder. You haven't said more than a few words at a time during dinner." 

    "Guess I was hungry. That can mess with your mood." Glancing at her watch, I saw it was almost six. Toni liked to get an early start on a party night. She was probably already in the shower or picking out what she'd wear to the clubs. 

    I swirled the remnants of my drink as I thought about how Toni'd probably cruise 'Sisters Three' first, then drop in at 'The Hook' and schmooze a while as she decided where to place her bets for entertainment during the evening. Both bars cater heavily to lesbian and bi-female clientele. I think Toni had only taken me to them in the beginning hoping for some shock value, but as I've said before, I prefer the company of women, even lesbians. She'd played some pool and come back to our table to find me in conference with three women about how they could start their own lawn and garden service. Fact is, I know damned little about lawns and gardens, but I know a bit about small engines and starting small businesses. After all was said and done that night and the following week, I ended up owning twenty percent of their business for two years, until Kathy Roberts and Jen Lewis teamed up to buy out Mary Dougan's share and my share at premium prices. 

    Robyn waved her hand and asked, "Are you there?" I looked up and said, "Sorry. Where to now?" 

    "What?" 

    Holding up my near-empty glass, I asked, "Do we stay for another drink or go? If we go, where would that be?" 

    "Where would you go if I weren't here?" 

    Sighing, I said, "You have a real knack for asking questions when you should be answering them, and answering that one could be particularly awkward for some people." 

    "Are you one of those people?" 

    "No, and since you asked, I'd head for Gainesville." 

    "To be with Toni." In her flat tone, it wasn't a question. 

    "You got it," I said, "It's Friday night and she'll be ready to hit the party trail by seven. But the question you didn't answer was 'where would you like to go tonight?'" 

    Robyn stiffened a bit, sipped her drink, and asked, "Are you just asking to be polite?" 

    Snorting a laugh, I said, "Yeah, right. Polite. No, lady, I'm asking because I'm interested. I haven't given up, you know; I just decided not to pester you about it." 

    Her gaze narrowed and she seemed to cool slightly, but nibbling her lip gave her away. 

    Sighing again, I said, "It's not some kind of test, Robyn. Steph issued you a PFM and you're signed up to cover things. You won't be kicked off the boat if you don't cooperate, if that's what you're thinking. At this point, it's just you and me and what we want tonight. Or don't want. If you bail on socializing, it won't cost you your seat on the flitter." With a raised eyebrow, she asked, "You'd just go see Toni, huh? Even though she's into women?" 

    "She's also into hitting a few clubs and having some fun on a Friday night." 

    "What kind of fun?" 

    Finishing my drink, I set the glass down firmly and sighed as I said, "We usually end up half-drunk in her hot tub with a couple of her girlfriends." Shaking her head as if in amazement, Robyn surprised me by muttering, 

"Well, damn. I don't know how to compete with three women and a hot tub." Her tone was hard to read. Joking? Not joking? 

    My next thoughts were, 'Compete? When the hell did you start competing? 

Was I here when it happened?', but I stifled that snotty remark and said quietly, "You already know how I feel about you, Robyn. I don't like games, that's all." 

    Robyn's head came up. 

    I amended, "Just so you know, Toni's girlfriends usually tend to go off and play by themselves after a while in the hot tub." Snorting a chuckle, Robyn said, "You must have had a good reason for telling me that." 

    "Well, of course, ma'am. I didn't want you to think I was trying to make myself look like some kind of superstud. I mean, well, you know...satisfying three women at once? At my age?" I made a dismissive gesture and added, "Ha. Not bloody likely." 

    After a long droll look that turned into a small grin, Robyn said, "I don't think age has much to do with it. Most men I've known couldn't find my

'on' switch without a lot of help." 

    "Is 'help' the right word? Or do you really mean continual redirection and guidance and constant supervision after you'd already flipped your own switch?" 

    She blushed slightly, but came back with, "That description does seem pretty accurate, I think." 

    Nodding, I said, "Then it's only about average. Guys don't flip a woman's switch themselves. That's just a popular misconception. A woman's 'on' switch is inside her head. It's usually heading for the 'on' position well before a guy has the slightest idea what's happening." 

    I got another of Robyn's droll looks before she asked, "You think that's how it is, huh?" 

    "Yup. Something about a man makes a woman say 'maybe this one' and her switch moves to a sort of halfway position. As their encounter progresses, the woman moves her switch based on how she perceives the guy. He never really touches it and may not even know it's being moved, although what he says or does helps her decide to move it whichever way." 

    When Robyn said nothing for a full thirty seconds, I asked, "Was that one of the things no man is ever supposed to know? Are you going to have to kill me now?" 

    Another ten seconds or so passed before Robyn sat up straight, took a breath, and asked, "Would you like a blindfold?" Pretending to give that some thought, I finally said, "No, I guess a blindfold wouldn't help much." 

    "Well, then, do you have a last request?" 

    "Sure. You bet. An uninhibited, lust-filled weekend with you." Shrugging, I added confidentially, "But I kinda thought you'd have figured that out by now, ma'am. People have told me that I lack subtlety about some things." Shaking her head and laughing softly as she pretended sympathy, Robyn chuckled, "Oh, that's terrible! People can be so cruel, can't they?" 

    "Yes'm," I agreed solemnly, "Downright mean, in fact." Sighing, I said, 

"I've learned to endure it, though." 

    "Really? You get lots of practice, huh?" 

    "Well, yeah, actually I do," I admitted, "Sometimes I'm almost ready to believe they're right, but..." 

    Robyn's left eyebrow went up. "But?" 

    I shrugged. "But since subtlety can lead to confusion, I don't worry about it. I'll give you an example; are you at all confused about my interest in you?" 

    Letting her breath out, Robyn replied with a small smile, "Well, no, I don't think so. No confusion at all." 

    "Do you have any objections to that lust-filled weekend I mentioned? I'll do my best to ruin you for the paltry attentions of all other men, milady." 

    "Oh, but that's scary. What would I do after you're gone?" Shrugging again, I replied, "You'll prob'ly have to train one from scratch, I guess. That's what happened to me way back when. Her name was Anne. She dragged me off to her farm for a summer and taught me about feminine eudemonics." 

    Blinking at me, Robyn asked, "She dragged you off, huh?" 

    "Yup. She talked about leaving a legacy of some sort to the world other than her efforts as an English teacher." 

    With a short bark of laughter, Robyn grinningly asked, "And you're saying she made you that legacy?" 

    "Well, gee, I sure hope so. If not, I've wasted the last thirty-odd years following the wrong star, don'tchaknow. Want another drink, ma'am?" Robyn grinningly peered at me for a time, then said, "Not yet. I'll be right back," and eased out of the booth to head for the restrooms. 

    "I'll go with you," I said, "I know how women hate to go to the restroom alone." 

    She smacked my arm softly and giggled as we left the table. After taking a leak and washing up, I stopped near the restroom doors to ask a waitress about nightclubs in Spring Hill. She asked about my interests and I told her I preferred club mixes to house bands and country or rap. Her answer was that I'd have to head south to Pasco or Tampa. 

    The ladies room door opened and I saw Robyn stuffing a small book back into her purse as she left the restroom. Yup, she'd had to look up

'eudemonics'. I wondered if the spelling had given her any problems as I thanked the waitress. 

    Robyn stopped beside me and asked, "What was that about?" as she watched the waitress leave. 

    "Just finding out if there was any new entertainment in town. There isn't. If you want anything but cheap house bands and country or rap, you still have to cross the Pasco line." 

    Laughing, Robyn asked, "You somehow weren't aware that Spring Hill is a retirement community?" 

    "Was. The average age in Hernando County in 1989 was 69. As of last month's Chamber of Commerce reports, it's supposed to be 46 these days. That should mean that close to half of the population is under thirty, so where the hell are the clubs? Why hasn't the nightlife around here gotten younger, too?" As we settled back into our booth, Robyn said, "It takes time to change a town, and this one may take longer than some because it wasn't founded as a center of transportation or industry like Tampa or Orlando." It was my turn to be surprised. She was absolutely right. I'd somehow failed to notice that Spring Hill had begun life as a housing development under a strict community charter that had been intended to be attractive to government and military retirees. Hell, a couple of the gated communities even looked a lot like manicured military bases, complete with neat rows of painted rocks here and there. 

    "Well, duh," I said. "You're right. Where the hell did I get the idea that new people would bring changes overnight?" 

    Robyn shrugged. "Thirteen years isn't exactly overnight, but I think it takes longer than that to change a whole county." 

    "So we'll take these steak bits to Tiger, then head south. Got a preference? A favorite club?" 

    Canting her head, she said, "Let me think about that." 
Chapter Forty-five

    Robyn said nothing more about clubs as we left the restaurant and boarded the flitter for the two-minute hop home. We were nearing the house when the flitter's console screen came on with a chime and displayed a view of my back yard as seen from a position on the roof. 

    "Proximity alert," said the flitter, "One male human is now inside the field perimeter." 

    "Thank you, flitter. Find a viewpoint that shows his face and zoom in, please." 

    The view changed to the rear bedroom window nearest the intruder and his face expanded to nearly fill the screen. It was Rick, as I'd expected. and he was trying to see into the house. 

    "That sonofabitch!" hissed Robyn. 

    I chuckled, "We're gonna see if we can put the fear of God into him. Flitter, hover three hundred feet above the house, please, and if that man attempts to enter the house, stun him." 

    Turning to Robyn, I said, "I'm getting off. You'll descend in the flitter as if you're controlling it and step off to confront him no closer than ten feet or so. If he gets loud, nasty, or violent, stun him. The flitter will wait for you, so if you need to, you have a place to run. Board on, three suit on." 

    Just before I disappeared, Robyn reached to grab my arm and asked tensely, 

"Why are you getting off the flitter?" 

    "Two reasons, ma'am. I want him to think you've become a kind of untouchable goddess and I want to see how you handle yourself without me. Enjoy the light show." 

    Disengaging her hand, I slid off the deck and landed across the yard from Rick, who was peering around a tree at the house. 

    "Flitter," I said, "Prepare to descend at fifty feet per second. The west side of you will be in stealth mode. The east side of you will be in angry squid mode. You'll land twenty feet behind the man by the house, then return completely to stealth mode and let Robyn step off your deck. Execute, please." And so it was. As the flitter descended, the side facing my house came alive and lit up the yard and house with a brilliantly iridescent display of a squid in combat mode. 

    Rick spun to face the fluctuating lights and froze solid against the tree, a tiny, high-pitched sort of "Aaaahhhh!" sound squeezing itself out of him as he stared at the slowly descending oblong of brilliance. 

    The lights suddenly ceased and I saw the same stark blackness Rick saw as my eyes adjusted, then Robyn came forward, seemingly out of that blackness and into the relatively dim lighting from the house windows. 

    She strode forward at a slow-march stroll like the French Foreign Legion uses and stopped about ten feet from him, her face a mask of cold rage. Rick almost gratefully shrieked, "It's you! Thank God! I didn't know what the hell..." 

    Robyn raised her arm and stunned him to silence. He stood leaning against the tree, groping at his throat as he tried to make sounds, but all I heard was his harsh breathing. 

    Raising her arm again, she stunned first his left arm, then his right, and continued to aim her arm dead at his chest as she advanced another pace. Except for being able to breathe and run, Rick was helpless. I wondered if Robyn would let him go if he tried running. 

    In a quiet voice of ice and iron, Robyn told the terror-stricken man, "I'm one of them now. You won't get another warning. You'll just disappear. Do you understand me?" 

    Rick nodded frantically. Robyn aimed her arm at his lower legs and apparently stunned him lightly. His knees folded, but his legs didn't completely collapse under him or he wouldn't have been able to remain kneeling. 

    Robyn continued her cold gaze at him for another moment, then turned and slow-marched back to the flitter. When she entered its exterior field, she disappeared. 

    Staring blankly at the darkness between the houses, Rick tried to make his legs work, which made him topple forward on his face. He spit out some yard-stuff and lay staring at the darkness for another moment, then again began struggling to make his legs work. 

    I slid my board back aboard the flitter from the west and found Robyn sitting in one of the console seats, her elbows braced on her knees as she watched Rick's efforts. 

    Keying my implant, I made the flitter rise to a hundred feet or so and stop. Robyn came alert, glanced around, apparently decided there was no reason for alarm, and resumed watching Rick flail around in the yard. Rick eventually managed to rock himself back onto his knees, then carefully balanced himself as he forced himself to stand. He again leaned on the tree, breathing hard as he shook his upper body and tried to make his arms work, but they flapped uselessly at his sides. 

    From the look on his face and the way his chest heaved, it seemed to me that he tried to bemoan his fate, but no sound came out of him, and that seemed to add to his terror. 

    He ran staggeringly to the fence where he'd come into the yard, then apparently realized that he couldn't climb over without arms and ran to the side gate. 

    Using his hip, he shoved the gate latch up and opened the gate, then he continued his ragged run around the front of the house and down the hill to the sidewalk, where he stopped to look back briefly before hurrying west on Chase Street. 

    Robyn stood up and walked to the other side of the flitter to watch him go. As he neared his car, she raised her arm and aimed at him, then whispered an intense "Ha!" 

    Rick staggered and his shambling run almost became a headlong slide on the swale, but he caught himself. I heard Robyn go "Ha!" again and Rick staggered against his car. 

    A small smile formed on Robyn's face as Rick frantically and frustratedly tried to find a way to get into his car. 

    Standing right behind her, I chuckled. Robyn screamed and whipped around, staring around the flitter. 

    "Three suit off," I said, then, "You're kinda mean, lady, but that was a real good show. You looked like the Goddess of Revenge or something. Think he'll be back?" 

    Grinning in a rather feral fashion, Robyn replied, "No, I don't think so. Do you?" 

    Sitting down, I said, "Not if he's got the common sense of a damned goldfish." 

    With another chuckle, I aimed my arm at her and intoned, "I'm one of them now," then laughed outright. "Good touch." 

    Robyn laughed with me and managed, "I thought so, too." Laughter begat more laughter for a while, then I had the flitter take us to the front of the house and let us off. Tiger met us inside with 'hello's!' 

and I put his steak bits on a saucer for him as Robyn got us a couple of beers from the fridge. 

    When I sat down at the table by Robyn, she was studying her PFM with a sort of fascination. 

    "What's the range on these things?" she asked. 

    "If I can see it, I can hit it. Full strength. It'll probably be the same for you." 

    "It isn't the same for everybody?" 

    I shrugged. "Don't know. Probably is, but I'd bet a lot of people don't know how far theirs will reach because the practice ranges are the same ones used for pistols." 

    Snickering, Robyn eyed her PFM and muttered, "I'll have to find a way to put a rifle scope on this thing." 

    After a moment, she said softly, "Clarify something for me, Ed. Just to be sure I have it right, okay? Stephanie said it acts as a germ filter. Something to do with what living stuff is part of me and what isn't." 

    "Right. It can identify and destroy all known microscopic nasties. It doesn't kill the good stuff, like digestive bacteria." 

    "And the contraceptive effect starts when you put on a PFM and lasts for a week after you take it off?" 

    "Right again. It takes time for the effect to wear off. As little as four days for some and as long as ten days for others." 

    Nodding thoughtfully, Robyn took her eyes off her PFM and looked at me. 

"Well, I've seen what it did to Rick, so I'm ready to believe it'll work on me, too. Ed, you said the flitter can go up a hundred miles, didn't you? Are you dead set on going out to the clubs tonight?" 

    I shrugged. "We can take our own booze and the same music is available aboard if we want it." 

    "What about Toni?" 

    "I'll call her and tell her something came up. She's seen you, so she'll understand completely." 

    When Robyn nibbled her lip and looked dubious, I added, "A couple of months ago she met a lady named Marlene. For three weekends in a row she was unavailable to the world, including Selena and me. Trust me, she'll understand. I'll call her while you're there if you want to see for yourself." She still looked somewhat dubious, but she nodded again, excused herself from the table and stood up with her backpack. At the kitchen doorway Robyn turned and looked back at me for a moment, then continued into the other room. As I rubbed Tiger's chin, he asked, "May I go up, too?" 

    "Sure, but I may have to partition the flitter later." When he asked, "Why?" I realized that he hadn't fully connected Robyn's questions about her PFM with her apparent intentions. 

    "Um. Well, Tiger, Robyn and I may need some private time." As blunt as a child, Tiger asked, "Will you mate?" 

    "I think so. Seems likely." 

    He seemed to give that some thought, then asked, "Will she come back after?" 

    An odd question. Or was it? In the wild, cats paired up long enough to mate, then went their separate ways. 

    "Yes, Tiger." 

    "Are you certain? I like her." 

    "Selena and Toni came often, didn't they? And we went to see them many times before Selena moved. People don't do everything the way cats do. Besides, she'll be working with me." 

    After another moment of thought, Tiger said, "Good." 
Chapter Forty-six

    Robyn had been in the bathroom longer than it takes most women to take a leak and I heard water running for what seemed considerably longer than necessary to wash a face. She'd been in the bathroom for about fifteen minutes before I heard the door open and the light switch's click. Getting up as Robyn entered the kitchen, I said, "My turn," and left her to entertain Tiger as I headed for the bathroom. 

    Once in the bathroom, it was apparent that Robyn had taken a quick shower. Very thoughtful of her and exactly what I'd had in mind. After a shower and the use of my toothbrush, I headed back to the kitchen. 

    Looking up from patting Tiger, Robyn sniffed the air and said, "You took a shower, too, huh?" 

    Tiger jumped down from her lap and went to his food dish as I said, "Yup. Seemed only fair. Ready to go?" 

    Robyn asked, "Do we need anything? Food? Drinks?" I chuckled, "Well, gee, ma'am, it's only a hundred miles, y'know. If we need something, we can drop down and get it. You still have some wine coolers aboard and there's lots of beer. What else do you think we'll need?" Shrugging, Robyn answered, "I guess we'll find out. A hundred miles up, Ed. That's almost into space, isn't it? Where does the atmosphere stop?" 

    "Depends on where you draw the line. Most people settle for one-fifty to three hundred miles. There are trace gases out to about six hundred miles, but once you get above twenty or so, you might as well be in space. The sky's pretty much black and the stars don't twinkle. They're like hard little points of light and you can see a lot more of them." 

    Eager little Tiger was still working on a mouthful of kibble as he hopped back on the table. His collar couldn't translate what he tried to say and he had to take a moment to clear his mouth before he yowled, "I'm ready, too!" When Robyn didn't seem surprised by his announcement, I figured he'd talked with her about things while I'd showered. He hopped down, led the way to the front door, and waited for us there. I grabbed Robyn's backpack and out we went. 

    As we boarded the flitter, I said, "Sundown's supposed to happen around eight-thirty, so you'll see blue sky for a few minutes while we lift. Want to just get there as quickly as possible or take it slow?" 

    "Slow," said Robyn. "Not too slow, I guess. Not like... well, like highway speed or whatever, but... oh, I don't know." 

    "Well, then, how does fifteen minutes sound?" Nodding, she took a seat and answered, "That's good." I opened a beer and a wine cooler for us and took the console seat as Tiger hopped onto the dash. 

    "Flitter, take us up to one hundred miles, please. Make the trip last fifteen minutes and make the canopy transparent above the deck." The flitter began rising and Robyn clutched her seat as she stared at the receding lights below. I set my beer down and took Tiger's waterbowl out of the console, setting it to one side as I condensed moisture from the cabin air to fill it. 

    It wasn't that I didn't want Robyn to see me doing it; she'd seen the seed-watering gadget and she'd be seeing a number of other field tricks before the Africa gig was finished. 

    Sure enough, the bowl was only half-full when she quietly asked, "How the hell are you doing that?" 

    I turned to see her staring at the trickle of water that began in mid-air and ended in the bowl. 

    "It's a field trick. I'm condensing moisture from the air, like that seed-watering gadget Steph showed us." 

    "Jesus," she said flatly, "It might as well be magic." Glancing around, she held up her arm and tapped her PFM as she added, "This. The flitter. Sue and Stephanie. Being able to stun Rick. All of it. The whole last few days. All magic." 

    Robyn's gaze again found the waterbowl and she fell silent for a moment, then looked at me. 

    It seemed as if she expected some kind of response, so I nodded firmly and said, "Just the effect I've been shooting for." 

    For a moment, her face froze as if she half-believed me. I met her gaze with a droll expression and she shook her head slightly as she chuckled. 

    "What should I have said?" I asked, "Maybe something like 'you ain't seen nothin' yet, sweetie'?" 

    Sitting up straight, Robyn quietly replied, "Only if it's true." Shrugging, I said, "Okay, then. It's true. You'll be seeing things you won't report, partly because we don't want them reported and partly because you won't want to report them for fear of disbelief and ridicule." 

    "What kinds of things?" 

    I sent an invisible field tendril around the console, then made it lift my beer bottle and suspend the bottle in the air between me and the console. Robyn stared at the floating bottle warily, then reached as if to touch it. I chose that moment to make the last half of the tendril turn a brilliant neon red. 

    Recoiling with a small shriek, Robyn stared hard at the tendril for a moment, then looked at me as I snickered. 

    Bringing the bottle to my hand, I took a sip and said, "Stuff like that, for instance," as I guided the tendril toward her. 

    Robyn sat even straighter and stared in big-eyed wonder and apprehension as the tendril stopped a few inches from her chest, then extended upward and curled to point at her nose like a cobra. 

    "If it would hurt you," I said, "I wouldn't have put it there. Go ahead and touch it if you want." 

    With a dubious glance at me, Robyn tentatively reached for the tendril, then let her fingers trail along the surface. I made it change to neon blue and elicited another squeak from her as she yanked her hand back. Glowering at me as I chuckled, she reached for it again, touched it for a moment, and then wrapped her hand around it. After a moment, I slowly extended the tendril to gently stroke her cheek, then drew it back to her hand. Chuckling again, I said, "Gee, I think it likes you, ma'am." That got me another glower, then a snicker. 

    Her eyes traced the length of the tendril to its apparent end near the console, then she asked, "How are you doing that? It looks and feels solid." 

    "That's only because it is solid. It's just more field magic, and Sue could explain it better. I just use it." 

    "You just use it," she echoed flatly. "Just like that? Without knowing what it is or how it works?" 

    "Tell me all about electricity sometime," I countered. "You flip a switch and the lights come on, right? You turn a key and the engine starts." 

    "That's different." 

    Shaking my head, I said, "Nope. You know how to use it according to methods you've been taught to use. You don't really know how it works. Same with field stuff." 

    Grasping my field tendril in her right hand, Robyn gestured at it with her wine cooler bottle and asked, "You're saying I can learn how to do this?" Grinning, I replied, "Well, I wouldn't dare say you couldn't. After all, you got a handle on your stunner pretty quickly and I've seen you operate that fancy camera." 

    I canceled the tendril and silently pointed at the blackening sky above the flitter with a small gesture. Robyn looked up and her mouth fell open as her eyes got big. 

    For several long moments she remained that way, then she looked to one side, well beyond the edge of the deck. Her eyes and mouth closed and she carefully, tremblingly placed her wine cooler between her thighs, then her shaking hands moved to cover her nose and mouth as she took a deep breath, held it briefly, and muttered, "Oh, my God..!" 

    "Flitter," I said with a snicker, "Red alert. Our lovely passenger may hurl." 

    Robyn gave me a flat, droll expression above her fingertips as the flitter asked, "Hurl what, sir? Her hands are empty." 

    "In this context, crossreference hurl with barf, please." 

    "I'm detecting no such indications, sir. While she's very tense, her physiological data shows no signs that..." 

    Sighing, I said to the console, "Yeah, yeah. Never mind." Another snicker from Robyn became a giggle, then a laugh. She took her hands away from her face and drew a deep breath, her eyes locked firmly on mine. As she leaned her seat back and took another deep breath, I realized she was looking at me to avoid looking anywhere else for the moment. Tiger hopped down to the seat next to mine, then walked across my lap to Robyn's. Her eyes fell to my lap as he crossed it, following Tiger's progress. Looking up at Robyn, his nose almost touching hers, Tiger said simply, "I will help," and sat down. He then curled his tail around his forepaws and -carefully avoiding her wine cooler bottle --lay down on her lap, looked up at her again, and said, "I am ready. You may touch me now." When Robyn looked at me, I said, "Maybe I ought to try that sometime. If I flopped across a woman's lap and said 'you may touch me now', what would the average woman do?" 

    Robyn snorted a quiet chuckle and looked back down at Tiger as she rubbed his upturned chin. 

    I reached for her wine bottle and set it on the deck by her seat as I asked, "How you doin' there, 'lovely passenger'? Feeling any better yet?" Nodding slightly without taking her eyes off Tiger, Robyn softly replied, 

"Yes. I think so." 

    Grinning, I said, "Kewl. But if you change your mind about heaving, please put my poor little kitty down first." 

    With an exasperated look at me, she snapped, "I'm not going to throw up, dammit!" 

    Raising my hands in a 'don't hit me' gesture, I said, "Okay! Yes, ma'am! 

Sorry, ma'am! Jeez, somebody's touchy tonight, isn't she! Hey, Tiger, you're doing a great job, as usual." 

    As Robyn's hand passed over his head and along his back, Tiger looked up at me rather smugly and said, "Thank you." 
Chapter Forty-seven

    While Robyn collected herself, I got up and wandered to the edge of the deck. Just to see how she'd react, I began softly singing George Strait's "I Just Wanna Dance With You" as I stood there. About halfway through it, a sip of beer interrupted my singing and Robyn's comment interrupted my sipping. Robyn said, "For someone who says he doesn't like country music, you certainly seem to know that song pretty well." 

    Turning around with a shrug, I replied, "I'm selective as hell. No maudlin, whiny, twangy stuff. Wanna hear 'Four-fifty-five Rocket' or 'Beer for My Horses'? Or maybe 'Rocky Raccoon'?" 

    She shook her head with a smile. "No, you were doing fine. I liked that one. Go ahead and finish it." 

    "You sure? I do Elvis, too. 'Promised Land' and 'Teddy Bear'." Laughing, Robyn shook her head again. "No, I mean it. I liked the one you were singing. Go ahead and finish it. Please." 

    Bowing slightly, I replied, "Yes, milady. Of course, milady. Um... but where was I?" 

    "It was something about 'making one heart of two', I think." Right. Uh, huh. She'd not only been paying attention, she'd bookmarked the spot she'd liked best, not where I stopped. 

    "Why don't I just start over, ma'am? I get confused so easily, y'know. Hey, Tiger, can you spare Robyn for a few minutes? If I have to sing for her, she has to dance with me." 

    With an ear-flick and a direct gaze to let me know he was making a serious concession to me, Tiger said, "Okay," in a 'well, if I have to, I suppose so' 

sort of tone and eased himself from Robyn's lap to my seat as I put my bottle on the deck. 

    Robyn stood up and stepped to the middle of the deck as I began singing. She came into my arms and looked up to watch me for a time, then rested her head on my chest as we danced. 

    As I neared the end of the song, Robyn asked softly, "Do you know any Dean Martin songs?" 

    I pulled back a bit and said, "Well, I'm not quite that old, ma'am, but we can call up any song ever recorded." 

    Keying my implant, I manifested a data screen and tapped the 'music' icon, then directly keyed in 'Dean Martin'. A long alphabetized list of his titles appeared and Robyn --in the time-honored tradition of beautiful, self-confident women who are used to being catered to --tapped up three songs without the slightest hesitation; 'In The Misty Moonlight', 'Memories Are Made Of This', and 'Return To Me'. 

    As Dino began singing at volume level three, I turned off the screen and Robyn again came into my arms. 

    'Misty Moonlight' had finished and 'Memories' had begun before Robyn softly said, "You're a very comfortable man, Ed." 

    "Oh, I dunno, milady. I get an itch now and then. Sometimes I even get an urge or two." 

    She slapped my arm gently and snickered, "I'd never have guessed. What I mean is... well, I can't think of any man I've ever known who'd... uhm... I just can't envision any of the others..." she looked up and interjected hastily, "Not that there have been all that many, of course..." Shaking my head I grinned slightly as I said, "No sweat, milady. I'm sorry, but you wouldn't be my first, either. Now, what were you sneaking up on with all those words?" 

    Robyn sighed and shrugged. "I was scared to death a few minutes ago. I didn't think I would be, but I was. I'm not scared any more. I think it's mostly because of you." 

    Nudging her with an elbow, I replied, "Nope. Can't have been me. Must have been Tiger. Making people comfortable is his job. I just drive this thing." Glancing at Tiger, who was watching us with great interest, Robyn amended, 

"Oh, of course. How silly of me. Yes, it must have been Tiger. He knew exactly what to do, didn't he?" 

    "Yup. It just seems to come naturally to him. There must be something about being warm and fuzzy that helps him make other people feel warm and fuzzy at just the right times." 

    Burying her face in my chest to stifle a chuckle, Robyn replied, "Yes, it must be something like that. Whatever it is, he does it very well." Cats can look very smug and self-satisfied. I turned us a bit so Robyn could see his happy little face and she said, "Thank you, Tiger. I feel much better now." 

    She grinned up at me and said, "You're a deceptively thoughtful man, you know." 

    Pretending to give that some thought, I asked, "Deceptively thoughtful, huh? That was a compliment, right?" 

    Robyn nodded as she snickered, "Yes. It was." 

    "Ah. Good. I was worried for a minute." 

    "Sure you were. I may write a poem about all this." 

    "Oh, damn. A poet. I knew you were too good to be true. Got a working title for it yet?" 

    "Yes. I may call it 'Dancing Above the Clouds'." Shrugging, I said, "Yeah, seems to fit. And I know the author, so maybe I'll read it after all." 

    Looking up, Robyn said, "Maybe I'll read it to you." 

    "Over brandies by the fire, you mean?" 

    "Or maybe in bed." She returned her face to my chest and added, "If we're still together." 

    Hm. 'If we're still together' was quite a qualifier, but it seemed to imply that we were already together after a fashion in her mind. Leaning back a bit, I looked down at her as she looked up and asked her, 

"Would this be a good time for a kiss?" 

    Nodding slightly, Robyn met my gaze and answered, "Yes." Not 'I think so', or 'I guess so', or anything so indecisive. She'd answered with a definitive 'yes', and it perfectly matched my general impression of Robyn as a strong-minded, willful woman who didn't hesitate to speak her mind. 

    I reached to gently sweep her hair back from each side of her face and let my hands fall to embrace her as I leaned to kiss her. Robyn's lips met mine softly at first. Not tentatively; softly. 

    It seemed to me that I was facing one final test as our soft kiss continued for a few beats, then Robyn's embrace became slightly tighter and our kiss became firmer. 

    Robyn's hands roamed my shoulders and back as mine roamed hers, then her left wrist bumped my belt knife and stopped just above it. She broke the kiss and lifted my shirttail slightly to eye the knife in its belt holster for a moment, then let my shirt fall and looked up at me. 

    "The other night..." she started, then she continued, "Open it for me. The way you did the other night." 

    I'd have preferred to play show and tell with the damned knife some other time, but Robyn's eyes had locked on my hip and she looked expectant. Stepping back a pace as my hand slid up to shove my shirttail out of the way, I reached for my knife. My fingers drew the folded knife out of its holster and into my hand and a flick of my wrist opened it with a soft 'whick' 

sort of sound. 

    Practice from so many years with this knife and others like it made the operation of drawing and opening it take less than a second. Robyn's right hand flew to her mouth as she eyed the brushed stainless blade and reached to touch the side of it. 

    "Damn," she muttered, "I almost didn't even see how you did that." Chuckling, I said, "That just means I did it right." Flipping the knife to grasp the blade, I said, "Here," and reached to place it in her open palm. As soon as Robyn's fingers touched the wood of the handle, I let go of it. The weight of the knife pulled her hand down and her eyes widened slightly. I left her holding the knife as I went to retrieve our drinks. When I handed her wine bottle to her, the knife was in her right hand. She hefted it and looked at it for another moment, then held it by pinching the blade in order to hand it back to me handle-first. 

    "Damn," she said again as I folded the knife and put it away, "It seems bigger than it looked the other night." 

    After a sip of beer, I said, "You were ten feet away the other night and there were other things going on. Distractions." 

    With a short laugh, Robyn grinningly said, "'Distractions' he calls them. Yes, there were distractions. How have other women reacted when you've whipped that thing out?" 

    Rolling my eyes at her choice of words, I replied, "Some jumped out of their skins. Some didn't. One told me the serrations looked mean, but when you're cutting woven things like rope or nylon belting, they make the job go faster." 

    Sipping beer again, I asked, "Why did we stop kissing, ma'am? I was kind of getting into that, y'know." 

    Robyn managed a smile even as she nibbled her lip and answered, "I was, too, but I think I'd rather be in a bedroom when I get to know you that well." 

    "Ah. Okay. In that case, should I aim us at the house now or would you like a little more time up here as a tourist?" 

    Glancing around and up in a manner that made her residual apprehension about our height rather obvious, Robyn cleared her throat and moved to her seat as she said, "I think I'd like to stay up here a little while and try to get used to it. Stephanie said you come up here fairly often." Rather than mention Selena's penchant for high-altitude entertainment, I said, "There are laws about sonic booms." 

    Shaking her head, Robyn said, "You make it sound so matter-of-fact to be up here." 

    Grinning, I asked, "How should it sound? Awesome and mystifying? We're here. Take a minute and get used to it." 

    As I sipped beer, Robyn sipped her wine, then said softly, "Stephanie also mentioned that Selena liked flying high." 
Chapter Forty-eight

    Um. Oh, hell. Oh, well. Tiger got up, stretched, and stepped into Robyn's lap. I moved to reclaim the pilot's seat. 

    As I sat down, I said, "Good ol' Stephie was a regular fountain of information, huh?" 

    Robyn giggled. "Not exactly, but she also said you haven't seen Selena for a while." 

    "Sel graduated, moved to Tallahassee with her company, got a promotion, and now she seems to be working all the time. I don't think I really qualify with her anymore, either. The last time I saw her she was gushing over somebody's new baby." 

    "I can hear how you feel about that. What about Toni? What's she to you, really?" 

    "These days, mostly a friend. Sometimes we party at clubs, sometimes we don't. She's not into flying at all, not even aboard the flitter. Get her moving twenty feet off the ground and she acts like you did when you looked down a while ago." 

    Robyn quietly responded, "Then she must have other talents that held your interest." 

    I met her gaze and said, "The usual. A phenomenal body, a cute face, fun to be with, like that. Good company in a hot tub or a pool and able to discuss almost anything intelligently." 

    "She sounds wonderful. Why aren't you and she..." Interrupting her, I said, "Change the subject. I'll even say 'please'. You can read people well enough to know there's nothing serious between Toni and me. I'd rather know what changed your mind about being with me." After a moment, Robyn said, "Nothing specific. Nothing in particular. You just kind of grew on me, I guess." 

    In other words, she didn't want to discuss that aspect of things. Finishing her wine, Robyn held the bottle as if to put it somewhere as she glanced around the cabin. 

    I said, "Just toss it." 

    After a moment's hesitation, she flipped the bottle at the world below us. The bottle hit the exterior field and flashed to nothingness as Robyn shielded her eyes. 

    "Want another?" I asked, my hand on the cooler. 

    "No, thanks. Not yet. Ed, do you mind a woman who thinks?" 

    "If I did, you wouldn't be here." 

    She gave me a wry smile and said, "Cute answer, but I mean it." 

    "Okay, try this one... If that was a serious question, you haven't been paying enough attention. My 3rd World boss is a woman. Selena was --and Toni is --a college girl. You're no dummy, for that matter. I tend to avoid airheads, no matter how decorative they may be. Know why?" Laughing softly, Robyn replied, "No. Why?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Well, duh, ma'am. They're boring." Sighing and getting to my feet, I added, "And so is sitting up here chatting about my old girlfriends. You obviously aren't interested in stargazing and every time you glance over the side I can see that the height still bothers you. Are you ready to go back down and find something to do?" Robyn's gaze narrowed. "Is that a euphemism for sex?" 

    "Only if you want it to be. Otherwise, it's a euphemism for finding something more interesting to do." 

    In a rather cool tone, she asked, "Has it occurred to you that this may be what interests me at the moment?" 

    "Yup, but I don't automatically consider that a reason to hang around up here. We can talk on the way." 

    "The way? To where?" 

    "Somewhere more interesting." 

    "And that would be...?" 

    I finished my beer and tossed the bottle, then said, "A few minutes ago we were dancing, then you took the opportunity to check out my knife as a way to put some distance between us. If I ask why, it'll just perpetuate this high-altitude chat. I'd rather let you work it out on your own and get back to me about it later." 

    Linda's dual-tone chime sounded through my implant. 

    I raised a hand and said, "Flitter, put her on the console," as Robyn started to say something. 

    The screen came on and Linda looked at Robyn, then me, as she said, "Sorry to interrupt. Ed, do what you have to do to clear the decks and prep for a trip. You may be leaving for Africa in the next half hour or so." 

    "Flitter," I said, "Back to the house, please. Normal descent parameters. Linda, this is Robyn. Vice, meet versa." 

    We began descending at a rate that made Robyn grip her seat and screech softly. 

    "Glad to meet you, Robyn," said Linda, "Call me back, Ed." 

    "Will do, Fearless Leader." 

    Linda's finger headed for the 'off' icon, but Robyn's near-shout stopped the motion. "Wait! What's going on?" 

    For a long moment, Linda regarded her in stony silence, then she said, 

"What the hell. It'll be on the news later, anyway. One of our people has been kidnapped and another one killed, Robyn. They were supervising the delivery and installation of a portable clinic." 

    "Andrew?" I asked. "Who else?" 

    "Andrew and Phillipe, his Namibian assistant. About an hour ago, 3rd World's Luanda office received a videotape of Phillipe Marchant being shot to death." She turned her gaze to me. "I've just seen the download. It was definitely Phillipe, Ed. They're holding his wife and daughter as well." 

    "The tape wasn't sent to a news outfit?" 

    "We were told it was sent only to our Luanda office. So far, nothing's turned up anywhere else." 

    "Demands?" I asked. 

    "That 3rd World will stay out of Cunene province." 

    "Why?" asked Robyn. 

    "They're supposedly fundamentalist Muslims who think that all field technology is Satanic." 

    I said, "Robyn, only two of the Arab states have ever signed into the flitter manufacturing deal and they've been catching hell ever since from all their friends and neighbors." 

    Looking back to Linda, I said, "But that stinks as a reason, ma'am. As I recall, southern Angola was about half Catholic and maybe five percent Muslim. Everybody else had their tribal gods or whatever. Have the ratios changed that much?" 

    "That's undoubtedly part of it," said Linda, "But this feels more like a local control issue. The neighborhood MPLA warlord confiscated the clinic and the truck that delivered it. Satellite pix show the truck and double-wide parked behind his villa." 

    "Double-wide?" asked Robyn, "That sounds like some kind of a mobile home." 

    "That's exactly what it is," said Linda. "It was outfitted as a clinic in Kenya and flown to Angola." 

    The flitter settled into my front yard as Robyn said firmly, "I want to go, too. I have to go." 

    Linda said simply, "Passport." 

    "I'll go without one! If I get busted, what'll they do? Ship me back here, right?" 

    "Oh, yes," laughed Linda, "For a quick trial and some prison time. And probably only after some Angolan prison time." 

    Robyn looked at me and wailed, "There's got to be a way!" 

    "Linda," I said, "I'll call you back if you don't call me first." Nodding, Linda replied, "Okay, Ed," and poked her 'off' icon. As I reached for my coffee mug, Tiger hopped off the flitter and headed for the house, stopping along the way to examine something near the sidewalk. When I stepped off the flitter, Robyn didn't wait to be handed down. She jumped the short distance and grabbed my arm as we followed Tiger to the front door. 

    "Ed, I just have to go with you!" 

    Glancing at her, I replied, "No problem. All you have to do is figure out how to get a passport in the next fifteen minutes." 

    She hurried in front of me as we reached the porch and placed herself between me and the door, talking fast. 

    "This won't be a social call, dammit! You aren't going to politely stop at the border or check in through an airport! You're just going to land at the villa and... and do whatthehell ever it is you're going to do!" 

    "Yup," I said, stepping around her to let Tiger in, "You do indeed seem to have a handle on things, ma'am." 

    "So? Nobody would know I was there until I file a report." Holding the door open for her, I said, "Right. At which time they can bust you with absolute proof and you'll have a real quick trial. Is this story worth going to prison, ma'am?" 

    Robyn seethed as I moved past her and closed the door. I grabbed a couple of plastic grocery bags and put four cans of soup in each bag, then set the bags on the kitchen table. 

    From the hall closet I took my jump kit --a backpack containing extra clothes, toiletries and a towel, a jar of instant coffee, and a pair of golf shoes --and carried it to the kitchen. 

    Pointing at the soups, Robyn asked, "That's all the food you're taking?" 

    "I don't expect to be there long." 

    "But..." 

    "I can read labels in English, French, and German. I'll do some shopping if I need to." 

    Reaching into the soup cabinet, Robyn grabbed another four cans and set them on the table, then reached for a plastic bag for them. Before I could say anything, she said, "These are for me. I'll get my bags out of the car." 

    "You haven't been invited." 

    Facing me with a glare, she replied flatly, "So invite me." I grinningly answered, "And become an accessory to your illegal activities? Gee, I don't think so, lady." 

    She dashed for the front door. I put some extra food and water down for Tiger, then sat down at the table. 

    Tiger jumped into my lap and said, "Robyn will go with you." 

    "Probably. She's kind of pushy. She'll probably put her stuff aboard the flitter and come back into the house or wait for me out there." 

    "I can't go. Why can she go?" 

    "Because you're important to me, Tiger." 

    "Robyn is not important to you?" 

    After giving a moment's thought to my answer, I simplified matters. "No. Not like you. She's just using me to get something. You're my friend, and if anything happened to you, Steph, Sue, and Elkor would be very upset with me." With an ear-flick equivalent to a nod, he solemnly agreed, "Yes, they would. Okay, Ed." 

    Patting him, I said, "Thank you, Tiger. When I get back, would you like to go to a zoo and see some African animals?" 

    He brightened considerably and yowled, "Yes!" 

    "Then that's what we'll do." 

    As I patted him again, he asked, "Will Robyn say goodbye?" 

    "I think so. She'll come back in soon when I don't go out." She did. As I made a coffee for the road, the front door opened and Robyn almost burst into the house. 

    "What are you doing?! Don't we have to leave?!" 

    "Calm down. I'm making a coffee. Say goodbye to Tiger." 

    "What? Oh! Yes! I'm sorry, Tiger. I was in a hurry." Tiger leaned into her hand as she stroked him and said, "I know. Goodbye, Robyn." 

    "Goodbye, Tiger." 

    Capping my mug, I walked to the table and ruffled Tiger's chin as I said, 

"I'll be back as soon as possible, Tiger. Then we'll go to the zoo." 

    "Okay. Goodbye, Ed." 

    "Bye, Tiger. Hold the fort." 

    I grabbed my pack and soup bags and headed for the door. Robyn grabbed her soups and followed me outside. 

    Halfway down the walk, Robyn said, "Ed, the zoo won't let Tiger in." Glancing at her, I replied, "Nothing's impossible, ma'am. If I tried to stop you physically, what would you do?" 

    Nodding, Robyn grinningly admitted, "I'd file an assault charge against you, of course." 

    I shrugged and set my bags on the flitter's deck. 
Chapter Forty-nine

    Robyn had placed her camera bag and backpack near one of the seats. I set the four-can soup bag by her stuff and piled my luggage near another seat on general principles. 

    "Flitter," I said, "Get us moving toward Africa at twelve hundred miles per hour and notify Linda of our departure, please. Use the console when she replies." 

    A moment later, Linda's face appeared on the screen. She spotted Robyn and her left eyebrow rose a bit. 

    "I sneaked aboard," said Robyn. 

    Linda's droll gaze turned to me. "There'd better be no repercussions due to Robyn's presence, Ed. I've given your flitter the coordinates. Are you ready for an update?" 

    "That's kind of why I called, Fearless Leader." She nodded. "Okay. Andrew's PFM is on and we've been able to monitor his bios as well as his surroundings. There have been some peaks related to fear, pain, and stress, but he's currently uninjured. He's being held in the clinic, which is still aboard the trailer, which is parked behind Thomas Moraya's villa." 

    "Moraya? The same Moraya who killed sixteen people in a bank back in January?" 

    "The very same." 

    "And he felt it necessary to kill Phillipe? Why? Didn't he think we'd take a prior mass murderer seriously?" 

    "Apparently not. He's also holding Phillipe's family against our cooperation." 

    Sipping my coffee, I glanced at Robyn before I asked, "May I ask why we haven't just stunned the whole neighborhood and taken our people out of there?" 

    Linda sighed and said, "We don't know where Phillipe's wife and daughter are at the moment, Dragonfly. Stephanie's probes didn't find her at the villa. She, Sue, and Elkor are searching the countryside and nearby villages." 

    "Why don't they have PFM's?" 

    "Phillipe was working in CW's London office. He offered to go with Andrew as an interpreter because it was a chance to see his family after two years. They'd have been issued PFM's and moved into the clinic module as caretakers." Robyn asked, "What's CW?" 

    "A support organization," I said, raising a hand to forestall her questions as Linda continued. 

    "Dragonfly, we'd like to evacuate Phillipe's family safely before we worry about the clinic. As long as things remain as they are, we have a chance of finding them or negotiating to end this situation in a peaceful manner." It was truth, spoken for Robyn's benefit, but not the whole truth. Linda's use of my op name 'Dragonfly' told me that there was doubt whether Phillipe's wife and daughter were alive. 

    It also meant that if the kidnappers tried to escalate matters or if I had to use dire measures to find out where Phillipe's family was being held, there should be no witnesses or evidence of my actions. 

    "Now to other business," said Linda, "Robyn. In light of the fact that you've... uhm... 'stowed away' aboard Ed's flitter, I have some security forms for you to read and sign before you get to Africa. You'll read them on your PFM screen or the flitter's console screen. You'll 'sign' them for the interim by saying 'Yes, I agree' while touching the signature lines on each form. Ed's flitter will record your agreements and send those recordings to me. At some point in the future you'll be required to sign them in ink, but this will do for now. Say 'no' and your only destination in Africa will be a US embassy, where you'll wait to be returned to the States." 

    Looking a bit dour, Robyn quipped, "In chains, no doubt." 

    "Not if you behave while you're there. Ed will pick you up on the way home. US embassies are technically US soil, so if you don't leave the embassy grounds, we can squeak past the laws concerning international travel without a passport." 

    Robyn sat back for a moment, then turned to me. 

    "Why do I feel as if I've been set up?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Damned if I know. I distinctly remember saying you weren't invited, but here you are." 

    Linda asked drily, "You couldn't prevent her from boarding?" 

    "She said she'd file assault charges. I don't need that. I'd rather see her in jail than me." 

    In a shocked tone, Robyn yelped, "I was joking, dammit! Tell her I was joking!" 

    "Flitter," I said, "Play back the audio from our most recent approach to you, please, from the point at which I mentioned taking Tiger to the zoo." From the flitter's console came:

    'Ed, the zoo won't let Tiger in.' 

    'Nothing's impossible, ma'am. If I tried to stop you physically, what would you do?' 

    'I'd file an assault charge against you, of course.' 

    Linda sighed and said, "That may be adequate, Ed, but only barely, if at all. I hope to hell she's worth all the trouble." 

    "If she isn't, I'll dump her later, okay?" 

    Snorting a chuckle, Linda said, "Yeah, fine. Now, Robyn, about these forms..." 

    "I'll at least get to read them first, won't I?" With a slightly saccharine smile, Linda replied, "Oh, absolutely. We'd have no use at all for you if you didn't have sense enough to read something before signing it." 

    With a deep sigh, I said to Robyn, "There's only about a ream of the stuff. You'll be through in no time," then got up to wander the flitter's deck with my coffee. 

    "Flitter, let's give the ladies some privacy. Put up an opaque, soundproof partition behind Robyn's seat, please." 

    As the partition appeared, I walked to the rear of the deck and keyed my implant to have a look at the data Linda had sent. First order of business; an overview. I poked up a map. 

    The city of Rocadas was about ninety miles north of the villa. To the south about twenty miles was the border of Namibia. Whoever had built the villa had been thinking ahead; a quick escape from the country could be made by car, boat, or plane. 

    Next I looked at daytime footage of the villa recorded from satellite imaging. Four taps zoomed the region to a five-square-mile view centered on the villa. A single narrow dirt road about two miles long ran east to connect the villa to what passed as a highway in that part of the world. A similar dirt road formed a circle around the villa and four small branch roads that were little more than overgrown trails through the brown grass linked the circular road to the villa. 

    Two of those roads extended to reach beyond the villages. The circular road was a perimeter guard route, likely used in random directions if the guy in charge had any training. 

    Back to the villa; it was a well-laid-out mansion with a kind of Mediterranean style about it, probably built back in the early or mid-sixties when that style was prevalent. Cultivated fields surrounded the villa in a patchwork that followed the landform toward the nearby Kunene River. As it had in the mid-seventies, it again occurred to me to wonder why there were two official spellings of the name; Cunene for the province and Kunene for the river. 

    Hm. All I really remembered about the Kunene River was the smell of the water and the small crocodile that had lunged out of the dark water at Luis Portilla and literally climbed into his Zodiac during a night op against UNITAS forces back in 1976. 

    As we'd quietly drifted toward the UNITAS docks, the croc's jaws had snapped shut on Portilla's left arm and its claws had ripped open the boat's port-side air chambers. 

    One of the other guys in the boat had instantly put half a dozen rounds from his AK-47 into the croc's eyes and head, but killing a croc doesn't necessarily mean it will let go of whatever's in its mouth. The croc started sliding backward, its jaws still locked on Portilla's arm. Lieutenant Cortmann put his AK's muzzle against the croc's nose and fired on automatic. The stream of bullets did enough damage to make the end of the croc's nose flexible, then Shango's machete sheared through the mangled mess and Portilla's arm was torn free of the croc's face just before the croc slid backwards and disappeared into the black water. 

    By then there were four men in the water, clinging to the crippled Zodiac. We'd quickly brought them aboard the other two boats and continued to shore as I'd patched Portilla's arm, but the element of surprise had been lost and the op was blown. 

    The AK fire had brought two guards running from the shack near the dock, likely thinking that one of their own had run into trouble by the water. We'd picked them off and swapped shots with a dozen more up the hillside while Jerrolds hot-wired a UNITAS boat, then we'd tossed grenades into the other two UNITAS boats at the dock and hauled ass with our crippled Zodiac in tow. 
Chapter Fifty

    I returned my attention to the villa and called up a live satellite view, then zoomed until the region filled the screen. About halfway between the villa and the circular road there were encampments along the four tributary roads. 

    "Filter the satellite feed for me, flitter. Make the view look more like daytime, please." 

    It was an hour or so before dawn in Angola, and the first stirrings of activity around the vicinity were typical enough; people visiting the trees to take leaks and cooking fires being stoked up as women of the little camps prepared breakfasts. 

    A few people from all the camps headed toward the villa with buckets, gallon jugs, and various other containers. At the corner of the villa, a woman with a garden hose filled the containers as an armed man stood nearby. Hm. This was undoubtedly a daily ritual; I wondered why they felt the need for an armed guard. Oh, well. I watched people do various things around the villa for a few minutes and noted that most of them entered and left the building through a side door in the western wing. 

    Switching the screen's center to the clinic trailer, I zoomed until it filled the display and used infrared to count the people inside. One lay in the bedroom farthest from the main doors. 

    Four more lay in various places along the length of the trailer's hallway and another one seemed to be sitting at a desk near the front door with his feet up. 

    "Flitter, link to Andrew Franks' PFM and show me his bios, please." A four-panel screen showed Andrew was asleep. I considered how to quietly contact Andrew through his PFM later. Or not. He likely wouldn't know where they were holding Phillipe's family and I didn't expect to need his help in neutralizing the compound. We could talk later. 

    Another half-hour of study told me enough about the villa. There were just under a hundred or so people to consider, most still asleep in various rooms in the western wing. 

    The eastern wing held only a few guards, and a couple shared a bed in a room adjacent to what appeared to be an office in the main building. Upstairs and almost directly above them was a big bedroom containing another couple. Enough. It was getting late and I'd have to pull an update recon when we arrived, anyway. I went back to the front of the flitter and tapped on the partition, then dissolved it. 

    "Progress?" I asked. 

    Linda said, "She's almost signed and sealed. You'll bring Robyn here after the op for the rest of it. In the meantime, she's to send everything through my office for clearance." 

    "Good 'nuff, milady. When you let her go, I'll get us tucked in for the evening and we'll try to catch a nap before we get there." 

    "Sounds good, Dragonfly. Flitter Two will meet you there tomorrow with a few of the usual necessities." 

    After a few minutes more of going over forms with Robyn, Linda said, 

"Well, that's it for now. Goodnight, all," and poked her 'off' icon. Robyn turned to me. 

    "Thank God that's over," she said, "No offense, but that woman can be kind of... well, disturbing, I guess." 

    With a grinning nod, I agreed, "Yup, that she can. Come on, I'll show you the amenities." 

    Standing up and looking at the bare deck behind the seats for a moment, Robyn asked, "Amenities?" 

    "Yes'm, amenities. Flitter, make a bed and a full bathroom for us, please, then take us to full speed and park us twenty miles above the clinic trailer." Robyn shrieked as a translucent gray, five-foot-wide, seven-foot-tall column appeared behind the portside seats. A field pad the size of a king-sized bed appeared above the deck. 

    "Thanks, flitter. Robyn, the column is a mini-bathroom." I took her hand and led her through the wall of the column to show her the field-generated toilet, shower, and sink. She marveled silently as I turned a translucent grey replica of a water faucet and let water flow for a moment. 

    "That's all there is to it," I said. "You know where the cooler is, and if you need anything else, just let me know." Walking back through the column's wall, I added, "Go ahead and use the facilities while I check in with Sue. I was serious about getting some sleep tonight. Tomorrow may be a big day." With a short, sharp laugh, Robyn came to stand beside me as I sat down in front of the console. 

    "It 'may' be a big day?" she asked, "Only 'may' be?" 

    "Yup. Things could work out fairly quickly." 

    "How do you figure that?" 

    "They have before. One can hope. Now do whatever you're gonna do to get ready for bed." 

    Moving in front of me, Robyn rather stiffly asked, "Just how did you mean that last remark?" 

    Sighing, I said, "In the worst possible way, of course, just as you so quickly assumed." Keying my implant, I asked, "Sue, can you spare a minute?" Sue appeared by the console and smiled as she said, "Oh, I suppose so." 

    "You're too kind, milady. Devastatingly beautiful, too, I might add. Any luck in the search for Phillipe's family?" 

    "Not yet." 

    "Is Moraya in or around the villa?" 

    "He's in the villa's master bedroom with his girlfriend. May I ask your plans for him?" 

    Sipping my coffee, I said, "I'm going to ask him where he stashed Phillipe's family. If he won't politely volunteer the information, you'll probably want to leave the room." 

    Robyn peered intently at me and said accusingly, "You're saying you're going to torture the information out of him." 

    "No, that's not what I'm saying, and stop interpreting every damn thing you hear. Flitter Two is bringing me an agency-issue interrogation kit, among other things. The kits rely on drugs and questioning techniques, not dental tools and thumbscrews." 

    "Drugs are a form of torture, too, Ed." 

    "Tough shit. Sue, has Moraya actually said in so many words that Phillipe's wife and daughter are still alive?" 

    "When he shot Phillipe, they were in the room, tied to chairs. He waited until they stopped screaming before offering their lives for proof of 3rd World's cooperation." 

    "Proof? What kind of proof? If a public promise would do it, why are we still on our way to Angola? Couldn't the project be started somewhere else?" 

    "It could," Sue replied, "But Moraya hasn't been specific about what would constitute proof, Ed. He said he'd recontact 3rd World's Luanda office in three days." 

    I sipped coffee again and said, "Like I told Linda, this stinks. If they really wanted a public promise or anything else 'public', they'd have sent a copy of the tape to a news agency. The MPLA I used to know was a bunch of Commies. Has that changed since they took over the country?" Shaking her head, Sue said, "No, they're still Communists." 

    "Then I seriously doubt they have any links to Muslims that aren't dependent on money or usefulness. The Commies preach that religion is bullshit. Do communications to and from the villa indicate any sort of MPLA-Muslim alliances?" 

    "That was one of Linda's questions, too. No, Ed, phone records over the last few months haven't seemed to indicate an alliance. In fact, very few of the calls were placed to numbers belonging to MPLA or Muslim interests." 

    "What're they growing in the fields around the villa?" 

    "Tobacco, mostly. A few food crops, but they appear to be for use by people at the villa." 

    "An ongoing underground tobacco business? Nah. Not enough money involved. Any gold mining in the area?" 

    "Not in the immediate area. The nearest gold mine is ninety-seven miles away." 

    Shrugging, I said, "Well, then, what could the arrival of the clinic have interrupted or what could its presence in that area have disrupted?" 

    "That was also one of Linda's questions. We don't know." 

    "It's a border region. There's a river and a railroad on one side of the place and a main highway on the other. Could be a contraband operation or a distribution point. Did the MPLA honchos in Luanda know anything about the kidnapping?" 

    "Apparently not. They say not, at any rate, and they're the ones who approved installing the clinic there. They've agreed to let 3rd World investigate the matter first." 

    "They're probably remembering a certain mountain in Iran that disappeared. Figure that Moraya's stalling for time because he had a private business going down there. He knows the place will be swamped with soldiers and cops soon, so he's really only holding Phillipe's family in order to freeze things while he cleans up. He's still at the villa, so he needs to be on hand to supervise. When it's done, he'll go into hiding. Did Linda speculate along those lines, too?" 

    Nodding, Sue said, "Yes, she did." 

    "Then it would seem that my job really is just to get Phillipe's family out. No hidden meanings, right?" 

    "Yes, it would seem so. Why haven't you asked her these questions, Ed?" Getting to my feet, I said, "For the time being, Linda needs to have

'plausible deniability' available. Right now, all anyone knows is that 3rd World probes are looking for Phillipe's wife and kid --what are their names, anyway?" 

    In a slightly chiding tone, Sue said, "I was wondering when --and if -you might eventually ask. His wife's name is Solange. His daughter is Michele. She's eleven years old." 

    Meeting her gaze, I replied, "I'm only asking names so I'll know what to call them if we find them. I don't necessarily want to get to know them." Robyn yapped, "Why? Because they're black?" 

    I looked at her and snapped, "Damn it, I ought to stun your silly ass for the night, lady. No, not because they're black. Because I don't need to know them, that's all. When this is over, we're going back to Florida and I'll never see them again, just like 99% of all the other people I've ever met." She bridled and answered, "Oh, really? But what if you do meet them again?" 

    "Then it'll be old home week, won't it? I can get to know them then if necessary." 

    In a sarcastic tone, she repeated, "'If necessary,' huh?" 

    "You don't have to approve, sweetie. You just have to mind your own damned business sometimes, and this is one of those times. I'll choose my own friends

--thanks anyway --and they won't be traumatized women of any particular color." 

    Turning to Sue, I asked, "Anything else to report, ma'am? Anything that can't wait until morning?" 

    "I don't think so." 

    "Good 'nuff, then. I'm going to shower and crash for the night. See everybody tomorrow." 

    With that, I leaned to kiss Sue on the cheek and said, "Thanks for dropping by, milady. Maybe I'll get lucky and dream about you." She gave me a wry smile in return as I grabbed my pack and fished out a towel and my toiletries. Robyn sat as if confused for a moment, then stood up and reached to take Sue's hand. 

    "Do you really have to leave, Sue?" 

    "No, I don't have to, but you two will need some sleep and I could be using all my resources in the search." 

    Robyn looked enlightened and replied, "Oh! I hadn't realized that your being here... I'm sorry. Yes, of course." 

    Sue smilingly said, "Goodbye, then," and vanished. Robyn looked down at her empty hand, then looked at me. 

    "You waited too long, ma'am," I said with a grin, "I'm first in the shower." 
Chapter Fifty-one

    Eyeing the big grey field pad beyond the bathroom field, Robyn asked, "Is there some reason there's only one bed?" 

    Entering the bathroom column, I said, "Yeah. I never needed more than one, so that's what's in the flitter's program. If you want separate beds, I'll have the flitter split it. No problem." 

    I normally shave in the shower, but it seemed likely that Robyn would have something more to say, so I generated a power field with my implant and used my electric razor. 

    Several minutes passed before Robyn asked, "Ed, can you hear me in there?" 

    "Sure can. What's on your mind?" 

    "Are you... uhm, are you mad at me about something?" 

    "No, I'm not mad at you," I called back. "Why?" 

    "Well, you just seem... I don't know... distant, all of a sudden. Like you've dropped some kind of wall between us." 

    "Yes to the distance, no to the wall." 

    After a moment of silence, Robyn asked, "Why?" Flicking open my razor to tap beard bits into the sink, I said, "I don't like wimpy games, Robyn; the cutesy 'maybe I'll do it, maybe I won't' bullshit isn't cute to me. All the women in my life have been decisive, strong-minded people who knew what they wanted and weren't afraid to have fun when it was legally available. I'll get some sleep and concern myself with other things while you make up your mind whether to play." 

    Snapping my razor shut, I put it back in its case and opened the white plastic soap-holder I'd had since the last time I'd been in Africa. The dull-gold bar of soap was cracked with age; I'd bought it just before leaving for the States in 1980 and hadn't had an occasion to use it since. I stripped and laid my clothes on the sink, then turned on the shower, tuning the water to 'very warm' rather than 'hot' and adjusting the spray so it would pound my shoulders. 

    There was no shower curtain or door. It didn't matter if water got on the floor because it disappeared as soon as it landed. I was stepping into the spray when Robyn strode naked into the cubicle and placed her toiletries on top of my clothes. 

    "Well, hi, there," I said, my dick instantly springing up at the sight of her. 

    She eyed my erection for a moment, then took two small bottles from her kit and brought them to the shower. 

    "Hello, yourself," she said, holding up one of the bottles. "This one's shampoo. The other is conditioner. You'll be using both of them. Is that decisive enough for you?" 

    Moving aside for her and taking the bottles, I replied, "Oh, yes, ma'am, it certainly is, ma'am. Get yourself wet and I'll see if I can remember how to wash hair." 

    As she soaked her hair and I marveled at her body, Robyn asked, "Don't you want to know what changed my mind?" 

    "Sure. Enlighten me, milady." 

    Parting her hair, Robyn peered up at me and said, "Well, I'm not going to tell you, so deal with it." Her gaze again fell to my dick, then she continued wetting her hair. 

    Shrugging, I said, "Okay," and popped the shampoo bottle's cap-spout to squeeze some of the contents into my left hand, then closed it and leaned to set the bottles on the floor. 

    When I stood back up, Robyn turned around and swept her hair back to put it all within reach at once. I smeared my hands together and began working up a lather in her hair. 

    She asked, "You don't really care why, do you?" 

    "Not enough to worry about it if you won't tell me." The shampoo reeked of green apples. Oh, well. It was a nice enough scent, and the lather was coming up nicely. I had all of her hair soaped in short order and included her neck and shoulders in my rubbing and lathering. 

    "Oooo," she murmured, "I get a massage, too?" 

    "You're wet, slick, and gorgeous. Seems a waste not to make use of every resource." 

    "Being gorgeous is a resource?" 

    "It got you here, didn't it?" 

    Shrugging, she chuckled, "I suppose so. For better or worse, here I am." 

    "Ha. You won't be such a pessimist in a few minutes, ma'am. I'm good at this kind of stuff." 

    Her chuckle was louder as she reached behind herself and found my dick, fondling it as I washed her hair. We continued in that manner for a few minutes before Robyn sighed softly, clasped her hands in front of her, and tilted her head back. 

    After another few minutes she said she thought her hair might be clean enough. 

    "Conditioner time," she said, backing up and leaning under the spray to let the shampoo rinse out of her hair. 

    I rinsed my hands and reached for the conditioner bottle. While my back was turned, Robyn gave a little gasp and a soft moan, but the cause of it was a mystery to me as I stood up. 

    The shampoo was the 'no-tears' kind, so it seemed unlikely she was in any distress from it. By the time I stood behind her again, she'd straightened, ready to have the conditioner applied. 

    Studying the side of Robyn's face as I rubbed the goo into her hair, I noticed a slight flushing from her breasts up to her forehead that hadn't been there before. Uh, huh. She'd let her fingers do some sliding while I'd been shampooing her hair. 

    Glancing down, I saw that Robyn's hands were again clasped in front of her. The long muscle in the top of her left forearm flexed slightly as I watched, then she caught her lower lip between her teeth and her nostrils flared. My short chuckle made her crack an eyelid and peer at me for a moment. 

    "What's funny?" she asked. 

    "Just thinking about how lucky I am tonight, ma'am. I don't think I've ever been with a more beautiful woman." 

    Robyn continued peering at me for another moment as she seemed to weigh my words for truth. I blithely continued rubbing conditioner into her hair until she told me it was time to let the stuff sit for a bit. 

    She watched me soap myself and wash my arms, legs, and torso, then I handed her the soap and turned around, thumbing over my shoulder at my back. Soaping my shoulders first, Robyn worked her way down my back, her nails scraping firmly against my skin. I arched a bit and leaned into her attentions. 

    Chuckling, "You like that, huh?" she worked from the middle of my back upward. 

    I laughed, "Yup. Your nails are a lot better than the old screen door back home." 

    "Glad to hear it, of course. I don't think I've ever been compared to a screen door before." 

    "Hey, it isn't a bad thing, and that door doesn't reach places the way you do." 

    Robyn snickered and murmured, "This shower is okay, but it isn't all that great. My shower has a clock radio." 

    Keying my implant to manifest a field screen, I poked the music icon and asked, "Oh, really? Whaddaya wanna hear, lady? More Dean Martin?" Leaning around me to see the screen, Robyn touched the 'C' and scrolled down to 'Cole, Paula'. The next screen displayed a list of Paula Cole's songs and Robyn tapped 'Where Have All the Cowboys Gone?' 

    The song's general tone of lament make me classify it as a kind of Cinderella thing; the woman was complaining about a lack of cowboys as if they were princes of some sort. 

    "I don't know why she wants a cowboy," I said, "Most of the ones I've met have been low-class or no-class saddlebums and boozers who wouldn't be able to hang onto a good thing like you if she was superglued to them." Robyn slapped my back and told me to move so she could rinse the conditioner out of her hair. The singer continued wailing, asking where her John Wayne clone might be. The song had a nice melody, at least, and a decent beat. 

    When Robyn had all the creme rinse out of her hair, I set about using the bar soap on her, starting at her shoulders. She scooped some suds off the bar and washed her face as I washed her arms, then she turned to let me wash her back, again clasping her hands in front of her. 

    Amazing. Robyn was so perfectly formed, but so damned short. I felt as if I could just pick her up and set her on my dick. I heard her gasp softly again and watched the redness trim her neck and shoulders as she came on her fingertips. Kewl. She'd already had two or three. I hoped she'd save a few for me. 

    Reaching around her, I slid my hands under her arms and washed her front. Robyn's breathing became slightly erratic as I massaged her breasts and nipples. I ran my palms in circles over her tight little turrets and watched redness again flow upward into her neck and face as the long muscle in her arm flexed more rapidly with her surreptitious rubbings. 

    She stiffened when my hands slid down to replace hers, but soon relaxed to her previous state as my fingers found her magic button and gently massaged the entire area. 

    "Let me try that," I whispered. 

    "You noticed, huh?" 

    Kissing her shoulder, I said, "Yes'm. I did." Fingers other than her own doing something she'd thought to be a secret... In no time, Robyn came hard, doubling over slightly with the intensity of her orgasm. 

    As she eased down from it, I turned her around to face me and leaned her against the shower wall so the water wouldn't drown me as I knelt and lifted her right leg to rest on my shoulder. When my tongue found her clit, Robyn gave a short, soft shriek and let her breath out in a long moan. I licked, kissed, and massaged her fabulous thighs and nibbled and licked her into another orgasm, one that made her legs quiver and her belly clench hard as she came. 

    Robyn leaned against the wall and breathed hard for a few moments as I massaged all of her that I could reach, then I dove back into her bush and searched out another of those crashing orgasms. 

    Then another one surfaced. Robyn seemed to be an orgasm goldmine. I found three more before her hands tremblingly found my hair and gently pulled my face away. 

    Lowering her leg from my shoulder, I made a production of placing it so that it precisely matched the position of her other leg. Robyn giggled, then chuckled, and her knees buckled briefly before she straightened them. I pulled them to make them buckle again and lowered her gently down my chest to my lap, where my engorged dick waited impatiently for her. Robyn made a small sound of surprise as the head of my dick found her and nosed its way into her. For a moment, she used her legs to stop her descent, then she rolled her hips slightly and let herself descend again. With her knees wide apart and on either side of me, Robyn allowed herself to drop to the absolute bottom of my shaft. Her eyes had been open, but they opened a bit further when she hit bottom and she gave a little gasp. 

    "Ummmm," she murmured with a grin, "God, I think I feel that thing bumping against my heart." 

    I kissed her soundly and said, "You flatter me, milady. I don't mind, of course, but I don't think it's quite that long." 

    Lifting her chin a bit to rest it on my shoulder, she breathed, "Well, it's definitely long enough, especially in this position. It feels as big around as my arm, too." 

    Laughing softly, I assured her, "It's just the position. If you get uncomfortable, let me know." 

    She shook her head tightly and whispered, "Oh, hell, no! It feels huge! I love it! Oh, God! With my legs out like this, I feel as if I'm open to the whole damned world right now." 

    "Wanna double your pleasure, double your fun, ma'am? Just reach down there and tickle that little button again while I bounce you up and down a bit." Her left hand quickly slid into place as her right arm remained around my neck for support. I felt her fingers working between us as I used both hands to lift her a few inches and establish a series of short strokings. Robyn quickly picked up the rhythm of things and in short order she was glassy-eyed, her head lolling back as a long, loud moan escaped her. Although my knees were killing me, I kept the strokes going until Robyn's belly suddenly spasmed repeatedly and she lost her grip on my neck. My arms were all that kept her from falling flat on her back, but I'm not sure she noticed. 

    Her right arm fell to lay on the deck and her left hand seemed not to be moving anymore as I bounced her in quick, short strokes. 

    Another of those long moans came out of her and Robyn's body clenched so that she curled forward until her head rested on my chest. I kept bouncing her on my lap like a moaning rag doll and tried to call up my own orgasm. Success almost came a few moments later. The tingling began faintly in my heels --likely because my legs were numb from the position --and it raced up to my crotch, but it didn't trigger me off. I suddenly wasn't sure I could come while my legs were wadded up and screaming at me. 

    When my dick swelled and stiffened just that extra little bit, Robyn knew it was time in that way that women tend to know these things. Her head came up and her glassy gaze met mine for a moment before she leaned forward and kissed me hard. 

    That's all it took to bust the dam. 

    As the tingling in my balls came back into being and Robyn's interior suddenly became very wet and slick, I pulled her tightly to me, drove myself into her, and came deep within her in several great gushings. Robyn's arms wrapped around me and hugged me to her as I filled her, then she moaned into my mouth as she jerkily spasmed through another wrenching orgasm of her own. 
Chapter Fifty-two

    Long moments passed and our kiss continued well after our orgasms had faded. A small shift of her hips made me pump what felt like a last good squirt into Robyn. 

    She bit her lip and grinned as she posted slightly on me, using her small motions to make more of my little squirts and stirrings happen. After a while, my dick slipped out of Robyn and she groaningly tried to lift herself off me. She couldn't do it. 

    "My legs don't work," she said, "What now?" 

    "Oh, no, no, no," I answered quickly, "They have to work, ma'am. My legs can't take any more of this. I have to be able to function tomorrow." Reaching for her right ankle, I lifted her foot and eased it farther behind me, straightening her leg, then did the same with her left ankle and leg. 

    "God, those are marvelous legs," I murmured, eyeing and stroking them. When I looked up, Robyn was grinning at me. I kissed her and leaned her back until she gently came to rest on the deck, then set about trying to straighten my own legs. 

    My thigh muscles bitched and complained and my knees ached loudly about having been driven into the deck, but they slowly complied with my commands to straighten out. Robyn watched my efforts with an expression of real sympathy. At last I lay above her, supporting myself on my forearms. After a few moments to let the minor agonies fade away, I looked down the length of her and she must have seen the admiration in my eyes. 

    "You really think I'm so... uh..." 

    "You're wonderful," I finished for her. "Your face is to die for and you have the body of a goddess, Robyn." Leaning close to whisper into her ear, I added, "And the way you make love..." 

    Robyn giggled and blushed and something about her reaction made my dick stir and stiffen a bit. She felt it jerk upward between her thighs and her eyes got big. 

    "Are you kidding me?" she whispered, "Again? Already?" Shaking my head, I said, "I don't think so. I think the sight of you was enough to wake it up, though." 

    Laughing, Robyn reached to hug me hard as she kissed me. I was wrong. Her kiss made my dick stiffen. When it nudged her gates, Robyn's eyes flew open and she looked down between us. 

    I let her see it throb at her a couple of times, then I slid it back into her and kissed her again. 

    "Probably won't last this time," I said, stroking into her. She just stared up at me and laughed again as she matched my rhythm. I got my hands under her butt and lifted her slightly as I kissed her and tried to find her inner magic spot with the head of my dick. 

    When her breath caught, I memorized the spot and hit it again a few times. Each stroking of it made her belly clench slightly and her breathing gradually became both deep and ragged as she used her arms to brace and hold herself in the precise position for best contact. 

    After a few moments, Robyn's left hand flew down there and she moaned her pleasure as she came in a string of small ones that seemed to run nose-to-tail. 

    This time my knuckles and wrists were aching with abuse and strain as I held her butt an inch or so above the deck to provide the proper angle of attack. 

    The discomfort didn't matter. I was lost in drawing every bit of pleasure possible out of Robyn and I wasn't about to quit while she was coming in a steady stream. 

    Her legs suddenly wrapped around me above my waist, and I realized that the lady was either knowledgeable or absolutely brilliant. The angle was perfect! My dick was firmly pounding her special spot with every stroke and I was able to use my hands to brace myself above her. 

    Robyn's hand began moving quickly and she let out a groan as she reached for her prize. She began tightening sporadically around my dick and her legs worked hard to keep her right where she needed to be for maximum effect. Her right hand clutched my arm as I pounded into her and her nails dug into my arm above my elbow as she grunted softly with her efforts to meet my thrusts. 

    Damn, I don't know... maybe I was just in the mood to fill her up, maybe it was her willingness to be filled, or maybe it was the way she worked so hard to pull that big one out of herself. Whatever; I wanted it as much as she did and we met somewhere in the middle of it all. 

    Robyn froze as I thrust into her and let out a small scream as she clenched around my dick and used her legs to pull me hard into her. It was her time, and my body knew it as well as her hot lubrication gushed around my dick. 

    A few strokes later I felt it happening within me and so did Robyn. She stared up at me as I made the last few necessary strokes and drove myself into her as deeply as possible, then she grabbed my head and pulled me down for a deep kiss as I throbbed my stuff into her. 

    In the middle of our kiss Robyn broke away and took a deep breath as she arched slightly. Her belly heaved slightly a few times and her legs yanked me tightly against her as her nails again dug into my arm. 

    Gritting her teeth as if in pain, she drew another hissing breath and held it as her legs tightened even further for a long moment. I throbbed a few more times inside her as we froze that way, locked together in lust. As we relaxed, I kissed Robyn again and tasted the saltiness of her sweat on her face. 

    Letting out a deep breath, I said, "This time I'm getting the hell off you before it comes up again and kills me." 

    Robyn snickered and reached for my dick, fondling it as she eyed it. The shower spray felt good on my poor, overly-used balls and I told her to hold it right where it was for a minute so it could cool down a bit. 

    "To hell with that," she said, letting go of me and rolling to her knees, 

"If it cools down, it may come back up. Let's save some for later." 

    "A wise woman," I said as I nodded solemnly and eyed her goddess-body, 

"Yeah, let's let it get some rest." 

    I just lay there under the spray for a while as Robyn knelt beside me, rinsing herself off and out. Her softly-solid arms and shoulders moved enticingly, her breasts bounced invitingly, and her lovely, wonderful legs made me feel hungry. 

    Sitting up, I let the shower drench my face and hair and drank a few gulps before I reached for the soap. Robyn looked at her shampoo and conditioner bottles and shook her head. 

    "Now I have to wash my hair again." She pointed gracefully at me and added, "And I mean that I have to wash my hair, not you. I want to try to get your come out of me so I don't leak on the bed and I want to get out of this shower sometime tonight so I can at least try to get some sleep." Raising my hands in a placating manner, I answered, "Oh, yes, ma'am. As you say, milady." 

    Snickering, Robyn muttered, "Oh, shut up. Just cooperate so we can get some sleep." 

    Nodding as if in absolute agreement, I began again, "Yes, ma'am, as you say..." 

    Reaching to smack my thigh, she laughingly yelped, "Stop that!" Grinning at her, I got to my feet and quickly rewashed myself, then stepped out of the shower. 

    As I toweled myself, I said, "It's all yours, milady. I'll just brush my teeth and stay out of your way." 

    She fluttered a hand at me and said, "Wait! Look in my bag and find my douche. It's a little turkey-baster-looking thing." 

    I opened her bag and the turkey-baster-looking thing was near the top of the pile. 

    When I showed it to her, she said, "Now find the little plastic bottle and the mixer." 

    Picking up the bag, I took it over to her and said, "You know what to look for. I'll know next time." 

    Robyn put some pale pink powder in the bottle and let the bottle fill under the spray, then shook it well and stuck the turkey-baster-looking thing on it. 

    I was thinking something like 'the marvels of science...' when she asked, 

"Well? Are you going to turn around or watch?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Watch, if you don't mind. Believe it or not, this is kind of interesting to me." 

    Giving me a wry look and a shake of her head, Robyn spread her legs and inserted the tube, then gave the plastic bottle what looked like an almost vicious squeeze. 

    She filled the bottle with water and inserted it again twice, then rinsed everything separately and told me to put the bottle and tube on her towel. Reaching down without warning, I ran a finger through her slit, then sniffed it. Faint cherry scent. No trace of me. Good. 

    Grinning, I licked my finger and said, "I like cherry," then I set the douche kit on her towel and retrieved my toothbrush and paste from my own kit. Watching her in the mirrored section of the wall above the sink as I brushed my teeth, I studied the way Robyn's body moved as she raised her arms to wash and rinse her hair. Maybe I shouldn't have. 

    There's something about the way a woman's upraised arms frame her face... and lift her breasts... and make the finer muscles of her torso and the cords of her shoulders stand out... And those legs... I bumped the sink and realized that I was beginning to 'stand out' again, too. 

    'Whatta surprise,' I thought drily. 'But the view is just too damned fine. Can't help watching.' 

    "Hey, goddess," I said as I turned around and waggled my dick at her. Robyn froze and her eyes bugged a bit. She raised her hands in a protesting gesture. 

    "Oh, no, not again," she said, "Not tonight, okay? Jeez." 

    "What if it doesn't go down?" 

    "Make it go down," she insisted. 

    "Well, I can try, of course, but..." 

    "Just do it. Make it go down." 

    I sighed dramatically and did my best to look dejected as I turned back to the sink. In the mirror, I saw Robyn shake her head in disbelief and stare back at me for a moment, then she continued washing rather quickly and rinsed herself off. 

    Instead of handing her towel to her, I draped it over my dick and turned around. She snorted a laugh and plucked the towel off me, then demanded my towel, as well. 

    "For my hair," she said. 

    "Want a blow dryer?" I asked, "The flitter could make one." Robyn blinked at me and asked, "Really? Oh, hell, why not? It made this shower. Okay. Sure. A blow dryer would be nice." 

    The flitter's idea of a blow dryer was a two-inch-diameter flexible field tube extending from the wall. 

    Robyn said 'faster, faster, warmer, warmer' to tune the air flow from the tube until it suited her, then dried her hair as I asked the flitter to dry our towels, as well. 

    Canting her head slightly, Robyn asked, "Is the flitter alive in some way, Ed?" 

    "Alive? You mean sentient, like Sue?" 

    "Yeah, that's the word." 

    Shaking my head, I said, "It isn't supposed to be." 

    "Then why are you so polite to it?" 

    "Why shouldn't I be? It takes good care of me." 

    "But you wouldn't necessarily have to be polite, right?" I shrugged. "Guess not. But again, why shouldn't I be?" Grinning and shaking her head, Robyn said, "I think I like the way you think about some things." 

    Folding the towels, I went to put them on our packs, laid my clothes on a seat, put my toiletries away, and warmed up my coffee as Robyn brushed her teeth. My dick went down sometime during those activities. 
Chapter Fifty-three

    Robyn came out of the bathroom combing her hair and headed toward the bed. Seeing that I seemed to have no interest in getting dressed, she put her clothes on a seat, too, and sat down in the next seat to continue combing her hair. 

    "God, you're beautiful," I said as my dick stiffened again. Eyeing the post in my lap, Robyn replied, "That thing isn't going to go down while I'm naked, is it?" 

    "Probably not, ma'am, but that's no reason to get dressed. I'm kind of thinking of tasting you all over, anyway." 

    Shaking her head, she said firmly, "We'll need some sleep and it's getting late." Poking her clothes with her comb, she asked, "Can your flitter come up with a washing machine, too?" 

    "It doesn't need to." I picked up her clothes and dumped the pockets, then did the same with mine, putting the loose objects on separate seats, then said, "Flitter, please clean our clothes." 

    Both sets of clothes rose to a single cluster of cloth a few feet above the deck, then a translucent grey ball enclosed them for close to thirty seconds. When the ball dissolved, our clothes returned to the seats they'd come from. 

    Robyn had been combing her hair when she'd asked about a washing machine. She'd frozen in mid-stroke when our clothes rose above the deck, but at some point she'd continued combing and simply watched the grey ball. She reached for her bra and examined it, then did the same with her blouse, sniffing it and turning it this way and that. I put my pants on and refilled my pockets as Robyn watched. 

    "You decided to get dressed, after all?" 

    "I thought you were serious about no more sex tonight." Nodding, Robyn said, "I was." 

    "Then I'm getting dressed and so are you, and I'll split the bed. There's no way I'll get to sleep lying naked next to you." Gesturing at the bathroom, I added, "I'll leave the facilities in place while you're aboard, beds included." 

    Calling up a field screen, I poked up information about Cunene Province and was instantly provided with a number of eco-tourist campsites along the river --two with decent restaurants --but what I really wanted lay elsewhere. 

    After racking my brain uselessly for a moment, I pulled up a map and found the big village I'd been trying to think of by crossreferencing gas station locations in the region. 

    Found it. The name of the village had been RuaCana, and it still was. It listed a supermarket and a BP filling station and convenience store known mostly for selling camping gear. 

    The official language of Angola may be Portuguese and the unofficial language Bantu, but the languages of European international tourism and business were English, French, and German, and I was still functional to some degree in all three. 

    I had the flitter make note of those locations, then checked my email and my usual newsgroups. 

    "Ed," said Robyn. 

    "Yes'm," I responded without looking at her. 

    "Are you upset with me?" 

    "You keep asking me that. Nope. I'm lining a few things up for tomorrow. If nothing's changed regarding Phillipe's family by morning, we'll have breakfast at a tourist trap and save our soup for another time." She stood up and picked up her blouse, then turned to me. My eyes traveled Robyn's gloriously naked body from her ankles to her eyes and stopped there. She was gazing intently at me. 

    My dick was hard again as I asked, "Yes?" 

    Shaking her head, she put on her blouse and started to button it, then turned to me with her shorts in her hand. The blouse didn't help; if anything, it accentuated parts of her like a peekaboo nightie. 

    "Are you sure you aren't upset with me?" 

    "Want me to prove it? I'd be happy to get naked again." 

    "That's not what I meant." 

    Shrugging, I said, "Then put your clothes on and tell me what you mean." Grinning, I added, "You're just too damned gorgeous, Robyn. If you stay naked much longer, I'll be forced to pounce on you, stick my tongue in your cherry-flavored bush, and lick you 'till you scream with ecstasy." Robyn returned my grin and even blushed slightly as she stepped into her panties and pulled them up, then stepped into her cutoffs. 

    "What I mean," she said as she buttoned her cutoffs and began buttoning her blouse, "Is that... well, you were running hot in the bathroom, but now... well, what happened?" 

    "Nothing happened. In fact, that's the exact reason. You wouldn't go for another romp, so I turned my attention to other things and now we won't have to eat soup from a can in the morning. But like I said, I'd be happy to get naked with you again if you want to change your mind about the romp." She regarded me thoughtfully for a time, then stepped forward and kissed me. 

    "That's just so you won't forget," she said, "How about the bed? Are you still going to split it?" 

    "Yup. I'm just a man, milady, and I'm one who knows that having a hot new object of lust in his bed would keep him awake all night. Sorry, but the urge to taste you would overpower me, and then I'd have to overpower you with my tongue." 

    Snorting a chuckle, she replied, "With your tongue, huh?" Giving her a smug look, I asked, "Hey, it worked pretty well in the shower, didn't it?" Running an index finger down her thigh, I added, "In fact, how about a last quick little taste, ma'am? Kind of a midnight snack, y'know? 

A little something before bed?" 

    Robyn looked down at my eager expression and chuckled. She looked tempted, but she shook her head. 

    "No. It's bedtime, and I mean for sleep." 

    I leaned to kiss her thighs anyway, then sat up and sighed as meaningfully as possible. Robyn chuckled again and went to stand by the bed. She touched it, pushed down on it, and then sat on it, bouncing slightly. Whispering, I said, "Flitter, when I say 'do it', I want you to split the bed down the middle and separate the pieces by two feet, please." As Robyn turned to me and said, "It actually feels pretty good," I whispered, "Do it." 

    The bed slid apart instantly, rocking Robyn onto her back, her legs in the air briefly. She let loose a yell of surprise, then found herself lying on her side, half-on and half-off the bed. 

    Robyn straightened herself out on the bed, then turned to face me and sighingly asked, "Are we even now?" 

    "I wouldn't say we were ever uneven, milady. It just seemed like the thing to do at the time." 

    "Uh, huh. Hey! This pillow feels like cloth!" Shrugging, I asked, "Shouldn't it? It's a pillow." She poked and gripped it and said, "But it isn't... real..?" 

    "You're groping it, aren't you? It's real enough." Getting up and walking to the other bed, I flopped out flat on it and looked at Robyn. 

    She was grinning at me as I said, "Flitter, lights down to five percent, please." 

    In the dimness of the flitter's canopy lighting, the stars above shone brightly. Robyn gasped and breathed, "Oh, wow!" and although my eyes hadn't adjusted yet and I couldn't see Robyn's face well, I could envision her expression. 

    I asked, "Are you going to be able to sleep, or should I put the canopy on?" 

    It surprised me a bit when Robyn answered, "No, don't. I haven't slept under the stars since I was a little girl." 

    Her voice had a tinge of awe. I got up and sat on the edge of her bed. She lay staring up at the sky, her eyes wide and her mouth open. 

    "Oh, wow," she breathed again, then she smiled at me. I kissed her and said, "If you change your mind, just tell the flitter you'd prefer a canopy." 

    Robyn pulled me into another kiss. When it ended, I moved back to my bed and said, "Goodnight." 

    "'Night," she replied. 

    "Flitter," I said, "Opaque the canopy as soon as Robyn's asleep, please, and wake me at eight, Florida time," then I stretched out to see about some sleep. 

    "Ed, why opaque the canopy after I fall asleep?" 

    "Because we'll be there shortly and it's almost dawn in Angola. The sun's kinda bright over Africa." 

    She snickered, "Oh. Yeah. Okay." 

    I tried my left side for a while, but found that I could see Robyn too well, even in the dim light. I couldn't seem to tire of looking at her. Rolling over helped. 
Chapter Fifty-four

    Sue was calling my name. I cracked my eyes, glanced around and saw Robyn sleeping on the other bed, and looked for Sue, but didn't see her. She was calling through my implant. 

    "Okay," I said, swinging my feet off the bed, "What's up?" 

    "You are, now. You told the flitter to wake you at eight, but you didn't respond to the chimes." 

    Getting to my feet and locating my coffee mug, I muttered, "Didn't hear it. It's after one, local time, right?" 

    "Yes, it is. I take it you and Robyn enjoyed each others' company after I left?" 

    "Oh, don't even try to pretend you don't know, 

lady-who-monitors-my-every-breath. Anything new downstairs?" 

    "No, not yet. Welcome to Angolan airspace. We're above the villa as instructed." 

    "Kewl. Thanks for the morning report, ma'am. You could do that on TV, y'know." 

    Laughing, she said, "Yes, I know. Later." 

    I took a leak and brushed my teeth, then began assembling a cup of coffee. It suddenly occurred to me that I didn't have an extra mug for Robyn and didn't know if she had one in her bags. 

    As I was about to tell the flitter to make a mug for Robyn, I thought, 

'wait one.' I'd known other women who'd felt a need to reinstall some distance after a night of sensual adventure. If Robyn was a coffee-drinker, it might help to defray such feelings if we shared a mug for a while. We'd get her one later. 

    After a couple of sips, I went to Robyn's bed and sat on it. Without opening her eyes, she said, "I heard you talking earlier, but I didn't see anyone and I couldn't quite hear what you said." Leaning to kiss her cheek, I said, "It was just a wakeup call and an update. No news yet. If you'll saddle up, I'll take you to breakfast." Nodding, Robyn said, "Okay," and took my coffee mug. She sipped it, made a face, sipped it again, and then drank about half my coffee before handing the mug back. 

    "Thanks," she said, then she rolled out of bed to head for the bathroom. She detoured to grab her toiletries kit and towel, then stepped into the bathroom column. 

    Keying my implant, I brought up the eco-tourist camp infos I'd saved the night before and placed a call to the first one on the list. A woman answered with the name of the camp. 

    I replied, "Hello, do you speak English, ma'am?" With an accent, she said, "Yes, I do." 

    "Ah, good. Are reservations required for lunch in your restaurant?" 

    "Not for guests, of course. Sir, from where do you call?" Her accent was German, not Dutch as I'd previously thought. Must be some South African influence in the region. 

    I switched to German and said, "We're in the air and we'll be landing shortly. Do you take American dollars, ma'am?" 

    "Yes, we can accept dollars. Who are you, please?" 

    "My name's Ed. Are you still serving lunch?" She dithered a moment, then rather coolly said, "Yes, sir. May I ask... Who are you with? What company?" 

    "No company. My lady and I just want some food." 

    "I see. When may we expect your arrival?" 

    "Within fifteen minutes or so. Thank you." 

    In that same cool tone, she replied, "You are welcome. Good bye, sir," and hung up. 

    Hm. She'd sounded apprehensive. Reason? I realized that either I wasn't quite awake or my mind wasn't quite back into 'Africa' mode yet. Tourist trap or not, her outfit was located in a place that had been something of a war zone since the early seventies. She was probably wondering why she hadn't heard an aircraft engine during the call and reaching for a rifle as she sounded an alarm. 

    I called the number again and the same woman answered. 

    "Ma'am, it's Ed again. It just occurred to me to tell you that we're in a flitter, not a helicopter. Do you know about flitters?" 

    "Of course we know of flitters, sir," she said tensely, "We are only rural people, not retarded people." 

    Chuckling, I said, "I understand. Thank you. We will arrive shortly, then. Goodbye," and I disconnected. 

    Robyn stepped out of the bathroom with a toothbrush in her hand. She said nothing as she looked around, gave me a raised eyebrow, and resumed brushing her teeth as she stepped back into the bathroom column. 

    Sipping coffee, I told the flitter to take us to the camp's helipad and to go to visible mode and slow to thirty during the last five hundred feet of our plummet. 

    Sure enough, the camp people were prepared for something other than a couple of people looking for a meal. As we dropped the last half mile or so, the flitter's rapid, sharp warning chimes sounded and a field screen popped into being that --among various rifles of various calibers in the hands of several people --showed a WW2-era German 20mm trailer-cannon being wheeled around and aimed at the helipad from a nearby hillside. 

    "Flitter, cancel the alarm, please." 

    Robyn came bursting out of the bathroom and stopped beside me, staring at the screen. 

    "What's going on?!" she asked. 

    "We seem to be landing in a hot zone," I said, gesturing at the column on the side of the screen that listed the array of weapons awaiting us. Looking at me, Robyn asked, "For God's sake, why?!" With a shrug, I said, "For breakfast. Or lunch, really. It's one-thirty here." 

    "Dammit! I mean why are we landing there?!" 

    "Same answer. They have a restaurant." 

    By that time, the flitter was settling to Earth. A few of the two dozen or so people in the vicinity were visible, but most were well concealed. 

    "Flitter, remove the bathroom facility and beds, please, and let our welcomers see us. Transparent hull." 

    Turning Robyn to face me, I pretended to fuss with her blouse's collar, then gave her a quick kiss. She seemed mystified by my actions, but said nothing. 

    After a few moments, a tall blonde woman flanked by two white men and three black men appeared on the wooden porch that surrounded the main building. All were armed with late-model military-style rifles. I waved at them and Robyn followed suit, then I led her to the edge of the deck and stepped down. As I handed Robyn down, the woman and her entourage approached us. 

    "Five suit on," I said, "Flitter, put on your opaque canopy, please. Robyn, turn on your p-field. They have mosquitoes here that can flatten truck tires, and when they get a whiff of us, they'll go crazy." The approaching group halted and stared as Robyn said, "P-field on. What about us, Ed? A whiff of what?" 

    "Your shampoo and my soap. New smells in an area draw all kinds of attention. Don't turn off your field until we're inside." Continuing their approach, the group spread out a bit. The blonde looked to be in her forties. She wore a bush outfit; that is, a khaki shirt and pants and work boots. The two white men with her wore the same outfits, but the black guys wore what looked like hotel or resort uniforms. I gave the group a loose salute and said in German, "Hi. If you'd like, I can move the flitter off the helipad." 

    "If it becomes necessary, we will ask," said the woman. "I am Inga. You are the 'Ed' with whom I spoke?" 

    "Yes, ma'am, and this is Robyn. Apologies, but she speaks only English." 

    "That is no problem." She switched to English and said, "Welcome to our camp." 

    Robyn extended a hand and the woman took it briefly, then shook hands with me. After a round of such greetings with the white guys, as well, I turned to the black guy who'd waved his friends back and stuck out my hand. He looked at it for a second, then looked at Inga. She nodded and the guy very briefly shook my hand, then stepped back a couple of paces. Inga and the others walked around the flitter, examining it and commenting in German. I noted that two of the black guys remained in front of us, relaxed but alert. 

    In a whisper, Robyn commented, "They aren't very friendly, are they?" Chuckling, I answered, "They haven't shot at us yet. Back in the seventies and eighties, that was considered a good sign." 

    One of the black men smiled. "You have been to Africa before, sir?" Nodding, I said, "Years ago. Medical work." 

    It was truth enough. I'd been a medic with a mercenary unit. He nodded in return and said, "Very good, sir," but if he relaxed in the slightest, it wasn't obvious to me. 

    The others finished their circuit of the flitter and Inga said, "You will come with me, please," then led the way toward the building. One black man stayed by the flitter. The other two followed Robyn and me. From the outside, the building was a typical, carved-out-of-the-forest, log-cabin sort of structure typical of most woodsy environments that cater to tourism. 

    Once through the front door, however, it looked as though we'd entered a Victorian mansion with polished wood floors and furnishings from another era. Robyn marveled at it all. I spotted two fairly obvious replicas before I'd gone more than ten feet, but said nothing as Inga led us to a cozy table near a window in the dining room, plucking a couple of menus from a rack as we passed it. 

    A blonde woman in her twenties who looked a lot like Inga came to our table. In contrast to Inga's khaki wardrobe, this woman wore a simple cotton sleeveless dress and sneakers. I rose as she approached our table. 

    "My daughter Frieda," said Inga. "She will take your orders." 

    "Your beautiful daughter Frieda," I corrected her in German with a smile. Also in German to Frieda, I said, "I'm most pleased to meet you." 

    "Thank you," Frieda said in English, "I was told you are an American. Your German is very good." 

    "So is your English, milady." I glanced at my menu and saw that a quarter of one page was devoted to German dishes. 

    Robyn eyed some of the menu's offerings rather skeptically. 

    "Tell you what," I said, "We aren't here to experiment with our digestive tracts, so why don't I just order some good German food?" She nodded. I suggested a couple of Jagerschnitzel platters. She accepted and I asked Inga which of the locally-brewed beers she'd recommend, with the comment that I preferred a pilsner and found Heineken to be somewhat bitter. She touched two brands on the list with an index finger. I asked which was her favorite and she tapped one of them. 

    "Then that'll do fine, thanks." 

    Robyn ordered a white wine and Inga nodded as if satisfied that all was well, then excused herself claiming things to do. Frieda gave me a raised eyebrow for a moment, then said she'd return with our beers and disappeared through a doorway. 

    Whispering, Robyn asked, "Ed, isn't it a little strange that they aren't asking questions about your flitter?" 

    "Maybe not. Could be they just have old European manners and they'll wait until we're finished to ask questions." 

    Giving me a skeptical look, Robyn said, "That's a pretty feeble supposition." 

    "You might not think so if you'd ever encountered many people with old European manners. Better turn off your p-field before you try to eat or drink. Five suit off." 

    Robyn turned off her p-field and we sat looking out the window for a few minutes until our drinks arrived. Frieda poured my beer into a glass. I sipped it, found it to my liking, and said so. Frieda looked at Robyn, who sipped her wine and smilingly pronounced it delicious. 

    With a quick nod much like her mother's, Frieda smiled and said, "Very good," and left us again. 

    Keying my implant, I asked, "Flitter, have there been several telephone calls from this location in the last few minutes?" 

    "Yes." 

    "How many were faxes?" 

    "Four." 

    "Thank you, flitter." 

    Robyn asked, "What was that about? You think they're checking up on us or something?" 

    "No, more likely reporting our presence." 

    "To who?" 

    "That's 'to whom', Miz Journalist-who-should-know-that. Most likely to intelligence agencies, I'd say. This is a rough part of the world. It pays to maintain good connections." 

    "You think they work for spies?" 

    "No, not 'work for', exactly, and not necessarily for purposes of espionage. It's a border region. Think in terms of narcotics and other contraband. They probably report all comings and goings, especially any that seem unusual for some reason." 

    Snorting a short laugh, Robyn replied, "Well, we'd certainly qualify as unusual, wouldn't we? Faxes. You think they sent our pictures somewhere?" 

    "Not a doubt in my little mind about that. Why are we at this table as opposed to one of the other dozen or so tables in this room? More than half of them are closer to the kitchen or the front doors and the tourist trinkets." Robyn's gaze narrowed slightly. She glanced around the dining room, looked down at our table, and then returned her gaze to me. 

    Whispering, she asked, "Listening devices? You think the table's bugged?" Shrugging, I grinningly replied, "Well, I wouldn't discuss last night in any great detail while we're sitting here, but I would like to say thank you, milady. I had a truly wonderful time." 

    Robyn instantly blushed beet-red. I lifted her hand from the table and kissed it, then sat back and sipped my beer. 
Chapter Fifty-five

    Our meal was better than simply good; it was great. There was more than enough of everything and none of it could have tasted better, and that's exactly what I told Frieda when she visited our table again. She seemed truly pleased with the compliment. Maybe she was also the chef? 

She seemed to have a proud step as she left us to go to the office area by the front doors. 

    Down at the riverbank, four of those big orange rubber boats used for whitewater rafting arrived at the dock and close to thirty people assembled on the dock as someone ran around with a clipboard, ticking off helmets, life vests, and other gear. A few of the rafters hurried for the nearby outbuildings. 

    "Uh-oh," I said, "This place is about to get crowded as hell." Robyn watched the people as she said, "So? We're almost finished, anyway." 

    "What's sitting on the helipad? Who arrived on it?" Her gaze of realization turned to me. "Oh. Yeah." 

    "Indeed so. On the other hand, it seems unlikely that Inga and her pals aren't familiar with crowd control." 

    Sure enough, Inga said something to Frieda and Frieda left what she was doing to close the doors to the dining room. She hung a small sign on the door handles and looked at us. 

    I nodded a silent 'thanks' and she smiled in return, then I dug into my Jagerschnitzel steak again. Robyn hadn't turned back to the window and she wasn't eating, although she sipped her wine as she continued looking at me. 

    "Yes?" I asked. 

    Shaking her head slightly, she murmured, "Nothing." Damn, I hate that. 

    Without looking up from cutting my meat, I asked, "Nothing in general or nothing in particular? You seemed to be thinking about something." Looking up with a grin, I asked, "Last night, I hope?" Robyn froze, glanced around, and set her wine down as she hissed, "No, not last night, dammit." She lifted her wine and sipped again, then said, "I was just wondering about some things about you. I knew you'd been to Africa, but I didn't know you could speak German." 

    "Didn't I tell you I could read labels in..." Interrupting me, she said, "That's not the same as being able to speak a language. Even I can get by in Spanish." 

    Grinning, I echoed, "Even you? Wow!" 

    Looking peeved, she said, "What I mean is that I took it in school, but I don't have any illusions about being proficient in it. I can, however, figure things out in a grocery store." 

    "I see. Well, then, you'll never starve in Mexico, will you?" Sighing with exaggerated exasperation, Robyn gave me a smoldering glower, then said, "What I mean is, there seems to be a great deal about you that I don't know." 

    Smiling around a bite of steak, I answered, "'At's prob'ly a good thing." Swallowing the steak, I asked, "You think I'm gonna tell you my secrets here?" and rapped a knuckle on the table's edge. "No, ma'am. You'll have to use your feminine wiles to pry them out of me upstairs. With any luck, it could take quite a while." 

    Repeating her exaggerated sigh of exasperation, Robyn rolled her eyes and asked, "Is that all you think about?" 

    "With a goddess like you in front of me? Hell, yes, that's all I think about." Picking up my beer, I sipped it and added, "And if I wasn't thinking about you, you'd for damned sure want to know why, wouldn't you? Has it ever occurred to you that this game is rigged? A man just can't win, y'know. You women always seem to control the high ground." 

    She tried not to smile and almost succeeded, but managed to keep the smile tiny and tight as she tried to continue her apparent disapproval of my constant lasciviousness toward her. 

    By this time, the dock was almost completely cleared of people. A few workers stacked rafts on a truck while others did other things that were obvious or not. 

    Since the tourist-types weren't in sight and I hadn't seen or heard them enter the building, I figured they were probably up at the helipad, eyeballing the flitter. 

    "Some of those rafters may be hungry," I said, "We probably ought to finish up and get underway." 

    Robyn nodded and we set about finishing our meal. Frieda reappeared from what I took to be the kitchen doorway and brought our dinner check. I looked at the bottom line, which read '14$'. 

    Frieda said, "Mother converted from Kwanzaa at yesterday's rate. Today's rate is not posted until three." 

    Placing a twenty on the tray, I said, "Thank you. It was a wonderful meal served by a truly lovely woman." Holding up my beer bottle, I added with a smile, "And the beer was good, too. Ask your mother if she'd like some pictures of the flitter in the courtyard. For publicity purposes or whatever." Robyn's eyes bugged a little at that. As Frieda left us to speak to her mother, Robyn asked, "What?" 

    "We aren't a secret and the flitter will be close to the front doors when we're ready to leave. They'll take some pictures with us. You can have someone use your camera to take a few, too. Can't hurt. No biggie." Inga came striding into the dining room and said, "Thank you, yes, we would very much like pictures," in a tone that made me think she expected to get a lot of use out of them. 

    "Will do," I said, "Flitter, move yourself to the hotel courtyard, please, about twenty feet from the front steps." 

    Someone outside screamed and others yelled as the flitter slid down the hillside and stopped outside the hotel's front doors. Inga hurried back to the front to see what was going on and Robyn and I got up from our table to follow her. 

    "Turn on your p-field," I whispered, then, "Five suit on." Robyn nodded and turned on her p-field. As we passed the tourist trinkets, the cups made me remember to ask Robyn if she wanted a coffee mug of her own. Inga overheard me and simply handed us two of the mugs, waving off payment as she stepped outside on the porch. 

    Just about everyone at the hotel managed to get in some of the pictures taken over the next fifteen minutes or so. Robyn let one of the black guys use her camera to take some pictures of us with Inga and Frieda on the steps. Once the furor and camera-clicking had died down a bit, I told Inga we'd likely be back and asked how late she served dinners. She sent someone in for one of the menus and crossed out '20uhr', then wrote '22uhr' underneath. Ten at night. 

    Presenting me the menu, she glanced around and said softly, "But if you must come later, call. Frieda or I will cook for you." Kissing her hand, I thanked her, then Robyn and I shook hands with a number of people, then stepped through the flitter's stainless-steel-like

'hull' field. 

    Once we were aboard, I told the flitter to lift as it had landed --very slowly, that is --until we were a hundred feet up, then to go to stealth mode and return us to our position above the clinic trailer. 

    "Five suit off," I said. Robyn glanced up at me and turned off her p-field, then used her videocamera to film our departure from the camp and the upturned, staring faces below. 

    "This is so neat!" she hissed, "It's like shooting through a one-way mirror!" 

    "Yup. Flitter, put the bathroom and beds back up for us, too, please. Robyn didn't get pictures of those last night." 

    Looking up from the people below, Robyn exclaimed, "You're right! I didn't!" and swept the flitter's interior with her camera. She then took it into the bathroom column for a time and came back out to look over the edge of the deck again. 

    I retrieved my coffee mug from its parking place by the console and said, 

"When you're finished with that camera, I'll give Sue a ring and see how things are going." 
Chapter Fifty-six

    When we were again parked above the clinic trailer, I called Sue. She appeared by the console, as usual, and took a seat with us. For Robyn's benefit, I asked, "Any luck, ma'am?" Sue shook her head. "None yet." 

    Robyn asked, "Why aren't we helping with the search?" 

    "That isn't necessary," said Sue. 

    It was evident that Robyn didn't completely buy that, so I said, "They can send probes where we can't go, Robyn, and they can work a helluva lot faster than we could." 

    That answer seemed to mollify her a bit. 

    Sue seemed to stare off into space for a second, then said, "An update, Ed. Seven trucks are inbound toward the villa from the main highway." 

    "What kind of trucks?" 

    "They appear to be military trucks, but there are no numbers or other identifiers on them, not even license plates." 

    She manifested a field screen and zoomed a probe-view of the convoy. They appeared to be Russian-made equivalents to the US Army's deuce-and-a-half trucks. Each truck's cab contained two or three men. The convoy appeared to be moving at about forty over the unpaved road. 

    Robyn's vidcam buzzed softly and I glanced to see her filming the vid screen. 

    I asked, "What's in the backs of the trucks, Sue?" 

    "The're all empty, but I detect traces of heroin and packing residue common to various weapons." 

    "How long have you been tracking them?" 

    "Since they turned off the highway toward the villa." 

    "Is there a satellite above us at the moment? If so, review the footage and see if it can tell us where they originated." 

    "They came from the south," she said, then, "They originated in Namibia, Ed. Earliest footage places them near a small village twenty miles southeast of the city of Ondangwa." 

    "Were they on the highway down there?" 

    "No, they were on a tributary road." 

    "Small villages don't need convoys of trucks. Keep looking, Sue. Pinpoint their source if the info's available. If it isn't, go have a look along that tributary road, please." 

    "I'm already on it," she said, "Ed, I've been reviewing previous satellite footage. In the past six years, there have been no other convoys along that road, although individual trucks like these have traveled it frequently. All of them originated their journeys from one area and returned to that area at some later time. I'm sending probes to that location." 

    "Excellent work, ma'am. Where's Moraya?" 

    "He's inside the villa." 

    "Good. Won't have to look for him. Are there drugs or guns or anything else ready for transport in or around this villa? You know, packaged or boxed or whatever?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    "Then this is probably the bugout I've been expecting. Sue, I don't know if the laws here have changed, but it used to be that warrants were required for local searches and seizures on private property, so... Unless they're carrying Solange and Michele, once those trucks are loaded and rolling on the main highway, the national cops can deal with them. Good?" Sue nodded. "Good. I have the trucks' point of origin, Ed. It's a villa which uses a nearby cave for heroin processing and weapons storage. There's no sign of Solange or Michele." 

    "It may not be their only villa or cave, Sue." 

    "Steph and Elkor have sent more probes. We're searching the region." I sipped coffee and gave matters some thought, then said, "Flitter, take us down, please. Land behind... no, land on top of the clinic trailer." Robyn asked, "Why not land down there?" 

    "It's a parking area that may get some activity soon. I want the flitter where it can extend its field to protect the trailer and I don't want them to move Andrew out of the trailer." 

    Pushing her vidcam away from her face and pulling her into a kiss, I added, "I also want you to be in a good spot to film everything, but stop shooting for a few minutes." 

    Tapping Sue's field screen, I pulled up Linda's flapping lips icon and asked, "Any comments or advice, Fearless Leader?" Linda appeared and said, "All good so far. We've notified the Angolan authorities to watch for and intercept a convoy of trucks and Namibian authorities are on their way to the cave-villa." 

    "Then I'm about to go follow Moraya around for a while, milady. He may slip and let us know where the ladies are." 

    Sue's left eyebrow lifted, but I gave her a quick hand sign that meant

'later'. Her eyebrow lowered and Linda nodded. The flitter came to rest above the trailer. Everything was in place. 

    "Board on," I said, and my board appeared behind the seats. I then said, 

"Three and five suits on." 

    Robyn's eyes developed a look of horror as I faded from view. She squeaked as I grabbed her shoulders and kissed her again, then I stepped onto my board, said, "You can start filming again, now, ma'am," and slid off the flitter's deck to circle back to the trailer's front door. 

    "Flitter," I said, "Stun everybody in the trailer except Andrew, please." 

    "All in the trailer have already been stunned." Huh? Oh, well. Good enough. "Thanks, flitter." I turned the handle and opened the door. Andrew's stun blast was dispersed by my five suit. He stared at the empty doorway in confusion, but looked fully prepared to fire another blast at the slightest provocation. 

    "Hey, Andrew, it's Ed. Hold your fire." 

    "Ed? Where the hell have you been?" 

    Aiming my board into the trailer, I said, "Rushing to your assistance, of course. Then I killed some time upstairs with a beautiful brunette. She and Sue can fill you in on details. Do you know where Phillipe's family's being held?" 

    "No, Ed. Sorry." 

    "No sweat. They didn't really have any reason to tell you." The trailer's living room was littered with stunned bodies in civilian clothes and parts of uniforms. 

    I pulled the door shut and said, "Board off, three suit off," and asked, 

"Are any of these guys at all important?" 

    Shaking his head, Andrew answered, "I don't think so. They were just guarding me and loitering in the air-conditioning until someone called that fat one on his radio. He pointed his rifle at me and said 'goodbye, white dog', so I stunned them." 

    "Good move. Flitter, reach in here and lift Andrew to your deck, please." Andrew felt the flitter's field envelop him and stiffened, then he relaxed somewhat before he completely disappeared behind the flitter's stealth field effect. 

    "I'll be along," I said, "I want to tail Moraya for a while and see if I can find out anything. Check the cooler when you get up there if you want a beer. There's some canned soup, too. Help yourself, but hands off the brunette." 

    His voice emanated from the doorway as he laughed and said, "Okay, Ed. Thanks. See you later." 

    Once he was out of the trailer, I took a few moments to gather up all the guns in the trailer and put the nine rifles and four pistols I found in the trailer's office closet. 

    Hm. All the pistols were 9mm semiautos. Might be useful to have one later. Taking the pistol that seemed to be in the best condition, I pocketed the clips from the others and went back to the guys who'd had them. With a total of eleven spare clips, I stuffed the pistol in my belt, opened the trailer's front door, and went to stand in a corner, then I sent tendrils to wake up the sleepers. 

    They roused in various states of alarm and soon most of them started gabbling in Bantu about what had happened and what to do. The open front door led them to assume that Andrew had somehow escaped on his own. My Bantu hadn't been good even back in the seventies, but I still recognized a few words. When the guy with the radio shouted for silence, the others fell silent immediately, so maybe Andrew had been wrong about there being nobody at all important in the trailer. 

    The others stood around uselessly as the guy with the radio yakked too fast for me to understand. Someone gabbled back and he acknowledged instructions, then he detailed a guy to stay in the trailer and ordered everybody else out the door. 

    Once they were gone, the remaining guy pulled the door shut and stepped near a vent to flap his shirt in the cool air. I stunned him and slipped outside to follow the others. 

    As they ran to the villa, I stayed at a distance and had a ground-level look around the place. People were flowing out of the west wing of the villa, some with bags or suitcases. 

    A horn sounded several times and I saw that the truck convoy had arrived. The lead truck circled in the main parking area and stopped and the others stopped behind it, nearly completely blocking the entrance and exit driveways. Two men emerged from the villa's main building through a smaller doorway. Unlike everyone else, they wore clean, new-looking camo-fatigue uniforms and carried AK rifles that looked as new as their uniforms. 

    One of them pointed at someone near the trucks and that guy began stridently blowing a whistle. Men began lining up in ragged rows in the parking lot. 

    When there were what seemed to be about a hundred men lined up, one of the guys in a clean, new uniform spoke to about two dozen guys in a group by themselves. 

    Those guys detailed some men from the other ranks to go with them and left the parking lot as the others climbed into the trucks. About fifteen minutes later the detail-guys came back, herding ragged bunches of non-uniformed men and women ahead of them. 

    The civilians were assembled in groups between the trucks and the clinic trailer and the gathering continued until there must have been nearly another hundred people clustered together. 

    Uniformed men flanked each side of the cluster and I suddenly had a real bad feeling about things. Visions of the bone-filled pits we'd found at Malutu village back in seventy-seven flashed through my mind. 

    "Flitter, get ready to stun everybody between us and the front of the villa. Everybody inside the villa and outside. My command will be 'NOW!' 

unless someone seems about to open fire, in which case, you'll do it immediately." 

    "Board on," I said, and aimed the board to circle back toward the clinic trailer, where I landed on the trailer and turned off my board. Turning away from the crowd below to conceal my actions, I pulled the pistol from my belt and checked the chamber. 

    No brass. Damn. The gun had belonged to someone who'd shared my distrust of keeping a round under the hammer. As quietly as possible, I eased the slide back and forward to seat a round, then checked to see that the safety was off. When I turned back around, one of the new-uniform guys was talking on a radio. The four big garage doors of the villa began to open and I aimed at the one farthest left. 

    Out of each garage emerged a late-model sedan. Two had two doors and two had four doors. All the cars turned left and lined up beside the trucks, and I was so intent on the cars that I almost missed what I'd been expecting. From a central window on the third floor of the villa came a quick flash. I looked up and saw a guy in mirrored sunglasses aiming a machine gun barrel at the non-uniformed people. In the next window, another guy was doing the same. 

    I sharply whispered, "Now!" and in less than a second, everybody in view was lying on the ground, out cold. 
Chapter Fifty-seven

    Walking to the flitter, I passed through the hull field and looked for my coffee mug by the console. Someone had kicked it over, of course. Robyn was shooting the scene below with her vidcam and Andrew was simply staring at it. Both were standing only inches away from my mug. 

    Sue smiled and nodded to me as I walked up behind them and reached for my mug, then she seemed surprised to see it lying on its side. 

    "Geez, lady," I said, "I thought you were omniscient." Robyn bellowed a scream and nearly dropped her camera as Andrew spun around in combat mode. I held up my hands, my coffee mug dangling from my left hand. Both of them focused on it with puzzled expressions for a moment. 

    "Three suit off," I said. "Sorry if I startled anybody." 

    "Startled?!" Robyn screamed angrily, "Startled?! You scared the hell out of me!" 

    "Yeah, well, I apologized, too, so relax. We have things to discuss." Andrew asked, "What things?" 

    "How to find out what happened to Solange and Michele. Preferably before the authorities get here and we wind up having to get someone's permission to go take a leak. In fact, I'd like to be gone before then. The MPLA may take a dim view of a couple of ex-mercs returning to the scene of the crime, so to speak. Didn't that come up when they found out you were coming here?" 

    "No," said Andrew. "It was all smoothed out ahead of time. The Angolan government truly wanted this clinic." 

    "You were a mercenary, too?" asked Robyn. 

    "We were in the same unit," said Andrew. "Ed, here, carried me out of this hellhole once a long time ago." 

    "Later for that," I said, "We need to talk to Moraya. If the women are alive as insurance, someone's waiting to be told what to do with them. When Moraya's taken into custody, that person may decide to kill them and haul ass." 

    Sipping coffee, I said, "Flitter, gather up all the guns and ammo within a hundred yards --except those aboard you at this time --and make a pile of them at the western end of the parking lot, please. The ones inside the clinic trailer, too. Record all manufacturer names and serial numbers, send a copy of that info to Linda, and then melt the guns." 

    "Ed," said Robyn, "Those people are baking in this heat." 

    "They'll survive a little while longer." 

    Sue said, "I'll make some shade," and a thin grey field formed above the villa. The shaded area extended to cover everyone on the ground below as Robyn filmed the event. 

    I considered how to proceed as I grabbed two beers from the cooler, handed one to Andrew, and sighed at the job ahead. 

    "Flitter, field Andrew to the ground, please. I'll use my board. Flitter Two, come on down. Find me in the parking lot." 

    Once Andrew and I were standing on the ground, I led the way to the two new-uniform guys and asked him which one was Moraya. Andrew pointed to the one on the left as Flitter Two arrived and eased into a hover near us. 

    "Does he speak English?" I asked. 

    "They both do." 

    Grabbing Moraya's arm, I said, "Well, that's convenient. We're taking these guys upstairs. The ladies don't need to see what we may have to do." 

    "Agreed," said Andrew, grabbing Moraya's other arm. We hauled him aboard Flit Two, then went back for the other guy and loaded him aboard, as well. 

    "Who's this?" I asked. 

    "William Lacey, his second in command." 

    "Anybody else we ought to talk to?" 

    "Yes, but he's not here. Moraya sent him somewhere." 

    "Good enough, then. Two, take us up to half a mile in stealth mode and head for the Kunene river." 

    Andrew asked, "The river?" 

    Nodding, I said, "Yup. I expect to have to get really nasty to get the info. You got any reservations about this?" 

    He shook his head firmly. 

    "No, Ed. None at all. I watched Moraya put a gun in Phillipe's ear as his wife and daughter begged for his life. He smiled at us as he pulled the trigger. Fuck the nasty bastard." 

    "You want that beer now or later?" 

    "You have more beer?" 

    "Of course." 

    Twisting the cap off, he said, "Then I'll have it now." Opening my own beer, I said, "Save the bottle for water. We don't know how long this'll take." 

    We sipped beer as the flitter stopped us above the river. I had the flitter take us south until we found the bend in the river where the crocodiles had been sunning. Only three were on the bank when we arrived. I looked at the two heavyset guys lying on the deck and said, "I think we may need a few more crocs for a good show. Flitter, see if you can find some dead animals around here. Large or small. Anything will do. Just find them and drop them on the sandbar near the crocs, please." 

    Flitter Two said, "If I understand your intentions, sir, I will be unable to allow you to conduct such activities on my deck." 

    "That's okay, Two. We won't be on your deck and you won't be allowed to watch." 

    Blinking at me, Andrew asked, "We won't be aboard?" 

    "Nope. You have a stunner and a p-field. So do I. These guys won't have shit. We'll wake them right after we step off and let them see their situation, then see if they'll talk to us." 

    "Are you serious? Are you really proposing that we ring the goddamned dinner bell for every croc between here and... wherever... and then land in the middle of them?" 

    Nodding, I said flatly, "Yup. You got it." 

    "Ed, a p-field won't be worth much against a crocodile." 

    "The stunners will. Look at these guys, Andrew. They're the kind of hardliners we faced thirty years ago. You could yank their nails out or break bones and they'd spit in your face for your efforts. We could struggle for hours with drugs and all the psycho-bullshit. The women can't wait." I noticed a motion some distance from the flitter and pointed. A dead, half-rotted carcass of what may once have been a wild pig floated toward us, then plummeted to the riverbank, missing a pair of crocs by only a few feet. One croc snapped at the intruder as the other shied away, then returned after a few moments. Soon they were twisting chunks off the carcass with happy abandon. 

    Three more corpses of some sort drifted and dropped. The thrashing of the crocs brought more crocs and soon there were a full dozen down there, apparently having a ripping good time. 

    "Flitter Two, keep finding dead entrees to feed the crocs and clear us a forty-foot circle down there, please. Move the crocs gently; we don't want to scare any of them away." 

    Once the zone was ready, I moved the 9mm pistol to the back of my belt and said, "Take us down, Two, and stop dropping food to them. You'll let us off and come back when I call. No monitoring in the meantime, okay? None at all." 

    "Yes, sir." 

    "Good deal." 

    We rolled Moraya and Lacey off the deck and let them fall a couple of feet to the damp sand. Moraya woke up; Lacey didn't. Andrew and I hopped down and Andrew immediately took a back-to-back position with me as I faced Moraya. As the flitter rose back into the sky, I asked, "Where are Phillipe Marchant's wife and daughter?" 

    Moraya didn't answer as he got to his feet and looked around. He seemed to think he could make a dash between a couple of crocs and started toward the green above the bank. 

    I stunned his legs and he toppled on his face. One of the crocs turned and began to approach us. 

    "Same question, Tommy," I said. "I'll send your answer to my friends. If they don't find Marchant's family, we'll stay here and play as long as it takes to get the right answer." 

    Shaking my beer slightly, I leaned down and let it shoot up Lacey's nose. He came to quickly, choking and swearing as he sat up. When he saw his surroundings, he froze solid and stared at the crocs for a few moments, then looked up at me. 

    Sipping my beer, I said, "Hi, there, sleepyhead. Where are Phillipe Marchant's wife and daughter?" 

    Lacey looked at Moraya, then back at me. He seemed about to try to get up, so I stunned his legs, too. The expression on his face quickly became one of horror. 

    "Same question," I repeated. "I'll give the answer to my friends. If they don't find Marchant's family, we'll stay here as long as it takes to get the right answer." 

    Lacey panicked and began dragging himself toward the green shore. I let him go perhaps six feet, then stunned his left arm. He groaned loudly in terror and continued to try to pull himself along with his right arm. Moraya screamed at him in Bantu and threw a fist-sized rock at him. I fielded the rock away from Lacey and back at Moraya and it slammed into his left shoulder hard enough to knock him on his back. 

    "Ed," Andrew said tensely, "The crocs are beginning to pay considerable attention to us and they don't stay down long." 

    "That's the idea. Just keep 'em off us for a while." In fact, three of the crocs beyond Moraya were moving toward us. I stunned them with tendrils and belatedly had the brilliant idea of stunning only their hind legs. 

    In quick succession, I stunned the hind legs of all the crocs I could see, then turned to whisper the idea to Andrew. 

    He nodded and whispered a quick, "Yes, good! The stuns last longer." 

    "You should have practiced more, dude. I can stun a rhino." Andrew snapped, "Well, I'm bloody well getting plenty of practice now, aren't I?! Just get on with things, will you?!" 
Chapter Fifty-eight

    Turning my attention back to Moraya and Lacey, I said, "My friend is getting nervous, and I can't really blame him. When we got here, there were only a few crocs." 

    Lacey glanced at Moraya, but remained silent. 

    Sighing as I kicked sand at Lacey, I said, "So... The question stands, guys. Where are the Marchant women?" 

    Forming a grey tendril in front of me, I gave it a narrow, glowing tip and increased the heat until it glowed white. When I sent the glowing tip into the wet sand, it made a satisfying hiss and steam roiled up around it. Both men stared at the apparition and Lacey crossed himself in open-mouthed terror. Making the tendril weave like a snake, I sent the glowing tip to cut Moraya's left boot off without regard to the skin beneath the leather. He gritted his teeth as I carved away his boot, but he remained silent except for some agonized hisses. 

    I ignored Lacey as I worked. I wanted him to realize that when his time came, I'd put my complete attention to the task. He made a soft, high-pitched keening noise at one point, but neither of the men answered my question. Moraya's left boot fell away in pieces, as did most of his sock. Some bits of it appeared to be stuck to his flesh. I formed another tendril to lift his boot to my hand, then threw it to the crocodiles. One grabbed it instantly. Drawing the first tendril near me, I studiously extended the glowing tip another eighth of an inch, then sent it to start cutting Moraya's right boot off. This time his hisses became half-shouts as the tendril scored bone-deep beyond the leather, but he stayed tough. No answer. 

    When the boot fell away from his foot, I threw that one to the crocs, too, and pointed at some newcomer crocs that were climbing over their stunned buddies in our direction. 

    "How are you doing back there, Andrew?" 

    "Oh, I still have about half a bottle, I think." Remembering my own beer, I sipped it and said, "Good deal. Make it last. These assholes aren't cooperating." 

    "Okay." 

    Giving the matter some thought, I decided on a different course of action. After stunning the legs of several nearby crocs, I grabbed Moraya's ankle and dragged him near them. 

    One croc I deliberately hadn't stunned clambered slowly over two others and approached us. 

    Looking down at Moraya, I said, "This is it, Tommy. Answer my question or I give you to that croc." 

    He glared silently up at me. Maybe he didn't believe me? Can't ever allow that during an interrogation. I stepped back two paces and the croc lunged forward, slamming its jaws shut on Moraya's left shin as he screamed. I immediately stunned the croc's legs and tail and watched Moraya come completely unglued, screaming and beating at the croc's face and trying to pry its jaws apart. The croc snapped its jaws to get a better grip near Moraya's knee and Moraya screamed again. 

    Stunning two more new arrivals, I walked back to Moraya and again asked, 

"Where are the Marchant women?" 

    He looked as if he might try to answer this time, but Lacey screamed, 

"Tsumeb! They are in Tsumeb! I swear it!" 

    I completely stunned the croc clamped on Moraya's leg, lightly stunned Moraya to stop his screaming, and walked back to Lacey. 

    Sipping my beer, I drew my pistol, pointed it at Lacey's balls, then asked, "Where the hell is that?" 

    "It's in Namibia," said Andrew, "Ask him where in Tsumeb. It's a good-sized town." 

    Looking back down at Lacey, I thumbed at Andrew and said, "You heard him. Where in Tsumeb?" 

    A few moments later we had directions that made sense to Andrew and I keyed my implant to send them to Sue. 

    Ten minutes or so after that, Sue rather flatly said, "We found them, Ed." 

    "You don't sound enthusiastic, ma'am. Are they alive?" 

    "Yes, but both were repeatedly raped and beaten. There are twenty-six men here, Ed. In treating the women, I've found DNA from twenty-two of those men in them. Several of the men have admitted that they were told to kill the women." 

    Several have 'admitted' that? Or 'admitted' anything else in under ten minutes? I wondered what the hell method of questioning she'd used. Damn. For lack of anything better to say, I said, "Understood. We'll be finished here shortly. Out." 

    Andrew asked, "She found them, eh?" 

    "She did. Both are alive. That's all the good news there is." Glancing around at me, he said in a monotone, "I see. Well, it also means we can get the hell off this sandbar, doesn't it?" 

    Stuffing the gun back into my belt, I said, "Yes, it does. In a minute or two." 

    "Mind telling me why we can't leave it now?" 

    "Evidence disposal, Andrew. These guys escaped, remember? I've seen people do some pretty amazing things, including surviving when they really shouldn't have." 

    At those words, Lacey started screaming hysterically. I stunned him cold and moved to stand near Moraya. Another croc was coming out of the water toward us, obviously vaguely aware that something wasn't quite right about things, but not bright enough to figure out what. 

    I looked down at Moraya. He began screaming again, too, as the croc climbed over the others toward him. I watched it latch onto Moraya's other leg and try to back away with its prize. 

    "Board on," I said, and stepped onto it, then guided it to Andrew. "Your ride's here," I said. "All aboard." 

    "It's about goddamned time," he groused, then he saw the board and asked, 

"What the hell's that? Where's the flitter?" 

    "Just step aboard and hang onto your bottle," I said, showing him my bottle as he grabbed at my arm, "They're leaving with us." He quickly stepped onto the board and clung to my arm as I lifted us about fifteen feet. New crocs were coming up from the water. The ones we'd partially stunned on the sandbar got pretty upset about all the extra competition, especially when the competition climbed over their tails. 

    The crocs that had clamped onto Moraya's legs began tugging and rolling to tear him apart as two huge crocs faced off in a brief hissing match over Lacey. I sent another heavy stun at him; after all, he'd been the one to answer the question. 

    One of the crocs apparently decided he'd won the debate and abruptly twisted his head sideways to get a grip on Lacey's arm. That triggered the other croc to grab Lacey's head and another sort of contest began between them. 

    A few vultures swooped down and parked in a nearby tree and more vultures circled above us. One particularly brave or stupid vulture actually landed on the riverbank among the crocs, but he got smart fast when one of the crocs made a grab for him. Jumping high and flapping hard, he barely escaped becoming part of the buffet. 

    I asked, "Ready to go yet?" 

    Andrew took a slug of his beer and replied, "Another moment, please. Phillipe was a good man and a good friend." 

    Some moments later, he said, "A suggestion. Let's shanghai a couple of hefties at the villa, put them in new uniforms, and turn them loose. Everybody will think these two escaped after we returned." 

    "Wouldn't work. All their faces are on record by now. Besides, someone may have seen this, after all. This river bend didn't show on the satellite tracks I saw, but that's no guarantee it isn't on another one." Sighing, Andrew said, "Satellites. I think I prefer the old ways, Ed." He mimed aiming a pistol and said, "Find a villain. Bang. Finished. Cruder methods, but simpler, too." 

    Chuckling, I nodded. "Yeah, they were. Seen enough?" He looked at the sandbank and said, "Yes. The escapees may have been here, but they definitely aren't here now." 

    The sandbar had been churned to a mucky mess, even that bit of it that had barely been above water. A few crocs were snapping at scraps of cloth that were caught in one's teeth. 

    I called Flitter Two to pick us up and we headed to the villa. 

    "Flitter Two, slow down to forty miles per hour." Our speed decreased instantly as it responded, "Yes, sir." 

    "Thanks. Did you see us do anything after you left us?" 

    "No, sir. I positioned myself as instructed and did not monitor your activities." 

    "Thank you. Did you happen to notice any probes in the area while you were not monitoring us?" 

    "Two probes passed my position." 

    "Sue's probes?" 

    "No, sir. Flitter One's probes." 

    "Flitter One is here, too?" 

    "No, sir. Flitter One is at Carrington base." 

    "I see. Thank you, Two." 

    Keying the flitter's console, I called Linda. 

    She answered with, "I've heard the news. Good work, Ed." The little 'secure comm' icon was on at the bottom of the screen, so Linda must have answered with her home datapad. 

    I said, "Andrew helped very considerably, Fearless Leader. He literally kept the demons at bay while I worked. Did you send two of Flitter One's probes over here?" 

    With a measure of surprise, she answered, "Yes, I did." 

    "May I ask what you saw through those probes within the last half hour that might pertain to Andrew and me?" 

    "Sorry. Those records were accidentally deleted." 

    "Completely deleted? Irretrievably deleted?" 

    "I'm afraid so. Are you disappointed?" 

    Andrew quietly muttered, "Oh, hell, no!" 

    Linda snickered softly. 

    I said, "I was just curious. Thanks, anyway. Oh, wait! Did that sailor friend of yours happen to get a look at them, perhaps because he was in the room at the time?" 

    Giving me a droll look, she said, "No, he didn't. I was alone here. The probes were for my confirmation only." 

    Yes, she was my friend Linda of more than thirty years, but she'd also been my boss in an intelligence community and I'd learned over those many years how one should always keep a high card in reserve. 

    Today she was head of security for 3rd World and I was still, as ever, the expendable one of necessity. I took missions knowing damned well that those missions and the offices that directed them had priority. 

    By the time I'd summoned up a nod, Linda had likely seen my thoughts as if they'd appeared on her screen. 

    She leaned forward and said quietly and firmly, "They're gone, Ed. Because of you two men alone, we found Marchant's wife and daughter while they were still alive. On my word of honor --and my personal promise to both of you -there will never be repercussions for you or Andrew from this matter." Shrugging, I said, "Well, that's as good as it can get, Andrew." He nodded matter-of-factly. "I would think so. You've always spoken very highly of her." Facing the screen, he said, "I've always wanted to meet the woman who so inspired his words of high praise, you know." 

    "Careful," I said, "She's dating a big, mean sailor." Glancing at me, Andrew stage-whispered, "Could I take him in a fair fight?" 

    I shook my head. "Nah. He works out." 

    Turning back to the screen, he said, "Well, then, suffice it to say that Ed has spoken very highly of you, Miss Baines." Thumbing at me, he added, "I would also like to thank you for the manner in which you've handled this situation." 

    "You're very welcome," said Linda, then a doorbell sounded. Her eyes flicked away from the screen and returned. "That sailor Ed mentioned is here to take me out for the day, so I'll let you two get on with things over there." 
Chapter Fifty-nine

    As we approached the villa, we saw two helicopters orbiting the area. When we were a bit closer, we saw that police and troops had arrived to take control of things. 

    Quite a number of those cops and troops were gathered at a distance around a still-smoking pile of what had once been rifles and pistols. The slag heap looked about four feet tall. 

    The outlines of some of the weapons were still visible at the surface of the heap, likely only because Sue had realized the importance of letting people see what had been done to them. 

    Flitter Two set down next to my flitter atop the clinic trailer. I told it to remain there as Andrew and I stepped across the slight gap to find Robyn sitting on the bed, fiddling with her 35mm camera. Sue was nowhere in sight. Robyn looked up as she heard us come aboard and swung herself off the bed to come and embrace me in a bear hug. 

    She then gave Andrew a similar hug before she stepped back and said, "Sue said she found the Marchants where you said they'd be. Where are the men you took..." Robyn's voice dropped to a whisper and her hands flew to her mouth as she took another step back and asked, "Where are they, Ed?" I shrugged. "We put them off the flitter at a river." Her face became one of shock and horror as she screamed, "You let them go?! You let those bastards go?!" 

    Sighing, I said, "Look, Robyn, by now you know the men who had Phillipe's wife and daughter had instructions to kill them. If they hadn't decided to abuse them for a while first, Solange and Michele would already be dead." Heading for the cooler, I fished out a beer and tossed it to Andrew as I said, "There wasn't time for long interrogations, so we did what we felt we had to do to get the info." 

    As I pulled two more beers out, opened them, and handed one to Robyn, Andrew nodded and said, "That we did. I hate to think of such men walking free, but..." he paused, then continued in an intent tone, "Phillipe's family had priority." 

    Robyn looked at me, then her right hand reached to rap a knuckle on the pistol in my belt. "Why did you need that?" 

    Setting my beer down, then taking the pistol out and dropping the clip, I handed her the clip as I racked the slide and caught the ejected bullet, then I handed it to her. 

    "Count 'em. I never had to use it." 

    She glanced at Andrew, who nodded. 

    "It's true, Robyn. He never fired a shot." 

    Taking the clip from Robyn and putting the loose bullet in it, I put the clip back in the pistol and went to put the pistol inside the console, adding the extra clips I'd taken inside the trailer. 

    Robyn muttered, "Jesus! Were you expecting to fight a war all by yourself?" 

    "Something like that. I was going to provide a distraction, but it was unnecessary. Do we have new marching orders?" 

    "New what?" 

    "Instructions. We're sitting on the clinic. Where was it supposed to go? 

Andrew, you were in charge of that. Maybe we ought to try to find out what's next on the day's agenda." 

    He looked at his watch and said, "When I finish this beer, I'll go down there and ask someone. By that time it'll be too late in the day to do anything and tomorrow's Sunday. I'm taking the rest of this weekend off, by God." 

    Laughing, Robyn said, "Planning is everything, isn't it?" 

    "Ever so," said Andrew, clinking bottles with her, "Tomorrow I'll find out where they've taken Solange and Michele and whether they're allowed visitors." Taking a long, peering look at Robyn, Andrew said, "Ed told me only that you were beautiful, my dear. He somehow forgot to mention that you were heart-wrenchingly beautiful." 

    "It was an oversight under pressure," I said. "There was a lot going on at the time." 

    "True, but... Well, I suppose it's understandable." 

    "Gee, thanks." Turning to Robyn, I asked, "Were you having camera troubles when we came in?" 

    Shaking her head, she said, "No. It was just routine maintenance," and sipped her beer. 

    Pointing at the slag heap in the corner of the parking lot, Andrew asked, 

"Is that all that's left of all those guns?" 

    "Yes!" exclaimed Robyn, "You should have seen it! After the flitter piled up all the guns, it put a barrier field over them and started melting them. The ammunition went off and the whole inside of the barrier dome looked like one long explosion!" 

    Andrew grinned at her excited recounting of the event, then he looked at the villa. "And everybody's inside the villa now?" Nodding, Robyn said, "Yes. I guess the cops are talking to them, because none of them have been taken away yet." 

    I asked, "Well, shouldn't you be down there filming some of that, ma'am?" Gesturing around, she said, "I didn't know how to get down. I went to both ends of the trailer, but it's too far for me to jump. When I..." 

    "Why didn't you ask the flitter to field you down the way it fielded Andrew down?" 

    She stared at me blankly for a moment, then swore softly, "Oh, damn. I forgot about that. And it didn't occur to me that I could tell the flitter to do anything." Then, biting her lip, she added, "But would it have brought me back up here? I don't think I'd want to stay down there." I nodded. "Yup. It would have brought you back up, but like you say, you didn't know. Something else, ma'am; if you have some long pants with you, I'd put them on before going down there. Between the Commies, Catholics, and Muslims, that much bare skin is going to piss some of them off and turn some on, and I don't want to have to bust you out of a local jail later." Robyn said, "Okay. Be right back," and ducked into the bathroom column with her camera bag. She emerged a few minutes later wearing jeans and slung her cameras on her shoulders as she said, "Ready. Are you coming with me?" 

    "Only long enough to introduce you to the honchos in the crowd. Journalism is your thing. Make sure your p-field is on at all times, be firm, but polite, and holler if you need out of there in a hurry. Identify yourself only as being with 3rd World's media offices, not a newspaper reporter." 

    "But..." 

    "No buts. Those guys won't give a fat rat's ass about a passport-less reporter for a Stateside paper, but they have plenty of respect for 3rd World right now. You belong to us or you'll belong to them, so that's your story or you don't go. Like I said, I don't want to have to bust you out of jail." Glaring at me for a moment, Robyn tightly replied, "Ed, I don't like being spoken to that way." 

    Chuckling, I said, "Gee, that's too bad, 'cuz I'm just telling you how it is. You'll hear a helluva lot worse if Linda has to pull strings to get you out of Angola. Just go with the program, milady. Take your pix and notes and have a good time, but remember you're with 3rd World." 

    "He's right," Andrew put in. "Trust me, he's right about this. You don't want to find out what an Angolan jail is like." 

    With a wry look, Robyn sighed, "Yeah, okay. I got it. I work for 3rd World. Can we go now?" 

    "'May' we go now," I said, "Don't they teach English in the schools anymore? Board on." 

    My board appeared and I offered Robyn a steadying hand to step onto it. She looked at it skeptically. "Uhhh... Ed, why not let the flitter..." Andrew shook his head and said, "Oh, show some spunk, girl. This man wouldn't dare let any harm come to you." 

    Robyn bridled and stiffened, glaring at him. 

    "Yes, just like that!" said Andrew, pretending not to realize she was ticked at him. In a caricature of Britishness, he winked as he gave her a thumbs-up and said, "That's the ticket!" 

    She couldn't help a small grin. Taking my hand, Robyn stepped onto my board. I joined her, providing her an arm to hang onto, and we slid off the deck. Robyn screeched softly. 

    Instead of descending, we rose to the level of the villa's third-floor windows and circled the building. 

    "You should take some pictures," I said, "Try to look as if you belong up here." 

    After a moment's stark stare at me, Robyn one-handedly fumbled her digital camera into position and used it as we circled the building again. By our third trip around, there were people at every window, staring and pointing at us. Just the effect I'd been looking for. 

    I set us down at the bottom of the front steps just as a number of men with gold braid on their hats and sleeves came out of the villa. 

    "The answer is 'no, thank you'," I whispered. 

    "What?" 

    "Just go along with me. You'll know when to say it." 

    "What?!" 

    As the men approached, I stepped off the board to hand Robyn down, bowed slightly as I asked, "Will there be anything else, Miss Reede?" and squeezed her hand twice. 

    "Uh... No, thank you," she responded. 

    "Very good, ma'am." Tapping her PFM as I released her hand, I said, "Call me when you're ready to leave, ma'am." 

    "Uh, yes. I will. Thank you." 

    "It was my pleasure, ma'am. I'll introduce you, then I'll be on my way." Turning to the brass hats and suits on the steps, I said, "Sirs, this is Miss Robyn Reede of 3rd World Products' media department. Please answer her questions and accord her every consideration. Thank you." With that, I bowed slightly to them and stepped back onto my board, then nosed it sharply upward and away from the villa. A couple of miles away, I headed back with my three suit on and slid to a stop on the villa's front porch. 
Chapter Sixty

    When nobody came or went through the big oak doors for a time, I quietly turned the handle and peeked in. Two cops stood by the staircase and a few others milled around in the foyer. There was no sign of Robyn. The cops were no dummies. They'd taken their investigation indoors to avail themselves of air-conditioning. It's usually easier to open a door quietly than to close it quietly, so I let myself in quickly and let the door swing open rather than have people wonder why it closed. 

    Some guy snapped what sounded like, "Who left the damned door open?" as he walked over from the stairway to close it. 

    Standing very still, I listened. From the east wing came Robyn's voice, muted by distance and hallway doors. Damn. More closed doors. I went to them and listened. Robyn seemed to be questioning someone about the villa. Footsteps approached the doors from the other side. I stood clear and slipped through when one of the lower-ranking cops hurried past me. Before I was twenty feet down the corridor, I felt Sue's presence in the form of an overhead probe. Looking up, I spotted it near the high ceiling, directly above Robyn. 

    The cop Robyn was talking with was telling her that the villa had become property of the state after the MPLA had acquired power in Angola. Before that it had belonged to three white men in succession until 1975, when UNITAS

forces had killed the owner and his family and taken the villa as a regional headquarters. 

    Robyn dutifully scribbled notes that she'd later be dismayed to discover were MPLA bullshit. The MPLA blamed every bad thing that had ever happened in Angola on either UNITAS or conglomerate corporations. In fact, the MPLA Commies had been the ones looting and ravaging the countryside 'in the name of the people'. 

    The UNITAS guys hadn't been much better, but they'd done a bit less ravaging and looting and hadn't used that 'in the name of the people' crap when they'd eaten someone's cows and pigs or commandeered a vehicle. Both groups had tried to dislodge the multinationals from the gold and diamond mines, which is where my outfit had entered the picture. The corporations had built the mines from scratch and weren't about to give them up without a battle, so they'd hired security in the form of mercenary troops. 

    In Sierra Leone, we'd guarded diamond mines. In Angola, we'd guarded gold mines. In the end, the corporations proved their determination and both MPLA and UNITAS had come to terms with them in the form of indirect taxations when they'd each held varying degrees of power at one time or other. Robyn had Sue to watch over her and seemed to be getting along famously with the cops, so I left her to her own devices and headed back to the flitter. 

    When I slid onto the flitter's deck, I didn't see Andrew. 

    "Flitter, where's Andrew?" 

    "He's aboard Flitter Two." 

    "Thanks," I said, and stepped through the fields from one deck to the other. Andrew had conjured up a bathroom and bed similar to mine and was apparently sound asleep on the bed, his half-finished beer on the deck near it. 

    I stepped back to my flitter and sipped my coffee. I found I wasn't in the mood for it, so I reached into the cooler for a dr pepper, then checked my e-messages and edited a few chapters of my latest book. 

    My implant pinged a little over an hour later and I brought up a screen. It was Robyn. Her audio had a tunnel-effect to it, which made me think she might be calling from a ladies room. 

    "Need a ride, ma'am?" 

    "I think so. It's a typical police wrap-up at this point and I have the most important details. Now I have to make arrangements to get my report to..." 

    Heh. Something had finally sunk in for her. 

    "To where or to whom, milady?" 

    "Uh..." 

    Laughing, I said, "Don't worry about it. None of this will be on anyone's news until Monday or later. The MPLA controls the media here, so you have the only free-world footage. That's one of the other reasons I told you to tell them you're with 3rd World." Laughing again, I said, "It also means you can blame any delays on the Commies." 

    Sighing exasperatedly, she said, "Ed, this is news and it's getting late! 

I have to file it while it still means something!" 

    "Oh, it'll mean something, ma'am. Florida's five hours back, so it's almost one there. Do your editing aboard the flitter and we'll send the stuff in time for the evening news. Tom'll be tickled spitless to have a prime-time exclusive." 

    After a moment of silence, Robyn asked, "Well, in that case, when's dinner?" 

    The corner of my screen read '17:43'. 

    Setting my dr pepper in the cooler, I said, "Andrew's on the other flitter. I'll get him and meet you out front at six." I went next door to wake Andrew and asked if he had dinner plans. He swung out of the bed and headed for his bathroom saying, "Give me five minutes." While he spiffed up, I went back to my flitter and did the same. When he stepped aboard my flitter, we lifted above the villa two miles, then went visible and landed in front of the building precisely at six o'clock. The big front doors opened shortly and down the steps came Robyn, flanked by what seemed to be about fifty Angolans. I stepped off the flitter and walked through the hull field to meet her --and the others, but only incidentally --with a gracious bow. 

    After shaking hands with a few of the brass hats and suits, I started back to the flitter with Robyn, but suddenly Andrew came bursting out of the hull field, startling the hell out of everybody. One man even reached for his sidearm. 

    Andrew peered hard at one of the men behind the brass hats and almost yelled, "Shango?! Is that you?" 

    The huge, old-looking guy he'd been peering at was already on his way toward Andrew with a big smile on his face. 

    He happily yelled, "Andrew! Andy!" and old home week got underway. I looked hard at the guy as he and Andrew shook hands and hugged, but there'd been too many years and I hadn't been that close to anyone back then. Shango hadn't seemed to recognize me, either, but it seemed likely that Andrew would say something, so I asked, "Hey, Shango! What did you do, get yourself a real job?" 

    Turning around, he peering at me for a moment as Andrew whispered something. Shango looked at Andrew in disbelief for a moment, then he strode toward me in a rather determined manner. 

    I was ready to stun him if necessary, but he stopped a couple of feet away and saluted me, then extended his hand. I took it for a shake and he soon pulled me into a crushing hug. 

    When he put me down --literally --and stepped back, he seemed about to cry as he solemnly said, "You be the man who saved my friend Andrew." Clenching a fist over the middle of his chest, he said, "I thank you much! 

From here!" 

    Jeez, he sounded almost like Tiger. 

    "No big thing, Shango. He was my friend, too." Something occurred to me and I whispered, "Is it safe to speak of Solutions around these other people?" He nodded firmly and said, "Yes, sir. Them days be gone." 

    "Then you need to talk to Solutions, man! They think they owe you and some other people money. When I was in London two years ago, they gave me four hundred and sixty-six Euros." 

    Shango's eyes got big as he digested the number. That was over a year's pay to just about any African. His incredulous stare turned to Andrew. Andrew said, "It's true, Shango. They sent me two hundred and fifty-one pounds in 1994, but I didn't know they were working from a list." Turning to Andrew, I asked, "Would you help him with that? I won't be here very long this trip. And could you maybe look for Pook, DT, and anyone else from our units?" 

    "DT be dead," said Shango, "But Pook be working here." He turned and signaled a guy on the steps to approach, then told him to go find Pook. The guy nodded crisply, then jogged up the steps and into the villa. 

    I asked, "How the hell did you end up with the MPLA?" He shrugged. "Need work. They not so bad like before." An old man in an old suit descended the steps and came toward us. He adjusted his glasses and looked at all of us for a time, then the light of recognition dawned in his face and his steps became quicker. I thought he'd recognized Andrew as Shango had, but he came straight to me. 

    "Hi, Pook," I said, extending a hand. He ignored it and hugged me, then stepped back and took my hand to shake it vigorously. 

    "I am most sorry, but I do not remember your name," he said, "But I very much remember your face. You healed me three times. I am most glad to see you again." 

    "Thanks, Pook. I'm Ed. I was Dragonfly, back then. Do you remember Andrew? 

Andy?" 

    Pook turned and looked at Andrew again, and again that light filled his face. All he'd needed was a little jog. He hugged Andrew and shook his hand, then just stood there beaming happily at both of us. 

    Shango rattled off something in Bantu and stood grinning like an idiot. Pook lost his smile instantly, but it was replaced with a look of surprise and wonder. 

    Looking at Andrew and me, he asked incredulously, "It is true? You received so much money after so long?" 

    I nodded. So did Andrew. Pook looked as if he'd have a case of the vapors or a heart attack or something. 

    After a few more minutes of schmoozing, I said, "I'm sorry, guys, but I have to leave now. I'm this lovely lady's driver and she'll beat me bloody if I keep her waiting much longer." 

    Everybody thought that was funny enough. 

    Robyn said, "Oh, I think..." but I interrupted her with, "No, ma'am," while thumbing at the flitter, "That flitter has to be somewhere soon. I'll have to visit later." 

    Her eyebrow went up and she glanced at Andrew. He nodded and said, "He's right, Miss Reede," then he said, "But I don't have to be anywhere else. Ed, I'll stay here and help reminisce for a while and treat Pook and Shango to dinner in town." 

    "Okay," I replied, "Call if you need a ride. Goodbye, Shango. Goodbye, Pook. It was good to see you again." 

    Shango and Pook hugged me and shook my hand again, then I turned and led Robyn through the hull field and handed her up to the deck. As soon as she was aboard, she headed for the bathroom. A moment later, I heard her blow her nose softly as I told the flitter to take us to the camp. Fishing my dr pepper out of the cooler, I watched Africa roll by below for a few minutes. When Robyn came out of the bathroom, her eyes were slightly red. Sitting down beside me at the console, she said, "Those poor old men. They were so happy!" 

    Chuckling, I asked, "Exactly how does that make them poor, milady? And by the way, if I recall correctly, Shango and Pook are both five years or more younger than me." 

    She blinked disbelievingly at me. "Really?!" 

    "Yup. Forty is 'old' over here. Africa's damned hard on people." Robyn spotted my dr pepper and reached for it. Putting it to her lips, she started to tip the bottle to take a sip, then froze. 

    "Damn," said Robyn, "I forgot to turn off my p-field. P-field off." As she sipped, I said, "Don't worry about it. We're almost there, and I'd rather you forget to turn it off than on. In fact... Flitter, can you modify Robyn's PFM so that her p-field automatically turns on when she steps off your deck?" 

    "Yes." 

    "Then do so, please, but fix it so she can turn it off while she's off your deck, okay?" 

    "Yes, sir." 

    Robyn asked, "Why does it call you 'sir' sometimes, but not always?" 

    "Damned if I know why it calls me 'sir' at all. I never told it to. Maybe it was just the difference between a question and an order. Flitter, stay in stealth mode when we land, please. Land at normal speed, and as soon as we're off the deck, park yourself above the camp at one hundred feet." 

    "Yes, sir." 
Chapter Sixty-one

    The camp's helipad was occupied by a small white helicopter when we arrived, so I had the flitter land us between the restaurant and the pad. The chopper was a French-made AS350 Ecureuil, or 'Squirrel', and it seemed kind of puny for servicing the bush country. I'd have expected a longer-range, heavier-payload Bell JetRanger for that kind of work. 

    We plummeted to Earth in a manner that created a considerable breeze in the area. Robyn sat staring with a death grip on both my dr pepper bottle and her seat. I stood up and took the bottle from her for a sip, then set it in the cooler as she got to her feet. 

    Once we'd stepped down and walked beyond the flitter's hull field, the flitter lifted and parked as instructed. We passed a couple of guys with empty two-wheel handcarts on our way down to the restaurant. Both wore uniform shirts with logo patches matching the logo on the helicopter. There were some tourists milling around, but our arrival went generally unnoticed until a black man who was checking boxes on the office porch saw us and his eyes went wide. 

    He leaned back to tap briskly on the window behind him and I saw Inga peer outside from her register counter. I waved and she waved back. Robyn looked to see who I was waving to and also waved when she spotted Inga. Inga and Frieda greeted us as we entered the building. 

    "We did not see you land," said Inga. 

    "You weren't supposed to," I said, "I didn't want to become a tourist attraction. We just came to eat dinner." 

    "Ah," she replied, "Then let us find you a table." She gestured at the dining room and smilingly added, "You should have a quiet meal. This group arrived only an hour ago." 

    Frieda led us to an unoccupied table. One of the tourists we passed was eating a huge salad that included a wide range of vegetables, bits of meat, and several types of cheese. 

    "Frieda," I said, "If you have Thousand Island dressing, I won't need a menu. I'd like to have one of those big salads and cold tea." 

    "We have all popular salad dressings," said Frieda. Turning to Robyn, she asked, "Will you also have a salad?" 

    "Sure," said Robyn, "But I'd prefer Italian-style dressing. Cold tea for me, too." 

    With her usual curt nod, Frieda smiled and said, "Very good," as she seated us near a window and went for our tea. 

    A number of the people in the dining room seemed to notice that we weren't members of their tour group. We received quite a few sidelong glances and one or two prolonged --if more or less covert --stares. 

    Robyn looked out the window for a time, then asked, "So, what now?" Shrugging, I said, "I think we should eat. That is why we came here." Turning to face me with a wry smirk, she replied, "Cute, but you know what I mean." 

    Frieda arrived with our tea and poured for us, then departed again. Sipping my tea, I said, "I'll check with Linda later. If there's nothing else that needs done, our time is our own." 

    Robyn sipped thoughtfully, then asked, "Those men at the villa were old friends of yours. Why did we leave?" 

    Meeting her gaze, I said, "Because you're vastly more interesting than reminiscing about old times." 

    She gave me a wry little smile. "I think it might have been better if you'd taken some time with them, Ed. Would you like to go back after dinner?" Shaking my head, I said, "Nope. I'm with you this trip. Maybe I'll come back for that someday." 

    The look in her eyes told me that my answer hadn't quite satisfied her. She was silent for a time as we sipped our drinks and watched activities beyond the window, then she spoke. 

    "Only 'maybe', huh?" 

    "Robyn," I said. She turned to face me again and I asked, "Did you ever have one of those paper-hat jobs when you were a kid? Maybe in fast food or some kind of drudge job where every-damned-day was pretty much exactly the same as the one before?" 

    Nodding, she said, "Sure. Everybody does that. I worked in a restaurant when I was sixteen. It thoroughly sucked." 

    "Day after day, the same old thing, right?" 

    Nodding again with a shrug, she said, "Yeah. So?" 

    "Are you still tight with any of the people you worked with back then? If you met one of them today, how much would you have in common and how long would you want to visit?" 

    She put her wine down and she spread her arms in a sort of 'you don't understand' gesture and said, "That was different, Ed. I was a register clerk. You were a soldier. There's a big difference between the two." 

    "Yeah, well, make 'the same old thing' mean guard duty. Getting up, checking lists, walking the same damned paths every day --rain or shine -with a rifle. Make it mean being bored shitless for weeks at a time unless someone happens to bring in or send new magazines, books, or music." Robyn seemed unimpressed. 

    I said, "Remember that this was before such niceties as VCRs and movies on tape. There wasn't even TV around here because someone had blown up the only local station. If you didn't have shortwave you listened to antique and locally-produced music because local radio stations didn't play anything else. And that's when they weren't broadcasting some side's propaganda. And only if they were on the air at all." 

    She pursed her lips and raised an eyebrow in a dubious manner as if she thought I might be exaggerating. It irritated me a little, so I decided to tell her a bit more. 

    I continued, "OooKaay, then... Here's the other side of being a merc in Africa back then, ma'am. Make 'the same old thing' mean wearing about forty pounds of field gear all day and wandering around the woods looking for trouble. Finding trouble when someone shot at us. Shooting back and killing people until that was just an aspect of the job that didn't really mean jack shit beyond what it added to the security margin around our camps or a mine." Sipping my tea again, I said, "And I haven't covered various gutworms and other parasitic infestations, animal attacks, treating our wounded, or finding and burying our mutilated dead, but I think I've already done about as much reminiscing about my time in Angola as I care to. I wasn't really close friends with those guys or any of the others. I just served time and collected pay with them." 

    For some moments, Robyn looked at me with a flat sort of expression, then she nodded slightly and said, "I see." 

    I heard the helicopter spin up and take off, its noise fading with distance. Frieda headed our way with our salads. I moved things around to clear the table for her. 

    She set our salads in front of us with our choices of dressings without comment, then surveyed the table and asked, "Will you need anything else?" 

    "I don't think so. Thanks, Frieda." 

    She nodded and left us. I dumped dressing on my salad, stirred it around and dug in, and then noticed that Robyn was just sitting there looking at me. I looked back at her and asked, "What's the matter? Did I tell you a little more than you really wanted to know?" 

    Robyn busied herself adding dressing to her salad and said, "It was more the way you said it, I think. Like you were slamming the door on any further discussion." 

    "That was the idea, ma'am." 

    "What if I'm interested in that part of your life?" Spearing some salad, I grinningly said, "Then you can read about it in my books, like everyone else, Miz Reporter-lady. Like I told you on day one, if anyone's going to make money scribbling about my personal history, it'll be me." 

    With a rather sour expression, she said, "I thought you only wrote science fiction." 

    "Then you didn't read my book blurbs. Check out 'Dragonfly Run' sometime. Much of it happens here." 

    There was quick motion beyond the window and someone shouted. A man was running toward the dock and another man dropped an end of the rubber raft he was loading into a truck to run after him. 

    Looking toward the dock, I saw a woman lying on the dock and a man kneeling beside her and keyed my implant to say, "Sue. There may be a medical emergency." 

    Sue appeared by our table and I pointed at the dock. She disappeared, then reappeared by the woman at the dock. 

    As I got up to go out there, Robyn unfroze herself and rose with me, muttering, "She just... she just..." 

    "Yeah," I said, "She's pretty quick." When Sue appeared out of thin air kneeling next to the woman, the guys who'd rushed to the woman's aid backed off as if they were staring at a ghost. By the time Robyn and I got outside, Inga was at the dock with half a dozen other people. One of the white guys had a rifle, and although he didn't quite aim it at Sue, he kept it aimed in her direction, apparently on general principles. 

    "Inga," I said as we approached, "That's Sue. She's a friend and she's a doctor. I called her." 

    Inga eyeballed Sue's little black evening dress and said, "She is dressed to go out. Sammy told me she appeared out of nowhere. Was she aboard your flitter?" 

    Thinking 'she's still my flitter computer, sort of', I said, "Yes. She had some things to do." 

    By then there were over a dozen people clustered around us. Sue looked up and said, "She apparently slipped on the wet wood. She has a slight skull fracture, but I detect no signs of damage to her brain and she should waken soon. I'll move her inside now." 

    The woman suddenly levitated three feet or so and began drifting toward the office as Sue strode alongside, her miniskirted legs flashing in the late-afternoon sun. 

    There were gasps, a small shriek from one of the women, and a couple of surprised shouts, and the people didn't just make a path for Sue; they got the hell out of her way. 

    Inga stared after her for a moment, then turned to me and asked, "She is really a doctor?" 

    Nodding firmly, I said, "Yes, ma'am. One of the best," and moved to follow Sue to the building. Robyn trotted to keep up with me and I slowed my pace for her when we were a few yards away from the crowd. 

Chapter Sixty-two

    The office doors opened ahead of Sue and she floated her patient into the open area in front of the register counter. A napkin and a pitcher of cold water floated from one of the nearby tables to the countertop as Robyn and I walked in. 

    I said, "You look fabulous as ever, milady. Want any help, or should we just get back to our salads before they wilt and let you deal with all the questions?" 

    Giving me a small smile as she dampened the napkin with water from the pitcher, Sue said, "Oh, I think I can manage well enough, thanks," and turned to minister to her patient. 

    Laughing softly, I said, "Oh, no, thank you, milady! I hate dealing with questions," and headed for our table. 

    Inga and her entourage came in as Robyn squeaked, "Ed! Where the hell are you going?" 

    Stopping to look at her, I said, "To eat my salad. Remember the plane and the boat? Sue's here. Things are under control and everything'll be fine. C'mon." 

    Glancing back and forth between Sue and me, Inga opted to go to Sue as Robyn stiffened and snapped, "No! You can leave if you want, Ed, but I'm going to stay here and... and see to things." 

    I chuckled, "See to what things, ma'am?" 

    Seething, Robyn snapped, "I don't know, dammit! Things, that's all! A woman's been hurt!" 

    "Sue says she'll be okay. That's good enough for me." Continuing on a course to our table, I heard Sue say, "Go ahead, Robyn. There's nothing for you to do here and Inga will want to talk with me." 

    "I certainly do," said Inga, "Who are you, please? And... what are you?" Sue said, "Your mother tongue is German," then, in German, she asked, Shall we continue in your language for convenience?" 

    Also in German, Inga replied, "If you wish, yes," and Sue began her explanations and what sounded as if it would probably end up as a sales pitch for a robodoc installation. 

    Hm. Yeah, that seemed like a pretty good idea. The camp was on the river; people used it more often than they used the highways. It would pull in some extra business, too. 

    Only a few minutes passed before people began returning to their meals. I felt Robyn approaching and rose to grinningly walk around the table and seat her in a gracious manner. 

    Stabbing some salad with her fork, she muttered, "You can stop laughing at me now." 

    "I wasn't laughing at you, milady." 

    "Yes, you were. I was just concerned, that's all." 

    "That's fine. So was I until Sue said things would be okay." Her eyes flicked to the office and she said, "I think the woman's waking up." 

    Without turning to look, I said, "That's nice. Having your patients recover is always good for business. What would you bet that there'll be a robodoc here fairly soon?" 

    Glancing at the office again, Robyn said, "No bet. I've seen her work an audience." Sighing, she forked up some salad and said, "I'm sorry I snapped at you, Ed. I guess I'm still too new at all this." 

    "Yes'm, but that's easily curable. All you have to do is stick around a while. You'll pick it up." 

    Giving me a slightly wry look, she asked, "You actually meant 'stick with you', didn't you?" 

    Matching her sigh, I admitted, "Oh, hell. You caught me." She snickered, "It wasn't too difficult." 

    I saw a motion in the reflection from a glass-fronted picture of someone on the wall behind her; Inga nodded in that curt way of hers and turned from Sue to head toward our table. 

    Robyn's eyes flicked to the doorway and she started to speak, but I said, 

"Inga's coming, right?" 

    Her mouth closed and she gave me a 'what the hell?' sort of stare for a moment. I shrugged and said, "It's a gift." 

    Getting to my feet, I pulled out the chair next to mine for Inga, then turned to greet her. She sat down and seemed to think for a time, then she looked at Robyn and me and spoke. 

    "Your visit here has been... do you know what is 'einzigartig'?" 

    "I think it means 'unique'. Or 'special'." 

    "Yes. Just so. It has been a... 'unique'... experience." I smiled and said, "Happy to hear it, milady." 

    "We are to install a medical facility soon." Pointing beyond the dock and racks of canoes, she added, "Since it is very likely that most patients will not be tourists, I have decided to clear the area beyond the fence for this purpose." 

    "You may be surprised later," I said, "Make sure the fence has a gate." 

    "What do you mean?" 

    "I mean that most westerners will have to come to places that have robodocs until laws change. Robodocs are presently illegal in North America and Europe. You will very likely be hosting large numbers of pale-skinned visitors, and most of them will need a place to sleep and eat while they're here." 

    Inga looked a little confused, then she looked startled. 

    "Aber... uhm... But I thought the clinic is intended for only the local..." her sentence trailed off, likely due to the realization that her hotel business might soon expand drastically. 

    Shaking my head, I said, "Nope. It'll be for anybody who can get here. Maybe you ought to go talk some more with Sue. I'm pretty sure she wouldn't keep something like that secret. She never has before. Oh, and you might want to arrange for local transportation to and from the airport. You know, like a shuttle bus or a van or something." 

    Looking almost alarmed, Inga stood up and said, "Yah, Ich muss... uhm, I mean, yes, I must again speak with Sue. Thank you very much," and she strode away toward the office. 

    "Wow," said Robyn, "She looked almost upset about it." 

    "Yup. I'd say more than 'almost'. The first few robodocs installed are going to be swamped almost overnight. She has a good chance to get rich providing support services to the westerners and Euros, but it'll very likely mean expanding this hotel and building a whole 'nother hotel; a place where poor natives who come here on foot, by car, or by paddling down the river can sleep and eat for cheap. And I do mean real cheap, given the local economy. Maybe even free." 

    My comm implant's 'general public' chimes sounded and I opened a small screen above our table. It was Andrew, calling to tell me that Flitter Two had received new instructions and that he'd be staying in the clinic trailer. He then asked how my 'date' with Robyn was going. 

    I laughed, "She's sitting right here. Want to ask her?" 

    "Lordy, no!" he laughed, "I'd never put the dear lady on the spot like that!" 

    Robyn leaned to see the screen as I tilted it toward her. She said, "Our 'date' is going just fine, Andrew. How's your reunion going?" 

    "Swimmingly. It's amazing how much I've forgotten and how much they haven't. Ed, do you remember Franz Hertzle?" 

    I didn't, but I asked, "Franz? What about him?" 

    "Remember what he always said about the French?" 

    "Something rather unkind, wasn't it?" 

    "Oh, very. Well, it seems he happened to say it to someone while within earshot of the French Prime Minister's chief deputy at a party in Luanda. He was deported the very next day. That promotion he'd waited nearly two years for arrived the day after his deportation, of course. Now he's working for the French! Can you believe it?!" 

    Yeah, sure. Why not? Who the hell was Franz Herzle? 

    Doing my best to appear moderately amazed, I said, "Damn. Times sure do change, huh?" 

    "Yes, they certainly do! Well, I'll get off the line and let you two get on with your evening. I just wanted to inform you about Flitter Two and my accommodations." 

    "Okay, Andrew. Thanks." 

    We signed off and I sipped my beer as Robyn gave me a studious gaze and asked, "Did you really have any idea at all who he was talking about?" Meeting her gaze, I replied, "Nope. Still don't." 

    "I didn't think so." 

    Lifting her hand from the table, I kissed it and said, "Then you're as astute as you are beautiful, milady." 

    She made a 'yeah, sure' face at me, but it turned into a smile as she sipped her wine. 

    I'd been kind of wondering why none of the tourists had stopped by our table since Sue's event, but I hadn't been curious enough to question the peace and quiet. 

    Now, however, there were people staring at us from other tables and an older woman was on her way to our table. To try to forestall her and anyone else from belaboring us with questions, I stood up and raised my hands toward the dining room in general. 

    Lifting Robyn's left arm, I said, "These are called PFMs. They'll be on the market soon. If you want to know more about them, please talk to the woman named 'Sue' who is now in the office. I'm not allowed to discuss them." The woman approaching our table had stopped. She'd looked in Sue's direction when I'd mentioned her and seemed to consider something for a moment, then she resumed course toward our table. I remained standing as she arrived. 

    With what sounded like a Dutch accent, she apologized for interrupting our meal and asked if she might more closely examine Robyn's 'device'. I reminded her that it was called a PFM and let her stare at it for a time. Straightening, she looked at me and asked, "When will they be available?" 

    "Sorry, you'll have to talk to Sue." 

    Glancing at it again, she asked, "How much will they cost?" 

    "You'll have to talk to Sue." 

    Seeming somewhat irritated, she asked, "Where is yours?" Sighing to let her see that I was also getting somewhat irritated, I said, 

"It's where it can't be seen, mostly because people tend to ask too many questions." 

    Standing very straight, she began, "Sir, perhaps you do not know who I am." 

    I interrupted her with, "With all due respect, ma'am... you could be the Pope's girlfriend, but you will still have to talk to Sue about these devices." 

    Saying the last sentence with firm emphasis, I stood waiting fairly obviously for her to leave us. 

    She glanced around at others who were watching and nodded tightly as she said, "Yes, of course. I will do so," then she turned and tried not to stalk back to her table, where she picked something up and strode toward the office. 
Chapter Sixty-three

    Robyn leaned across the table and whispered, "Ed, that woman may have been someone important." 

    I faced her and said, "Given the price of these tours, that wouldn't surprise me at all." 

    "But shouldn't you..." 

    "No buts. I don't care who or what she is or how used to getting her way she may be. If she wants a PFM, she'll have to talk to Sue, and I'd much rather spend my time with you." 

    Sitting down, I stirred my salad to move the dressing around a bit more, then speared some. Robyn sipped her tea and eyed me for a time, then began eating again. 

    After a while, she said, "You can be very abrupt with people." 

    "Sometimes, yes. I'll want to see your footage before you send it to Tom." Robyn blinked and froze at the change of topics, then she asked, "Why?" 

    "Because it's my job. I don't expect to ask you to cut any of it, but I have to be able to say I checked it." 

    "Checked it for what?" 

    "Anything 3rd World might object to. Anything I might object to, for that matter." 

    "Oh, really? And what would you object to?" 

    Around the last of my salad, I said, "Being in it, but that's probably unavoidable. Let's say that my appearances in the film should be kept to a minimum. You can show me on my board or as a flitter pilot, but that's about all, I think." 

    She looked about to argue, then her mouth shut and she seemed thoughtful for a moment before she said, "Well, I think that may actually be all there is of you on tape." 

    Taking a sip of tea, I replied, "Good." 

    "Why the hell are you so averse to a little notoriety, Ed? What would it hurt?" 

    "My privacy, first and foremost. I've escorted and guarded some famous people at times, Robyn. I know what they go through from having to deal with it for them. I don't want to have to hire someone like me to keep the fans, beggars, hustlers, and would-be sycophants away." 

    Grinning, she asked, "Would-be sycophants?" 

    "Yup. People who think that knowing you or being around you will help get them something or somewhere. You know; 'When ol' Ed and I were flying the other day...' or 'Well, sweetie, my friend Ed has a flitter and I can probably get him to take us for a ride'. It's kind of like being friends with a club bouncer. No cover charge and no lines." 

    Robyn laughed, "You really think that's how it would be?" Shrugging, I said, "I helped guard the head of a movie production company once after one of her films tweaked a few nutcakes who thought they'd been portrayed poorly, even though she'd been working from trial records, news footage, and eyewitness accounts. For a while, even her personal assistant had a personal assistant to keep people at bay. Yes, milady, I know damned well what it's like to be famous; I saw the results of it day and night for over three months." 

    Her left eyebrow high, Robyn asked, "Who was she?" 

    "Can't say due to a contractual obligation. Won't say because I promised I wouldn't. I will say that the job didn't end until several people had been arrested and a number of others had left the country to avoid prosecution." 

    "How long ago was this?" 

    "Back in the nineties." 

    "You can't be more specific than that?" 

    Shaking my head, I said, "I won't be. You might know how to do a bit of research, being a journalist and all. I've probably told you too much already." 

    Robyn gave me one of those 'you're being tiresome' sighs and asked, "Ed, what difference would it make after all these years? By now..." I held up a hand to stop her. 

    "Robyn, I wasn't a rent-a-cop lawn decoration. I was inside her world, never more than a closed door away from her while I was on duty, even in her home. That's how seriously the threats were taken. One night she sat on the couch in her office and cried herself to sleep in my arms. Strong, competent women just don't do that with a man unless they trust him or they're absolutely desperate and simply have nowhere else to turn. She trusted me with her life and her daughter's life, her dogs and cats, her possessions, and her privacy, and I promised her I'd never talk about those times. Now, no offense, ma'am --and I truly mean that --but do you really think I'm likely to break my promise to her for your dinner-table amusement? Or even my own?" After a long few moments, Robyn's glowering gaze softened and she took a breath before she said quietly, "No, I really don't think you will, Ed. Sorry. I was just curious." 

    I shrugged. "No problem. Could even be that's one of the reasons you're a better-than-decent journalist." 

    Her eyebrows went up, then she laughed, "How would you know how good I am? 

From watching my report from the Coast Guard ship?" 

    "Yeah, I saw some of that. I was also paying attention while you ad-libbed your way through the plane landing." Leaning across the table slightly for emphasis, I said, "Ya done good, lady, and it isn't just my opinion or Linda would have told me to dump your pretty butt before leaving Florida. She gave you a shot at this instead of sending one of Charlene Johns' people over here." 

    "Who..? Wait, I know that name. I've seen it --or heard it --somewhere, I know it." 

    "You'll meet her sooner or later. She usually handles 3rd World's on-site promotional stuff. Used to be with a TV news outfit in Atlanta. She was big in the eighties and nineties." 

    Bingo. Robyn's face fell open and her eyes got big. 

    "THAT Charlene Johns?! Are you kidding me?!" 

    "Nope. She was getting too long in the tooth for the producers, I guess. Linda hires competence, first and foremost, so when she heard Charlene was retiring..." 

    "Oh, my God!" whispered Robyn, "You mean I could work with her?!" 

    "I'd say 'for' her, really. She runs the media department." Looking almost angry, Robyn hissed, "Oh, Jesus! I can't believe this! Why the hell didn't you tell me about her sooner?!" 

    I gave her a droll look and said, "Oh, get real. How the hell should I have known you were a fan of someone who hasn't done the nightly news for five years or more?" 

    Shaking her head slightly, Robyn leaned forward and asked, "Do you know her? I mean, have you actually met her?" 

    Laughing, I asked, "Do you remember anything of what I just said about fans, beggars, and sycophants? Relax, lady. Just do your job and you'll meet her when we go to Carrington to cap off your paperwork." Robyn looked at me for a moment, then straightened and nodded tightly. Her hands clasped and flew to her lap, then her right hand reappeared and reached for her tea. She took a sip, then took a deep breath, and seemed to stare at the table for a time before looking up at me. 

    "I'm sorry," she said, "It's just that... Ed, you don't know how much meeting her would mean to me." 

    It occurred to me to say something like, 'Oh, I dunno about that,' but then I realized she was right; I didn't. 

    Peering at me, she asked, "What was that about? You looked as if you were about to say something, then you didn't say it." 

    Shaking my head with a wry grin, I said, "You're a little too goddamned perceptive sometimes, ma'am." 

    "Who was it? Whoever you really, really wanted to meet?" 

    "That's just it... Nobody. There are --or have been --people I'd like to have met, but not to the extent that I'd have been particularly nervous about meeting them." 

    "Name one." 

    "Ingrid Bergman was one. So's Goldie Hawn." 

    Robyn seemed to think that was funny. 

    She snickered, then laughed "Ingrid Bergman I can understand, Ed; she's a movie legend. But... Goldie Hawn?! Why? Because she's a cute blonde? Or was she the one you guarded?" 

    I sipped my tea and said, "No, she wasn't, but her films have grossed around a billion dollars, she's had her own production company for over a decade, and she's won an Oscar. On top of all that, she's gorgeous and funny and her laugh and smile are infectious. Gimme better reasons for wanting to meet someone." 

    "Uh... well, okay, then, but what about other people?" She seemed to dig for a name and came up with, "What about, oh... John F. Kennedy?" 

    "Nope." 

    "Uhm... How about Babe Ruth? Some other sports figure?" 

    "Nope. Sports bore me." 

    "An astronaut? Who landed on the moon? Neil Armstrong?" 

    "He didn't get there alone, but... nope, not him, either." 

    "Martin Luther King?" 

    "Nope. Colin Powell, maybe, but... nope. I'd probably vote for him if he ran for president, but I don't particularly want to meet him. Notice how you pulled all the names from the past? Notice how all the guys you named are guys? I'll stick with Goldie Hawn, thanks." 

    Sitting back in her chair, Robyn asked, "You mean you never had a role model? Nobody you looked up to or wanted to be like? The Lone Ranger? Davy Crockett?" 

    I gave it some thought. "Guess not. The movie about Davy Crockett and its parade of hype came to our town back in the fifties. There was a big souvenir display in the theater lobby --a pile of coonskin caps --and the display guy offered me one. I'd petted raccoons in a zoo; they were like cats to me, and I've always been fond of cats. I remember very distinctly realizing as I held the cap that someone had killed a whole bunch of poor little animals to make a pile of stupid toy hats." 

    Sighing, I added, "Well, you know how kids are; I heaved it back at the pile and blurted out what I was thinking right in front of a hundred kids and parents in the lobby. I might as well have cut a loud fart in church. Everybody was staring at me and my dad got me the hell out of there." Robyn barked a short laugh, looked at me again, wheezed "Oh, I love it!" and burst out laughing. She seemed to be getting over it after a time, but then she saw the others in the restaurant looking at us and burst out laughing again. 

    I sipped my tea and waited. 
Chapter Sixty-four

    Not long after Robyn's laughter had finally faded, Frieda came to our table to ask if we'd like a dessert. Robyn looked at me and I shrugged. 

    "You don't need my permission," I said, "Eat like a horse if you want. I'll order some little something just to keep the table from tipping over into your lap." 

    Frieda gave me a small smile. Robyn sort of glowered, but it wasn't real and she gave a saccharine smile of her own as she took the dessert menu and briskly flipped it open. She then looked totally confused for a moment. I opened my pastry menu to see why and couldn't. Except for the listings being briefly described in English and French as well as German, it looked about the same as any other pastry menu I'd seen in dozens of German restaurants. 

    Oh. Wait one. That was the problem. There were about twenty entries on each page, complete with small pictures and delicious-sounding descriptions. Poor little Robyn was simply overwhelmed with indecision. 

    "Frieda," I said with a glance at the extensive list of sweets, "I've never been a dessert connoisseur. I'll just have a small serving of whatever you'd most like to have from that menu." 

    She nodded with a smile. Robyn looked at me, then back at the menu, then seemed to come to a decision. 

    "That sounds like fun," she said, "Me, too." With another firm nod, Frieda gathered up our menus and grinningly departed. 

    Robyn bit her lip and whispered, "Uh, Ed, she didn't tell us what we'll be getting." 

    Grinning, I whispered back, "Nope, she sure didn't. Does that make you nervous, ma'am?" 

    Sitting straight, she replied tartly, "No, I'm not nervous about it. It's just dessert." 

    I sipped my tea and waited, looking out the window at people loading a truck with rafts that would be returned to some other campsite upstream. Sure enough, only a couple of minutes passed before Robyn asked, "What do you think she'll bring us?" 

    Chuckling softly, I met her gaze and quietly answered, "Oh, something typically German. Something made with shaved Swiss chocolate or tiny scoops of cake or cream and fancy stuff like that. Something that'll taste so devastatingly fine that you'll be ready to lick your plate like a starving puppy and shed the tears of a broken heart when it's all gone. Something that would give a Bavarian pastry chef wet dreams." 

    Maybe two seconds passed before Robyn stated, "You can be kind of mean sometimes, can't you, Ed?" 

    Looking back out the window, I said, "Me? Nah. Maybe she'll just toss some stuff they've been trying to get rid of on a couple of platters. After all, we're just tourists, right? Probably never see the place again after this weekend." 

    Robyn made an 'up yours' sort of face at me, then looked toward the kitchen doorway and nibbled her lip as she watched for Frieda to appear. 

    "On the other hand," I opined, "They haven't mistreated us yet, food-wise, so I guess the odds may be in our favor." 

    After a moment, Robyn glanced at me and gave me a wry look as she softly snapped, "Oh, shut up. You're just trying to tease me, and it won't work," then her gaze returned to the kitchen doorway. 

    "No, obviously not. What was I thinking? I should have known better. Hey, look, the door swung open. Can you see what she's doing in there? What's taking her so long?!" 

    Robyn's sneakered foot softly glanced off my shin and she muttered, "Stop that," then giggled and shot me a grin. 

    "Well, if yer gonna get violent about it... geez." I subsided and sipped my tea as I admired the lines of her face and hair. Damn, she was cute. Her hand rose to sweep her hair back and my gaze followed it back to the table to study it as if it were some sort of newly-discovered artifact. 

    She'd rolled her sleeves halfway up her forearms and when she began nervously tapping her index and middle fingers, the motion made the long muscle in her forearm swell rhythmically as it had in the shower. 

    "What are you smiling about?" she asked. "What's so funny?" Sipping tea, I said, "Not funny, just rather pleasant. I was remembering something. Any sign of Frieda yet?" 

    Robyn looked at her hand quizzically, as if trying to figure out what memories it might have sparked. Drumming her fingers, she looked up at me, then her face froze. She looked back at her arm as her fingers moved again and blushed. 

    Her eyes rose to meet mine, then she let out her breath, shook her head slightly as if she couldn't believe my turn of mind, and turned to continue watching for Frieda's return. 

    Some moments passed before she whispered, "I thought I was getting away with it. You kind of surprised me when you offered to take over." Turning to look at me, Robyn gave me a small, secret smile and snickered softly. 

    "Why? Because I wanted to or because I actually knew what to do and how to do it?" 

    Chewing her bottom lip, Robyn turned to face me and chuckled, "Both. That was the first time I've ever been caught." 

    Snickering again, she grinned and added, "You have a nice touch, too." Reaching to tickle the back of her wrist and hand with my fingertips, I replied, "That's nice to know, milady. Frieda's coming." Robyn glanced sharply toward the kitchen and quickly sat up, pulling her hand back and fussing with things on the table as if to make sure her dessert would encounter no potential obstacles upon arrival. 

    Frieda smilingly set one of the desserts in front of Robyn, then placed one in front of me, but her bright smile changed slightly as she stood straight, her hands clasped behind her back, and turned to face me. Her gaze became coolly direct and somewhat intense above that smile and she held my eyes as she said, "As you asked, this is what I would choose from the menu. Enjoy." 

    Robyn looked up and thanked her, and I don't think it escaped Robyn's attention that Frieda had to look away from me to give Robyn her usual curt nod of reply. 

    I glanced down at the chocolate-cream-orange-cherry-other-fancy-stuff confection on my plate, then looked at Frieda and said, "Wow. This may be a bit more than I can handle, ma'am." 

    A soft, sexy chuckle seemed to well up and flow out of her and Frieda replied with a small smile, "Oh, I very seriously doubt there's anything you can't handle," then she turned and walked away with a calculatedly casual stride, her hands still clasped behind her as she stopped at other tables to chat. 

    Her steps away from our table had been accented with that one-foot-in-front-of-the-other, hip-rolling stride that Marilyn Monroe had made famous. 

    There were a long few moments of silence at our table as Robyn stared after her disbelievingly, then she met my gaze for another moment before she picked up her fork and tersely stabbed her dessert as if it had somehow offended her. 

    After rending a small chunk of the stuff loose, she forked it up and tightly met my gaze again before placing the bite in her mouth. Her teeth closed on her fork audibly. 

    Forking a bit of my own dessert up, I said, "That wasn't exactly a pass at me, Robyn." 

    In a low, growling tone, she asked, "You don't think so, huh? Then what the hell do you think it was?" 

    Shrugging, I answered softly, "I'd call it a rain check for some other visit. Nothing more than that." 

    Robyn's fork speared through her dessert to firmly contact the plate. She worked another bit of the stuff away and briskly scooped it up without comment. 

    A couple of bites later, she muttered, "Well, by God, now I know how it feels." 

    "How what feels, milady?" 

    Looking up from her plate, Robyn asked, "Ever been out with a woman and maybe you went for drinks or to the restroom, and when you came back, some guy was hitting on your date?" 

    "Yeah. I think every guy's had that happen." Snorting a chuckle, I said, 

"And where Toni and I usually go clubbing, I've even had waitresses hit on my date." 

    Giving me a wry look, she said, "That still isn't quite the same, Ed. You and Toni would probably work together to try to lure her into bed." I took another bite in silence and Robyn's eyes and mouth opened with surprised realization. 

    "Oh, my God!" she hissed, "That's exactly what you two do, isn't it? You work together! No, wait! You hunt together!" 

    No point in denying it. She'd just keep chewing on it, anyway. "Something like that," I admitted, "But only when she's between girlfriends." 

    "If all she's looking for is a new girlfriend, how does having you around help?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Simple. We go to the lesbian bars. There are always some newbies in a college town. Some of them will flirt with her to try to piss me off and some of them will flirt with me to try to piss her off. When we find one we both like who has a sense of humor and swings both ways, we cut her out of the herd and take her home to Toni's hot tub." Shaking her head in disbelief or amazement, Robyn asked, "Why the hell doesn't she just go by herself?" 

    "Well, sometimes she does, but what's unique about that? Alone, she's just another woman on the make at a lesbian bar. With me, she becomes the center of attention." 

    Grinning, she asked, "So you're basically just a conversation piece, huh? 

Or a stalking goat?" 

    Taking another bite, I sighingly replied, "Yeah, I guess so, ma'am. The system sure seems to work, though. We've never gone home empty-handed." Robyn said flatly, "And if you did happen to go home empty-handed, you'd still have each other." 

    Nodding, I said, "Yup, there's that, too," around some mandarin-orange chocolate cake from the center of the dessert. 

    Shaking her head again, Robyn chucklingly muttered, "Jeeezus. I thought I'd heard it all about the bar scenes," and forked up another bite of her dessert. "I guess that explains why you were so good in the shower. Lots of practice, huh?" 

    "Oh, enough to keep my skills fresh, I guess. Hope you don't mind too much, now that you've figured things out." 

    I guess Robyn thought she was letting me stew in apprehension or something along those lines. We took a few more bites in silence before she spoke again. Looking up from her plate, she asked, "Are you thinking of trying to bring Toni into our... involvement?" 

    Meeting her eyes, I answered, "No, ma'am. Well, not unless it's your idea, anyway. Call me selfish if you want, but you're just too damned fine, Robyn. I'd prefer to keep you all to myself. Nothing really good ever lasts long enough." 

    She froze with the fork in her mouth. After swallowing, she asked, "What did you mean by that?" 

    Setting my fork down, I considered my words for a moment, then said, "I mean that your world was changing before you came on this trip. You'd quit your job, then used certain footage to get it back, then your job became something else entirely when this trip came up, and now there's reason to believe you'll be offered a position with 3rd World in the near future." Sipping my tea, I continued, "Throw in the probability that a job with 3rd World will be based out of Carrington --at least during whatever training or orientation is necessary --and all of that adds up to us being very temporary." 

    Giving her a very direct look, I said, "I figure we may have a month --or less --together, Robyn. I want to make every single moment with you count." 
Chapter Sixty-five

    Robyn said nothing for several moments, then asked, "You think I'll have to move to Carrington?" 

    "Well, for a while, anyway. Can't expect someone like Charlene to come to you, right? On the other hand, unless she's thinking about training you as her replacement, you'd probably be more useful out in the world, sending your reports in. That might mean you'd stay in Florida, but probably Tallahassee." She seemed thoughtful as we both took a few more bites. A white dog started barking near one of the dock buildings and we watched the area for a moment to see what was going on, but the dog appeared to be barking at nothing. 

    I finished my dessert as the dog became truly frantic, fairly screaming his barks toward the dock and the lone boat tied to one of the mooring hitches. A gunshot sounded and a bullet skipped off the water near the dock, making a little fountain. 

    A number of people --one of them a man armed with a rifle --headed for the dock as the dog continued its shrill tirade, advancing a short way onto the wooden dock to bark at the water. Uh, huh. Either a snake or a croc. The water by the dock very suddenly erupted and a croc lunged halfway onto the dock to nail the dog. My stun blast arrived too late. The croc's jaws closed around the dog's chest, and although the croc went limp the instant my blast hit its head, its jaws remained closed on the dog as it toppled sideways and slid back into the water. 

    Zig-zagging between the tables, I made it to the front door and outside as I keyed my implant and said, "Board on, five suit on. Sue, need you here, please," and jumped off the porch and onto the board. A moment later I was hovering over the center of a set of ripples that began near the dock. Sending two grey field tendrils into the murky water, I located the croc mostly by feel and wrapped two tendrils around it, then anchored the tendrils to the board and headed for shore. 

    When the crocodile entered shallower water and became visible, I saw that

--by sheer luck --I'd wrapped the tendrils around the croc's chest just behind its front legs. 

    As soon as the croc's dog-filled face broke the surface, I stopped hauling it ashore, stunned it again hard for good measure, and sent a tendril into its mouth behind the dog. 

    Inflating the tendril, I tried to use it to pry the croc's mouth open the same way I'd jack up the corner of a car to change a tire, but those jaws didn't budge right away. 

    I boosted the pressure in there until it seemed enough to break the damned croc's face open, but all that happened was that the jaws spread a bit more than an inch, then another inch or so, until the top teeth were well away from the dog. 

    Good enough. Hopping off the board into the water, I reached to grab the dog's legs and carefully disengage the dog from the croc's lower teeth, then I lifted it out of the croc's mouth, scooped it in my arms, and carried it to the shore. 

    Sue was there in her usual little black dress. As I started to set the dog on the grass, she shook her head slightly and the dog floated out of my arms to hover in the air before her. 

    A translucent grey field surrounded the dog's chest as the dog rotated to a nose-down position with river water spilling out of its mouth. The grey field expanded and contracted several times before the dog coughed and choked, then groggily began to struggle as it started breathing on its own. I turned my attention back to the croc when I heard a rifle fire twice behind me. One of the white guys I'd seen earlier in the day carefully edged over to the croc and kicked it, kicked it again, and then looked at me as I turned back to see how the dog was doing. 

    The dog was now standing very quietly on the grass and the other white guy and a black guy were kneeling next to it, looking it over. Several bloody holes in the dog's chest were already closing, so I knew Sue had installed some nanobots. 

    Walking up to Sue, I took her hand for a kiss and said, "Thank you, milady," then went back to my board. Stepping onto it, I used it to haul the crocodile completely out of the water and onto the shore, then I jumped off and said, "board off." 

    My board disappeared and I took my first really close look at a crocodile since 1976. This one was about nine feet long; about half the size of some of the ones that had been on the river's sand bar earlier. 

    One of its teeth was lying between it and the dog; I picked it up and spotted another one as I rinsed it in the river. Picking up the other tooth, I tossed the rinsed one to Robyn, who'd followed me and stood watching with the others. 

    She squeaked, backed away and let the tooth fall to the ground in front of her, and then stooped to reach delicately with her left thumb and forefinger to pinch it and pick it up. I rinsed the second tooth and put it in my pocket for Tiger. 

    Inga snickered and grinned at Robyn, then turned her smile on me and strode forward with her hand extended. I took it as a matter of course and her other hand moved to enclose mine. 

    "That is Frieda's dog," she said, "She will be most grateful." Robyn muttered softly and snidely, "Oh, yeah, no doubt she'll be real grateful," but not softly enough. 

    Snickering again, Inga said, "Perhaps stupid little Hans will now be more careful around the water, do you think?" 

    'Little'? The damned dog had weighed over a hundred pounds. I nodded. "He may have learned some caution today." 

    Sue had apparently stopped feeding Hans theta waves; the dog wheeled suddenly and began hoarsely, painfully barking at the dead croc, then he darted toward it several times, eventually getting close enough to take a nip at its armored tail. 

    "Or maybe not," I added with a shrug, "I guess you'll find out what he's learned when the next croc shows up." 

    "Indeed so," said Inga. "I am often surprised that he has lived this long." Her voice softened and she chewed her lower lip as she asked, "You... uhm... You will return to dine with us tomorrow?" 

    "I don't know, Inga. That depends on my job." Stepping even closer, she said in that same softened voice, "If you do not have to leave... or perhaps if you are able to return... You will stay here, will you not?" 

    Beyond and behind her, Robyn had been quietly seething. Now she stepped forward the few paces necessary to walk around Inga and took a grip on my left arm, facing Inga with an angry expression. 

    Inga coolly met her gaze for a moment, then smiled and gave us one of her curt nods before striding down the bank and hunkering beside the dog. The position stretched her khaki pants tight around her hips and thighs. Inga glanced back at me and smiled again as she patted the dog. Robyn hissed angrily, "I-don't-fucking-believe-it! First Frieda, and now her mother, too?!" 

    I shrugged and whispered, "Hey, she's not all that old, y'know. She looks pretty fit, too. Probably still has a few thousand miles left in her, don'tcha think?" 

    Slapping my arm, Robyn hissed, "Shut-up!" then spotted Frieda watching us from the window by our table and froze for a moment before growling, "Well, speak of the devil." Thumbing back over her shoulder at the dog, she asked, 

"If that's her dog, why is she up there instead of down here?" A man behind me said in a Brit accent, "Because her mum owns the place and somebody has to tend the store." 

    The guy with the rifle stepped around to our front and stuck his hand out. I shook it, then Robyn took it for a moment. 

    "I'm Rick," the guy said, and I felt Robyn's grip on my bicep tighten as she stiffened at his name. He continued, "That croc's been coming into our little cove lately, usually a bit later in the evening. This is the first time anyone's had a decent shot at it. Thanks for saving my dog." I said, "Be sure to say that to Sue, too. I just retrieved it. She's the one who pumped it out and resuscitated it." 

    Robyn's puzzled expression preceded her, "Uhm. Your dog? Inga said it was Frieda's dog." 

    Rick shrugged. "Well, he's rather our dog, actually. He was given to me, but she's been feeding him kitchen scraps for so long that he's become as much her dog as mine." 

    Keying my implant, I sent a double-chime signal to Robyn's PFM, then sighed, "Aw, hell. I'll pay the check and call the flitter down," as she raised her arm to look at her PFM. 

    Inga stood up and walked back to us, saying, "There is no check to pay." 

    "You're sure, Inga?" 

    She laughed, "Of course I am. This is my camp." Sue vanished from her position near the dog and reappeared beside us, an action which caused both Inga and Rick to startle and Rick to step back a pace. 

    "Thank you," I said, "Please let Frieda know that her choice of desserts was most excellent." 

    With her usual curt nod and a smile, Inga replied, "I will." Keying my implant again, I said, "Flitter, come pick us up, please. Visible mode." 

    The flitter appeared above the camp and descended near us as Robyn and I made a last round of handshakes and goodbyes, then we stepped into the hull field and aboard the flitter. 

    As some of those on the ground waved to us, Robyn lifted her arm, then stilled the motion. 

    "I forgot. They can't see us in here." 

    "Nope. But I'll give 'em a quick show, how's that? Flitter, use your excited squid field and take us up to one mile, please, then go to stealth mode and take us back to the clinic trailer." 
Chapter Sixty-six

    Robyn asked, "Why are we going back to the clinic?" Sitting down in the pilot's seat, I asked, "Did you happen to get any footage of it, ma'am? Inside or out?" 

    Glancing at Sue, Robyn lightly banged her forehead with her palm and replied, "Well, Duh! No, I didn't! I'll get my cameras." As Robyn went to the bed and opened her bag, I looked at Sue and asked, 

"Would you show Robyn around the clinic, milady?" Nodding, Sue sat down on my right and said, "No problem. Why didn't you let me deal with the crocodile, Ed?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "It didn't seem necessary. I was pretty sure I could handle it." 

    "What if there'd been more than one?" 

    "Then the dog would have been going crazy in two or more directions at once." 

    "You put a lot of faith in the perceptive abilities of a dog." Grinning at her, I answered, "By the time I got down to the dock, you were there, and you'd have known if there'd been more crocs. I put most of my faith in you, milady. The dog only got maybe ten percent of my immediately available faith." 

    "I see," she snickered, "That's very reassuring, of course." 

    "As it should be, ma'am. As it should be. After all, the dumb damned dog got himself munched because it was too stupid to stay clear of a croc it knew about, so why trust it to be smart enough to know if there were other crocs in the water?" 

    Leaning to bump shoulders with her, I grinningly said, "Nope. To hell with dumb-assed dogs. If you're around, I'm going to put my faith in you, sweetie." 

    "You're too kind, sir." Glancing at Robyn, Sue asked me, "How was your dinner, Ed? Did you have a dessert?" 

    I heard Robyn's bag flump to the bed and muttered softly, "Oh, you're mean, lady," as Robyn marched to stand near us. 

    "Oh, yes!" Robyn said with a saccharine smile, "Oh, yes, we had a dessert, all right! Would you believe that woman's daughter served it, then came on to Ed right in front of me?!" 

    Sue did her best to look shocked. 

    "It's true!" exclaimed Robyn, "She practically hiked up her skirt and said, 'come and get me'!" 

    "Oh, my!" Sue offered as a reply, "Ed, what did you do?" 

    "Well, what could I do, Sue? We're guests in her country and we were in her mother's restaurant. I didn't dare to offend her, so I serviced her right there on the table." 

    Robyn gave me a startled look, then gloweringly slapped my shoulder and turned back to Sue. 

    "What's worse, her mother did the same damned thing not half an hour later in the middle of the courtyard! Can you believe it?! Both of them! As if I wasn't even there!" 

    To Sue, I said, "Exactly so. We were both quite shocked, ma'am. It was all I could do to fend them off." 

    Smacking my shoulder again, Robyn yelped, "Oh, don't even pretend to pretend, damn it! You loved it!" then she stomped back to the bed and noisily reloaded her videocamera. 

    As she checked her battery light, I said to Sue, "We'll try to get Robyn some time with Solange and Michele tomorrow, then we'll hit the road." 

    "You won't stay and visit with Andrew?" 

    "I'd rather visit with Robyn while she's available. It seems likely I'll be making other trips over here and he has Shango and Pook for company." Slinging her cameras, Robyn said, "Ready," and came to stand by my seat. Sue said, "See you there," and vanished. I had the flitter field us to the pavement in front of the clinic and Sue opened the door for us as three men in uniform came running across the parking lot from the villa. A few radio calls and a chat with two brass hats quickly established our identities and the fact that the clinic and the truck carrying it weren't to be considered part of the cops' investigation into Thomas Moraya's illegal activities. 

    The men left us and returned to the villa and Robyn and I joined Sue in the clinic. As I'd expected, Robyn was more than a little surprised to discover no unusual fixtures in the clinic. 

    Sue said, "This structure is still no more than a mobile home and an office. The robodoc will be housed in what is now the forward bedroom and a few other items of importance will be installed here in the main room and kitchen. The other bedroom will be for the human staff." Robyn asked, "For the record, why is a human staff necessary in an automated facility?" 

    "They'll interface with visitors," said Sue, "People who might be intimidated by technology or unfamiliar circumstances." She manifested a field screen displaying the clinic as it would appear when installed and ready, then expanded the screen to fill the clinic from floor to ceiling. It looked as if you could walk right into the picture. As the ladies moved from room to room with the field projection changing appropriately ahead of them, I checked the cabinet where I'd stashed Andrew's captors' weapons. It was empty, as I'd expected. The bit of standalone flitter core I commanded might be nonsentient, but it wasn't stupid. Calling up a field screen of my own, I checked several of the other tourist camps along the Kunene River, then said to hell with the river and called up internet info on a comfy little coastal town I remembered, Porto Alexandre. 

    Picking several mid-range hotels and pensiones near the beach, I had the system search six months of police reports for complaints. Two hotels had the fewest, so I picked the one with the lowest rate and placed a call. I was finalizing breakfast arrangements when Sue and Robyn returned to the main room. 

    "We aren't sleeping aboard the flitter?" asked Robyn. 

    "Nope. This place is across the street from the Atlantic Ocean." 

    "Ed," said Sue, "Robyn doesn't have a passport." 

    "I'll bring her in after I register. If she shows up carrying nothing but her backpack and a camera, they'll figure she's in one of the other hotels." Turning to Robyn, I said, "Hi, there, 

fellow-tourist-woman-I-met-on-the-beach. Wanna come up to my room and party?" Leaning her elbows on the kitchen counter, Robyn cupped her chin in her hands and studied me speculatively. 

    "Well, I dunno, mister. We did just meet, you know." 

    "Ha. So that's how it is, huh? Tell you what, lady; with me you get a cooked breakfast and coffee instead of canned soup, a morning at the beach, and lunch before we go looking for Solange and Michele tomorrow." She shrugged and grinningly said, "Well... Okay, then. At least you didn't threaten me with another trip to Inga's." 

    Crossing my heart and holding up three fingers, I said, "Wouldn't put ya through that, ma'am. You ready to start editing that film?" She nodded. "Yeah. How much time do I have?" 

    "About four hours, I'd say. We can beam some of it to Tom so he'll think you're working and send the rest to Carrington." 

    Giving me a 'what?!' expression and slapping my hand, Robyn yelped, "I have been working, dammit!" 

    Looking at Sue, I asked, "Can you add some footage from the two events at the camp?" 

    Nodding, Sue said, "No problem. I'll need a blank tape." Reaching in her bag, Robyn quickly handed Sue a tape and thanked her rather profusely. 

    We basically just watched Sue hold the tape for a few moments, then she pronounced the job done and handed the tape back to Robyn, who looked astonished as she marked the label and put the tape back in her bag. Once we were back aboard the flitter, Sue set up some screens and showed Robyn how to use them to edit her footage. I watched them work for a little while, then made a coffee and pulled up a screen of my own in order to spend some time editing my latest book. 

    When I checked my AbintraEdits newsgroup, I found that three of the members had turned in some edits of their own; mostly typos and small inconsistencies of the type that come back to you in spades if they reach the purchasing public. 

    With appropriate notes like 'Ow, damn. I should have caught that one', 

'Damn, damn, damn, damn, damn' for an edit that was reasonably obvious, and

'it wasn't even hiding from us!' for one truly blatant error that only a member in Germany caught, I made the corrections and sent up new copies of the chapters as I cleared the stack of picked nits off the screen. There'd been eight edits in as many chapters this time around, any of which would have been embarrassing as hell at street level. Oh, well; that was one of the perils of writing in the wee hours after a full day. I thanked whatever deities may exist for my volunteer editors and went to work on the latest chapter. A little over an hour later, Robyn sighed and sat back from her screens, examined her notes, and nodded to Sue. 

    "Ready for a wine cooler?" I asked. 

    "Yeah, thanks," she said, pointing at the vid screen on her left as I fished up one of her bottles, "Tom gets the stuff in this pile and everything else goes to Carrington." 

    Opening her wine, I handed it to her and shrugged as I said, "As long as you're happy with it, ma'am." 

    Looking at Sue, Robyn said, "Oh, hell, yes, I'm happy with it. I'm also astounded by it and more, but I'm so tired I'm running out of adjectives. Sue, I don't know how to thank you." 

    Grinning, Sue replied, "You just did. When you're absolutely sure it's ready to send, just press the 'send' icon." 

    Nodding at my screen, Robyn said, "I saw some of what you were doing, Ed. Sue said you post your stuff to a group for editing." Tipping her bottle toward Sue, she asked, "May I ask why? Don't you think Sue could do your edits?" 

    Sitting on the bed beside her, I said, "Sure she could, but Sue will be leaving me soon and I like the interaction with my readers. Their feedback is invaluable, too. They don't just spot typos, ma'am; they suggest better ways of saying things and let me know when I haven't explained things clearly enough, or --as with one woman when I was writing "Kim" --they sometimes tell me when I dwell too long on explaining something. In that case it had to do with Kim's miscarriage." 

    Sipping my coffee, I said, "They also give me ideas. One recently suggested a possible plot turn, for instance. I couldn't quite use it as it was, but it modified easily and added some depth to a character." Giving me a fisheye look, Robyn asked, "You don't think Sue could do those things?" 

    "Sure she could. She has, in fact." Looking at Sue, I sighed wistfully and said, "But come the end of August, she'll be gone, milady. She'll have moved on to bigger things than being my chauffeur and editor, and I'll be left with nothing but an old, used flitter and some fond memories." Rolling her eyes, Sue shook her head and said, "Oh, you are so full of shit, Ed!" 

    Robyn blinked in surprise at Sue's turn of words. 

    Turning to Robyn, Sue said, "You've seen how he calls Stephanie for consultations. I'm sure it'll be the same with me. He'll probably pester me day and night." 

    "Well, damn, lady," I said, "Those are the only times I'm awake, so when else could I call you?" 
Chapter Sixty-seven

    Porto Alexandre looked just like I remembered. Oh, well. It was still a working town with damned little for the tourists. 

    The main drag along the beach in front of the hotel I'd picked was only moderately populated with foot traffic and vehicles and as clean as any similar Stateside beachfront area. That kind of surprised me. I seemed to remember a bit more clutter and a lot more activity. 

    Since the idea was to avoid notoriety, we hovered above the hotel as I waited for a bus to arrive at the corner, then I had the flitter set down in stealth mode behind the bus and stepped to the ground in my three suit. When the bus opened its doors, I held the rear doors open as I ducked inside, sat down in a middle seat long enough to turn off my three suit, and then stood up and headed for the front doors. The driver gave me an odd look, but said nothing. 

    Studying the hotel as I walked toward it and entered the lobby, I wondered if two stars meant the same thing in Angola as elsewhere in the world. The stucco-fronted hotel wasn't much to look at on the outside, but the lobby was clean and neat and the air conditioning seemed to work. 

    I joined the line at the registration counter. The clerk was a black woman who seemed able to speak half a dozen languages, judging from her conversations with registrants and instructions to a number of hotel employees. 

    When it was my turn, I said hello and gave my name. Her eyes ranged over my fatigue shirt, jeans, and golf shoes, then she greeted me and poked me up on the computer. 

    Nodding to a bellhop to stand ready, she asked, "Where is the rest of your luggage, sir?" 

    "This is all I needed," I said, "Thanks, anyway." The woman's eyes flicked to my backpack in mild startlement and she asked, 

"That is all of your luggage, sir?" 

    "No, but I didn't see any point in carrying more into town than I need for a one-night stay." 

    Her gaze swept the piles of luggage surrounding the others in line and returned to me. 

    I shrugged and explained, "I'm not here as a tourist, ma'am. I'll be going to Cunene Province tomorrow, so I've made other arrangements for everything else." 

    With a nod, she processed my one-night stay, took my money and gave me a receipt, and handed me a key card. 

    "Oh, by the way," I said, "A woman named Robyn Reede may call or drop by later." Holding my hand at about shoulder height, I said, "About this tall, dark hair, probably wearing shorts and a tank top and carrying a small backpack." 

    The woman's left eyebrow went up as she asked, "Yes, sir?" 

    "She's a journalist who'll be going to Cunene with me. Would you tell her where to find me if she calls or comes in?" 

    "Of course, sir." 

    "Thanks. Would you mind a personal question, ma'am?" 

    "Uhm... that would depend on the question, sir." 

    "I just wondered how many languages you speak." Looking slightly relieved, she smilingly answered, "I'm fluent in six languages and more or less functional in several others." About what I'd expected, but I gave her an 'amazed' look and shook my head as I said, "Wow! I sure wish I'd had you as a teacher when I was a kid, ma'am. Thanks, again." 

    She gave me a glowing smile and replied, "Thank you, sir," as I stepped back from the counter. The bellhop was also smiling at me, even though I didn't represent a potential tip. 

    When I turned to head for the elevators, I spotted their security guy on a couch near the elevators. 

    His expression changed to one of relative relaxation; he'd been watching the luggage-less guy --me --and waiting to see how the clerk responded. Her big, bright smile had told him that all was okay at the desk. I checked the number on my key card as I neared the elevators, then stopped, stuck the card in my pocket, and looked back toward the front doors. 

    "Nah," I muttered, "Still a couple of hours of daylight left." Looking up from his book as if he hadn't heard me, the security guy asked, 

"Excuse me?" 

    "Nothing," I said, "I was just talking to myself. If I go to my room now, a certain lady will show up here and turn what's left of the day into work. She's a journalist." 

    Marking his page with a finger, the guy closed his book and asked, "Oh?" Nodding, I said, "Yeah. But I think I'd rather get a beer and get some sand in my shoes, y'know?" 

    Giving me an understanding nod of his own, the guy smiled and said, "Yes, I understand perfectly," then reopened his book. 

    I headed for the front doors with an eye on his reflection. Sure enough, he took a small radio from his pocket and said something, then put it back, all the while watching me. 

    A man near the luggage desk muttered something into his own radio as he turned to face the desk captain. Three steps later I was on the sidewalk, shading my eyes with a hand as I looked up and down the street, then headed south. 

    As a tourist in a Commie country, you'll be watched, but some people are watched more than others and by differing means. I keyed my implant as I walked toward a big blue sign that read 'Bar & Grille'. 

    "Flitter, check my room for monitoring devices, please. Let me know what you find." 

    The flitter said, "There are no listening devices in the bedroom or bathroom." 

    "Okay, flitter, thanks." 

    Under the big blue sign was what appeared to be a British-American pub and restaurant with a small storefront that carried brand name items from those countries. There didn't seem to be many people in the restaurant section, but the bar was well-populated. Good 'nuff. 

    "Flitter, tell Robyn to grab her gear, please, and to bring at least her small camera. When she's ready, field her down beside me and keep the stealth field around her until she's inside the ladies room of this pub." A few moments later, I felt a sympathetic tingling in my implants as Robyn arrived and said, "Hi, there." 

    Robyn asked, "How the hell did you know I was here?" 

    "Just did, ma'am. We'll go in together, then you'll head for the restroom in the restaurant section. The flitter will withdraw its field and you'll come out, find me at the bar, and say something like, 'I thought I'd find you here.' Okay?" 

    Someone walked by as I opened the pub's door and Robyn's presence moved past me into the pub without comment. I took up a position at the bar and ordered a Foster's when the bartender asked, "What would you like, sir?" A few minutes passed with no sign of Robyn before two women came out of the restroom and headed out of the restaurant. Another few moments passed before Robyn came out of the restroom in her cutoffs and tank top, adjusting the hang of her backpack. 

    She looked across at me and marched up to me saying, "Somehow I just knew I'd find you in a bar." 

    The guys around me had noticed her, all right. One whistled softly, one eyed her legs and muttered, "Oh, my..." and yet another laughingly said, 

"She's got your number, Yank!" 

    I didn't ask how he knew I was American. It could have been our clothes, our bags or shoes, or Robyn's speech. 

    Taking my Foster's, Robyn sipped it and said, "I'll have one of these, too. Let's get a table." 

    A couple of minutes later, I seated her at a small table and joined her, then she quietly asked, "What now?" 

    "We'll have a drink here and walk along the beach a bit to establish your presence reasonably well, then head up to the room if we don't find anything of interest." 

    "Anything of interest? Such as..?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "I dunno. A shop. A club. Whatever. Not that anything's going to interest me more than you, ma'am; I just thought you might want a look around while we're here." 

    She glanced out the windows and shook her head. 

    "I don't think so. This place looks like Old Port Canaveral to me; it's mostly just docks for working boats. This section of beach above the actual port is nice, but we have beaches of our own at home." Turning back to me, she sipped her Foster's and said, "I'd like to stop in the little shop here before we go, though." 
Chapter Sixty-eight

    We finished our drinks and bought a four-pack of wine coolers for Robyn and another three Foster's for me, then bought some US and British snackies in the pub-restaurant's little store and ambled back to our hotel along the water's edge, stopping now and then to pick up a seashell. Robyn stumbled and said, "Woo! That Foster's really soaked in fast. Or maybe I shouldn't have poured it in on top of a wine cooler." I looked where she'd stumbled and saw the outline and some surface of a piece of wood. Scuffing damp sand away from around it barely loosened it and uncovered even more of the wood. 

    Getting a grip on it, I pulled it up and out of the sand and showed the four-foot plank to Robyn. 

    "See? You aren't drunk, milady; this big-assed chunk of board reached out and grabbed your foot." 

    We detoured up the beach to the sidewalk and I left the board in one of the trash bins near the corner, then we crossed the street toward the hotel. In the lobby, we received a raised eyebrow as we passed the registration clerk. 

    Waving at her, I said, "Found her." 

    The clerk nodded and smiled, then went back to whatever she'd been doing. The security guy was no longer on the couch by the elevators. I pointed out the decor near the ceiling as a means of taking a look around us. 

    "Check it out. This place must have been built just after World War One. They've kept it up well, haven't they?" 

    Robyn seemed not to know what the hell I was pointing at as I scanned the lobby. Yup, there he was, over in the closed restaurant section, his book open in his lap. Must be nice to have a job like that. 

    Our room was only four doors from the elevator and the key card worked the very first time. Dark blue carpet led us past a small, European-style bathroom into a bedroom that also contained a tiny fridge, a couple of schranks -stand-alone closets --and a small wooden desk. Robyn cruised the room examining things as I put our drinks in the fridge, then took another look around. Every item in the room seemed in good shape, but most of it looked as if it had been made back when Wilson had been President. I heard Robyn gasp and saw her run her fingers over the desk. 

    "Oh, Ed, this is an antique!" She glanced around and gestured at the room in general. "So is everything else in here!" 

    Laughing, I said, "Geez, lady, the walls have ears. Keep talking like that and they'll jack up the room rent." 

    "But they are! Look! This desk is from the twenties!" I looked at the worn trimwork along the front of the desk and muttered, 

"Shows every damned day of it, too." 

    Robyn sighed, smacked my arm lightly, went to examine the lamp on the night table, then the table itself, and muttered some more amazements about the age of things. 

    Hm. My dad had owned an antique store, so it wasn't that I didn't understand her feelings; it was just that I'd had to dust and clean --or invisibly fix --too many overly-ornate old dustcatchers too often. After a time, Robyn came to stand near the desk again and sighed, "I only wish I could find things like these at prices I could afford back in Florida." Holding up a finger, I said, "Tell you what, I'll call the desk and see if they'll sell us the stuff in this room at local prices." Her mouth fell open and her eyes got big as I reached for the phone. When the operator answered, I asked to speak to the manager and was put through -to my surprise --to the very clerk who'd signed me in. 

    "I am the manager's wife," she said, "May I help you?" 

    "Maybe you can, ma'am. You may think I'm joking, though." 

    "Will you be joking, sir?" 

    "No, ma'am. Not in the least. My ladyfriend wants to buy the furniture in my room. Is that possible?" 

    After a moment of silence, the woman coolly said, "I will have to call you back in a few minutes, sir." 

    "Okay. Thanks." 

    Robyn was all fidgets and nervousness as she wandered the room, sat on the bed, got up and wandered some more, and eventually sat down at the desk to again fondle the wood. When the phone rang, she almost jumped out of her skin and leaned close to listen as I answered. 

    "Sir," the woman said, "My husband said he could be here tomorrow to show you what we might have to sell among our replacements in storage, but we'd prefer not to sell furniture currently in use. Would that be acceptable?" I looked at Robyn. She nodded vigorously. 

    "Yes, ma'am, that would be fine. What time, please?" 

    "Anytime after eight, sir. He will be here all day." 

    "Thank you." 

    Chewing her lip, Robyn waited until I'd hung up to blurt, "Oh, my Gawd! 

Replacements, Ed! That means they're as good as these, doesn't it?!" She was clasping her hands together in front of her and bouncing as I replied, "Yeah, probably. Most likely, even. Maybe better, since they haven't seen as much use. How much is a desk like this worth?" Robyn's bouncing stopped as she turned to look at it. Her expression turned to one of distress and she wailed softly, "I don't know! I just know that I've seen some like it go for as much as $1500!" Shrugging, I said, "I'd have said closer to $300, but here it's just hotel furniture, so maybe we can get it a bit cheaper. Give it some thought, milady. How big a loan can you handle?" 

    Looking up at me, she asked, "What? A loan?" 

    "Yeah. A loan. How much do you have with you? How much can you put on a credit card? How much can you really spare to buy a roomful of antiques? Like that. If you need some money, let me know. You can pay it back later." With a sudden reluctance, Robyn shook her head and said, "Oh, uh, Ed... Uh, I don't know if I should borrow money from you... I mean... after all..." 

    "How much do I make, Robyn?" 

    "Huh? Uh, I don't know." 

    "Right. How much am I worth to the world?" 

    She shook her head. "I don't know." 

    "A gold digger would. If you go to work for 3rd World, you'll be making top dollar, whatever that is for what you do. We have those gambling boat tapes to sell, too. Should I worry that you don't have character enough to pay me back?" 

    Giving me an exasperated look she yelped, "No! I pay my debts!" I said, "Good. Then I have nothing to worry about." Not waiting for any sort of response, I went to the fridge and fished out one of her wine coolers and a Foster's, then went back to the desk and set them on the blotter. 

    Twisting the top off a wine, I handed it to Robyn, then opened my Foster's and raised the can in a toast. 

    "Here's to you getting some good stuff cheap tomorrow." Robyn grinned and clunked her bottle against my can and we sipped, then I leaned to kiss her and went to open the diaphanous white curtains of the floor-to-ceiling window. Robyn followed me and gasped softly at the view beyond. 

    It wasn't the typical modern sliding-door window; it was a pair of multi-paned white doors with decorative handles that led to a railed balcony. From inside the room, all we could see of the balcony was the section just beyond the doors, but once we stepped outside, we found the balcony to be almost six feet wide and the length of our room. There were two sturdy lawn chairs and a small plastic table just to the right of the doors. I checked the latch setting and pulled the doors shut behind us to keep the room from becoming as warm as the outside world, then joined Robyn in sitting beside the little table. 

    "How high up are we?" she asked, peering over the balcony. 

    "The room number is seven-twenty-eight, so I'd figure about seventy feet." Leaning back and sipping my Foster's, I asked, "So, how's your weekend going?" Robyn shot me a brilliant grin and replied, "Oh, it's been pretty interesting, really." She sipped her wine and said, "I met this guy who took me to Africa, of all places." 

    Playing the role, I tried to look shocked and asked, "You mean you just up and ran off with him for the weekend?" 

    Resting her elbows on her knees, Robyn nodded and sighed, "Yeah, I know how it sounds, but... Well, it was kind of a spur-of-the-moment thing, you know? He seemed pretty nice --even though he's maybe a little overbearing sometimes --and..." 

    "Wait one," I said, "How's he overbearing?" She shrugged and sighed again. "Oh, sometimes he gives orders or makes decisions like I'm in his personal little army or something, that's all." Glancing up at me, she snickered and added, "But he's usually right about whatever's going on, so I haven't said anything yet." Giving her a fisheye look, I asked, "Are you going to?" Laughing, Robyn said, "Probably not. Would you believe I saw this guy reach into a crocodile's mouth today? It was out cold at the time, but still..." she shuddered "Still... If that thing's face had closed..." 

    "It probably couldn't," I said, "He must have done something to it, don't you think?" 

    Sipping her wine, Robyn said, "Yeah, he must have, but damned if I know what." Leaning toward me, she whispered, "You wanna know what else? He's real good in the shower." 

    Doing my best to look confused, I asked, "Huh? You mean he actually knows what a loofa's for? Most men don't, y'know. They think it's just some kind of bathtub decoration." 

    Laughing again, Robyn shook her head and whispered, "No, I mean he went down on me and I thought I was going to explode, you know?!" Giving her my best 'I'm so shocked' look, I said, "Well, maybe you just went too long between..." 

    "No!" she interrupted me, "No! It wasn't that! He was really good at it!" I let the shocked look linger a moment longer, then said, "Well, don't even think about telling him that. It'll just make him think he's God's gift to women or something." 

    Robyn had been in mid-sip. She laughed so hard wine shot out of her nose in a most undignified manner and she kept laughing as she tried to stem the tide. I handed her one of my paper-towel hankies and pretended disdain as I sipped my Foster's. 

    Still choking and laughing, Robyn got up and moved around the table, holding my hanky to her face. I reached to slap the door handle down for her and she hurriedly pushed through the doors into the hotel room. A few moments later I heard water running in the bathroom sink, then more laughter. The water kept running, accompanied by periodic giggles, then I heard the water stop. A few seconds later I heard Robyn swear softly. Getting up to go inside, I saw Robyn standing topless by one of the schranks. In her left hand was her white tank top. 

    Holding it up, she said, "I rinsed the wine out of this, but now I need to hang it somewhere to dry and the hangers don't come out." Eyeing her chest, I said, "Those are very nice, ma'am. Is it too much to hope that little top is all you have to wear?" 

    She gave me a wry look and said, "I don't want to hang this on a chair. If we had some newspapers..." 

    Raising a hand, I said, "Hold one," and took the tank top from her to spread it flat over the room's phone book. 

    Calling up a narrow moisture-gathering field, I drew the water out of the tank top and suspended it in a small ball as I fielded it to the sink and let the field collapse. 

    Robyn's shocked expression was priceless. 

    "Stephanie taught me that one," I said, handing Robyn her bone-dry tank top. 

    She stared rather starkly at it, turning it this way and that and feeling for dampness, then she stared at me some more. 

    Again eyeing her breasts, I asked, "You don't absolutely have to put that back on, do you?" 
Chapter Sixty-nine

    Before joining Robyn in sleep at around one in the morning, I'd instructed the flitter to wake me at nine by playing Rose Falcon's 'Up, Up, Up' at volume two through my implant. The tactic worked better than chimes without jarring me awake. 

    I let the song continue playing as I retrieved my coffee and mug from my backpack and went to take a leak. I let the song play again as I assembled a coffee, then sipped it and drummed my fingers on the edge of the sink as I looked toward the bed. 

    Robyn was looking back at me with a grin. She chuckled and asked, "Got a song in your heart this morning, huh? I saw you doing your little dance while you made your coffee." 

    Keying up a screen, I let the screen take over playing the tune as I turned the volume up to four, then took my coffee over to the bed and said, 

"Good morning, milady. Want some of this before it's all gone?" She grinningly sat up and took a sip, made an 'eeewww' face and said, 

"That stuff is nasty!", but when I reached for my mug, she quickly guzzled a good third of my coffee before handing my mug back. 

    I leaned to kiss her as 'Up, Up, Up' ended, then tapped the screen to add

'End of the Line' by the Traveling Wilburys to the playlist and turned the volume up to five. 

    Robyn's eyes widened as it began playing and she exclaimed, "Oh, I loved that one when it came out! Whatever happened to that group?" Shrugging, I added 'Footloose' to the list and said, "Damned if I know. 

'End of the Line' came out in '89 or '90." 

    When she raised a knee to brace herself against the headboard, I admired her thigh for a moment, then leaned to kiss and nibble it as she took another big slug of my coffee. 

    The blanket fell away from her and I said, "Oooo, those are nice, too!" and grinningly took her right nipple in my mouth. 

    Robyn allowed me a few moments of play before she grabbed my upright dick and squeezed it as she waggled her knee and said, "I do appreciate your appreciation, sir, but I need to visit the bathroom. Now." Sighing my vast disappointment, I released her nipple with a 'pop' and stood up so she could swing her legs out of the bed. I sat back down as Robyn giggled and hurried to the bathroom. 

    Some moments later I stood up as she came back to the bed. She took my coffee from me for a quick sip before she grinningly set it on the night table, then she shoved me backwards with a strength that kind of startled me. The bed stopped my knees, of course, and I landed flat on my back as Robyn raised a knee and planted it on the bed by my left hip. Her other knee came to rest on my other side and she placed her hands on my shoulders. Grinning down at me and rubbing her clit up and down my dick, she said, 

"You're going to give me a nice 'good morning' fuck to help me get my day started right." 

    "Well, yes, ma'am. As you say, ma'am." 

    Leaning forward, she gigglingly kissed me and used her position to let her wet slit find the head of my dick, then she inched back enough to take it into herself. 

    Kissing me again, Robyn eased herself back and took another few inches of me into herself, then held herself upright as she descended on the rest of my dick in one long downward plunge and firmly seated herself on it. Her eyes had never left mine as she'd grinningly impaled herself. Now they seemed to unfocus slightly and glitter as she breathed, "God, it feels good when I'm on top!" 

    I stroked and massaged her thighs, breasts, arms, and whatever else I could reach of her as she bit her lip and slowly posted on me, apparently savoring every inch of my dick as it slid in and out of her. One of her strokes caused her to falter and shudder. Robyn scooted forward a bit to change the angle of my dick and moved her hips to cause tiny strokings within herself as her left hand slipped between us. It wasn't long before Robyn seemed to freeze and another of those shudders racked her as she let out a sharp little "Hahhh!" Her tiny strokings of my dick became quicker after that and her hand moved in tight little rubbings of her clit. 

    I watched her work and felt a sort of gathering within myself as she froze again, gasping and spasming. The familiar tingling began in my heels and raced up my legs and Robyn's eyes flew open as she felt my dick change slightly within her. 

    She threw her head back and her motions became almost frenetic. Breathing in short, sharp gasps, she gritted her teeth and reached for her prize. When her low moan of approaching completion began, it became all I could do to hold myself back. 

    Robyn's internal rubbings suddenly changed from quick, short motions to slow, solid strokes of my dick against her inner spot. Her low, soft moan found its way out of her as a deep groan that I could feel within her as she slid all the way to the bottom of my shaft a few times. 

    Reaching for her arms and then her shoulders, I pulled Robyn down into a firm embrace and a deep kiss as I bucked and spurted within her. A few moments passed, then she gaspingly broke the kiss, tucked her chin into my shoulder, and wiggled to make me buck within her again. 

    "Gimme all of it, mister," she whisperingly giggled, "It's mine. Gimme all of it." 

    "Yes, milady," I whispered as her motions made my dick spurt and buck gently a few last times, "As you say, milady." 

    Robyn laughed softly and said, "You're such a nice man. I may let you fuck me again sometime." 

    "Thank you, milady. I would be most pleased to be of service to you, milady." 

    Gently biting my shoulder, she laughed again and said, "Oh, shut up with that 'milady' stuff. It's making me laugh." 

    "Yes, ma'am. So sorry, ma'am." 

    Biting a little harder, she snickered, "That 'ma'am' stuff, too," then she sat up and wiggled her hips a bit as her eyes met mine and she grinned down at me. 

    "See?" she asked, "Women can 'take', too." 

    "Knew that," I answered. "The kind of women I like seem to do it fairly often, in fact." 

    "The kind of women you like?" 

    "Yup. The kind who sometimes get an urge and just pounce. No fluffy stuff, no great amount of foreplay or fuss, just a kind of 'It's time to fuck, by God!' attitude." 

    Grinning, she asked, "You really like that, huh?" 

    "Oh, hell, yes! Makes me feel all appreciated, y'know." Robyn snickered, then laughed, which squeezed my softening dick out of her. She leaned to quickly kiss me again and rolled off me with a couple of fingers over her slit to keep from leaking, then got up and scampered to the bathroom. 

    I rearranged myself on the bed and sipped coffee as I waited to see what she'd do next. A few moments later, Robyn came out and sat on the edge of the bed with her hands clasped between her knees as she stared at them for a time. As I was about to ask what was on her mind, she looked up and asked, "Ed, do you really think they'll sell us some furniture like this?" as her right hand gestured generally toward the desk. 

    "Don't see why not," I shrugged, "Could be they're looking to modernize a little. Not everyone's into antiques, y'know. Some people would see this junk and wonder why the hell it wasn't tossed out a long time ago." Looking at me as if I'd spoken blasphemously, Robyn grabbed my dick, squeezed it, and said, "When you say things like that, it's a good thing you have this to make up for them." 

    I stuck my tongue out at her and said invitingly, "That's a magic stick, milady. If you kiss it, it'll get lots bigger." 

    Shaking her head, she replied, "I ought to do it just so I can leave you that way. Now don't say anything else nasty about antiques, okay?" Looking at my stiffening dick, I said, "Too late. That wasn't much of a threat, lady." 

    She grinned and asked, "Don't think so, huh? Watch me get dressed, then." Reaching to take my hand and pull me out of the bed, she said, "Come on, let's clean up, go get something to eat, and see about some furniture." 
Chapter Seventy

    While we showered, I had the flitter clean our clothes again. We arrived downstairs a little after ten and found the cafe that shared the lobby was already using a lunch menu. 

    They honored my room key for a meal nonetheless, so we chose the beef and vegetable soup and a couple of rather large sub sandwiches that seemed to contain everything that wasn't in the soup. 

    When I asked how much Robyn's meal would be, our young waitress shook her head and pointed across the lobby at the hotel's registration desk. The woman who'd checked me in looked up, nodded, and went back to what she'd been doing. I left the girl two bucks on general principles and we headed across the lobby. The woman at the register set aside her paperwork and said, "Good morning. I will call my husband," then she did so using the switchboard behind the desk. 

    Robyn's grip on my hand tightened and I muttered, "Be cool, milady. You look like a kid at the starting line on Christmas morning. Try to look only casually interested." 

    A short, energetic-looking man appeared and greeted us with a British-accented, "Good morning, I am (didn't catch his first name) Osradi. Shall I show you our storeroom now?" 

    "Yes, please," said Robyn, and Osradi nodded, then led us to the elevator. On the second floor he led us along a hallway to some room doors without numbers and opened one. 

    Entering the room, I saw that the walls between it and the next two rooms had been mostly removed. What was left of them had been replastered, but had yet to be painted. 

    All around us were desks, chairs, lamps, ashtrays, bedframes and mattresses, old telephones, and all the other things usually found in hotel rooms. 

    "Eventually," said Mr. Osradi, "We hope to completely renovate the furnishings in all rooms." He reached in his coat pocket and handed me some folded sheets of paper, then continued, "These are copies of our current inventory of spare furniture and accessories. My wife was kind enough to convert currencies for you in the last column." 

    The pages were paper-clipped together. I slipped the clip and leafed through them, handing each finished page to Robyn. Interesting... although the hotel's register and booking system was on a computer, info on the pages he'd handed me had been listed by hand on ledger-paper. 

    As Robyn circulated among the stacked desks and chairs and other items, I studied the manner in which the walls had been refinished; it seemed unlikely they'd have bothered with such niceties as archways only to use the rooms for storage. 

    A magazine on a chair by the unfinished wall was less than a week old and had specks of plaster on it. Glancing into a nearby bathroom, I saw rather ornate, gold-trimmed fixtures and thought, 'fann-cyyy!' as I wondered where the furniture would have to go before the suite could be rented. Turning to Osradi, I pointed at the edging of the archway and said, 

"That's good work. Very well done." 

    He beamingly smiled and nodded, saying, "Thank you. I will tell my son you said so." 

    Tapping the remaining two papers in my hand, I asked, "These prices... between thirty and fifty dollars per desk, and so on... If I were to take everything in these three rooms, the old telephones included, could we use the lowest of the prices for all items, respectively?" 

    Blinking at me, Osradi asked, "All? You wish all? But I thought..." he glanced around and almost bellowed, "Why, certainly, sir!" Robyn came hurrying over and asked, "What?! Everything?! Ed, what the hell are you..." 

    "Later," I said, "Right now I need to talk to the flitter." Keying my implant to produce a field screen, I apologized for startling Osradi, then held the inventory pages up to the screen one at a time and said, 

"Flitter, please convert these pages to alphanumeric data." The pictures morphed to spreadsheet pages. I baselined the price per item type and then tapped the dollar 'total' column; it came to $3074.22. I tapped the Kwanzaa column to show the total in Angolan currency and turned to Osradi to ask, "Would that amount cover matters well enough, Mr. Osradi?" He recovered quickly enough, I'll give him that. Studying the numbers, he said, "I'll bring my wife to see this," and noddingly left the room. Once he was gone, I used the field screen to take a few snapshots of the suite from one end to the other. 

    "Ed, what the hell are you doing?" asked Robyn. 

    "Going into the used furniture business," I said, "Now to call Elkor and see if I can borrow his flitter." 

    "Elkor has a flitter, too? But he's..." 

    Keying my implant to call Elkor, I said, "Ssshhh. I'm on the phone, ma'am." 

    When Elkor answered, I asked if I might borrow his flitter to haul furniture. He appeared on a desktop and looked around the suite, then said, 

"Of course, Ed. It will arrive this afternoon." 

    "Kewl. Thanks, Elkor." 

    "You're welcome." 

    He disappeared only an instant before the Osradis returned. Mrs. Osradi eyed the numbers, surveyed the furniture in the three-room suite, and nodded. She then looked at me and said, "There will be forms for international shipment and shipping arrangements to be made. Would you like me to contact someone tomorrow who can assist you with customs and transport?" To avoid complications, I said, "No, thanks, ma'am, I have someone who can handle all that. If I may pay in cash rather than use a credit card, I'll go get some money for you." 

    Glancing at her husband, she said, "Sir, this is Sunday. The banks are closed." 

    Shaking my head, I said, "Mine isn't. Robyn, continue looking around and ask any questions you may have before we finalize matters. I'll be back in a little while." 

    Before she could respond, I headed out the door toward the elevators. Back on the seventh floor, I let myself into our room, said, 'three suit on,' 

opened the doors to the balcony, said, 'board on,' and soared up to the roof and my flitter. 

    Opening my jumpkit bag, I retrieved an envelope containing my $5000

emergency fund, took out thirty-one hundred-dollar bills, folded them and put them in my shirt pocket, put the envelope back in my kit, and hopped back on my board to kill a reasonable amount of time in the sky before returning to the storage suite. 

    Back in the States it was still early morning; I couldn't call anyone there about storage space for another couple of hours. Hmm... furniture was bulky, but it wasn't all that heavy compared to lumber, sacks of feed, or barrels of liquids. 

    I called Elkor again and asked him how many trips we'd have to make using both flitters. 

    He answered, "One, Ed. I'm constructing a... cargo trailer, you would call it. The flitters' fields will adapt to contain the loads, but such loads will severely limit maximum speed." 

    "How severely? Half speed?" 

    "Less. Thirteen hundred and nine miles per hour." 

    "Well, jeez, that's still pretty fast, Elkor. I'm not at all disappointed. Would you like one of the desks?" 

    "I think not. My uses for human furniture are rather limited." 

    "Yeah, I guess they would be. Hey, have you decided whether to accept Libby's offer to show you around Boston in human form?" After the slightest hesitation, Elkor appeared in cat form and asked, "Do you think it would be wise to do so?" 

    "Wise? I don't see any potential repercussions, if that's what you mean. Libby's a pretty free spirit, Elkor. Didn't you say she suggested that you should use Thomas Magnum as a model?" 

    "I was under the impression she was joking, Ed." 

    "She was joking," I said, "But she wasn't, too. Libby's a 'Magnum, PI' 

guru, Elkor. You can ask her anydamnedthing about any episode or Tom Selleck. If you show up looking more or less like ol' Magnum, she'll probably want to jump your bones. Could you handle sensual intimacy with her?" Elkor instantly answered, "Yes." 

    I almost laughed, but his answer hadn't been smug. He'd simply considered the matter at his usual processing speed and decided that it was well within his parameters to accomplish such a task as he understood it. 

    "Well, then I really don't see why not, Elkor. She enjoys your company and you helped her smooth out a few things with that gizmo she's been working on for the past six months. I think she'd probably enjoy just being with you, but if you're willing to please her in sensual ways, that would be icing on her cake." 

    "If she should express such an interest, may I use some of your past activities with women as guidelines, Ed?" 

    "Sure! Oh, hell, yes! But all you have to do to please a woman is be and do anything she wants, Elkor. Just be gentle and attentive and let her know up front that she may have to ask you to do something or even describe her request. Libby shouldn't have any problems with that, since she already knows it'll be your first time for such things." 

    "May I confer with you if I have questions while I'm engaged in such activities?" 

    "Well, I won't mind, of course, but I'm not sure it would be a good idea to let her know if you do that. Or maybe you should let her know that's an option beforehand and see how she takes it. Might be she won't mind, since she's already had me twice. Or might be she'll want to do all the teaching. Whatever. If I can help you, you know I will, Elkor." 

    "Thank you, Ed. I wouldn't want to disappoint her." Aiming my board at my room's balcony window, I said, "Don't worry. You won't." 

    As I landed inside the room, Elkor asked, "How can you say that with such certainty, Ed?" 

    I laughed, "Board off, three suit off. Elkor, you're a field manifestation, remember? You run on broadcast power, not chicken soup, like me. Jeez, guy, just let her do all the driving in bed and be there for her as often and as long as she wants it, any way she wants it, whatever 'it' may be." 

    "You make it sound so simple, Ed." 

    Sighing, I said, "It is simple, guy. She already likes you, both as a fake cat and as a disembodied voice. Just be your usual self any time you aren't in her bed. If you do end up in her bed, just be your usual self there, too, but do it while providing her whatever she needs to help her find her pleasures. In the meantime, try not to overthink things. She likes you or she wouldn't have offered to show you around town." 
Chapter Seventy-one

    Shutting the balcony doors, I said, "Look, if you're worried about whether she was just joking, I'll talk to her. Robyn and I'll take her out for a drink and ask her what she'd do if you took her seriously and showed up looking like Magnum." 

    "You'd involve Robyn?" 

    I laughed, "Oh, hell, I'd have to, Elkor. Otherwise she'd wonder why her current squeeze was buying drinks for a cute blonde. That wouldn't be good at all." 

    As we headed for the corridor, he said, "No, of course it wouldn't," and disappeared. Through my implant, he asked, "When would you be willing to meet with Libby, Ed?" 

    Waiting until I was well beyond a young couple coming from the elevators, I whispered, "As soon as we get back, I guess. I'll need to park all that furniture somewhere first. Go ahead and make yourself a Magnum suit, 'cuz you'll probably be called to pop in while we're talking with Libby." A moment passed before he replied, "Okay, Ed. My flitter will arrive at 1317, your time. It is at your disposal as long as you need it for this task." 

    "Thanks much, Elkor." 

    His presence winked out as I reached the elevator. When I reached the storage suite, I entered with a wave and a smile and showed the money as I asked how soon we could have a receipt. Mr. Osradi turned to his wife, who looked studiously at me for a moment, then nodded and asked, "May I take one of the bills with me?" 

    "Why don't I go with you so you can check all of them, ma'am? I completely understand your caution. Oh, and make the receipt out to Samuel J. Hall, please." 

    Her eyebrow went up at that, but she nodded and led the way to the register, where her husband and Robyn joined us as she marked each bill with a special pen. 

    Leaving the stack sitting between us as she typed on her computer and printed out a receipt on an old Toshiba 321 dot-matrix printer, she then handed me the receipt and a key to the storage suite. 

    She said, "I'm afraid I can't make proper change for you in American dollars, sir. If you would accept Kwanzaa..?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Sure. I can take them to the British pub down the street and change them for dollars or pounds." 

    "Very good," she said, making change from her register, "Please also keep your room key, sir. There will be no further charges while you remain with us. Are you certain you wish no help with the necessary export papers?" 

    "May I call on you if such help becomes necessary?" Nodding, she answered, "Of course, sir. I'll do what I can." 

    "Thank you." Turning to Robyn, I asked, "Would you care to accompany me to the pub, milady?" 

    Robyn had been studying the inventory sheets. She looked up and nodded with a rather stunned expression. We stood up and shook hands all around as we made our goodbyes, then headed toward the front doors. 

    Once we were outside, I said, "Flitter, please make sure nobody enters the storage rooms until we return. It should be enough to simply make sure the doors won't open." 

    The flitter replied, "Yes, sir." 

    A few steps later, Robyn quietly asked, "Ed, why the hell did you buy all that furniture?" 

    Glancing at her, I said, "The price was right. On our way back, I'll call a storage place in Spring Hill, then I'll contact some people who deal with antiques." 

    "But how can we move it all? Even two flitters could never carry everything!" 

    "Elkor's flitter is easily twice the size of mine and he's sending it over with a trailer. It'll be a slow trip back, though. Only about thirteen hundred miles per hour." 

    Giving me a droll look, she asked, "That's what you call 'slow', huh?" I met her gaze and said, "Yup." 

    She stopped walking and turned to face me with an irritated expression. 

"Ed, have you given any thought to things like customs charges? Theirs? US

Customs?" 

    "Nope. Don't plan to, either. We're just gonna haul the stuff back to Florida and park it." 

    "Are you crazy?! I mean... Well... Are you crazy?!" 

    "Well, I don't think so, of course. The receipt is made out to Sam Hall and the Osradis were damned glad to get the money and get rid of the stuff. I doubt they'll even report the sale." 

    With an exasperated sigh, she asked, "Who the hell's Sam Hall?" 

    "He smuggled guns and booze past the Brits during the revolutionary war." Shrugging, I said, "I couldn't think of anybody who smuggled furniture." Robyn snickered, then laughed. 

    "Okay, smart guy, answer me this; where are you going to find enough guys to load all that furniture on a Sunday?" 

    "Oh, I'll figure something out, ma'am. You want a bunch of Angolan currency?" 

    "Aren't we going to the pub to change it to dollars?" Peering down the street at the pub about five blocks away, I said, "Yeah, I guess we can do that. I'm just killing time until Elkor's flit gets here." 

    "When's that?" 

    "One-seventeen. Probably on the nose, knowing Elkor." She looked at her watch and said, "It's only twelve-thirty. Are you sure we shouldn't be trying to find some help to load that stuff?" 

    "Sure enough." 

    With a shrug, she said, "Well, then, we may as well walk to the pub and back." 

    And so we did, ambling along the beach highway. A large ship --likely a tanker, from the look of it --lay at anchor offshore. Robyn eyed it several times and finally asked me how far I thought it was from shore. 

    "At least three miles. It would have to be in the channel." Staring at the ship with awe, she muttered, "My God..! That thing's huge, isn't it?!" 

    "I've heard their cargo holds have their own weather systems. Want me to call up my board? We can go have a closer look at it." She stared at me the way she'd stared at the ship and shook her head tersely. "No, I don't think so. I don't think I'm ready to go way out there on your flying surfboard." 

    "Some things you can't be ready for. You just do them." Shaking her head again, Robyn chuckled and said, "Maybe another time," and took my left hand to pull me back into motion. A dozen or so steps later, she still held my hand. 

    I saw a smile on Robyn's face as she looked into storefronts and studied our surroundings. When she glanced up at me, her smile got a little bigger and gave me a rush of warmth. 

    In the pub's English-style restaurant, I converted the bulk of my Kwanzaas to a twenty-dollar bill and used some of the change to order a couple of iced teas at the counter. 

    Robyn chose a booth by a western-facing window. I studied her as she eyed the tanker for a time, then she turned to face me with a big grin. 

    "Ed, I don't think I've ever been happier." 

    Returning her grin, I said, "Oh, give it some more thought, ma'am. Surely there have been other times and places when you've been just as..." Interrupting with a brief sigh of exasperation, she said, "Of course there have, but it doesn't seem that way to me at this particular moment, so just pipe down and let me have this particular moment, okay?" 

    "Woo!" I said quietly, "Yes'm! You got it. You were saying..?" She shook her head. "Never mind. I said, 'Never been happier.' That's all there was." 

    "Ah. Well, then, before I fall on my sword for having innocently and accidentally destroyed your moment, do you mind if I make a little revelation of my own?" 

    A 'what the hell' shrug was her answer, then she sat drawing tight little circles in the damp ring her tea glass had made. 

    I said, "When you smile at me, it feels good, Robyn." Tapping my middle, I added, "Every single time, right in here. Then it kind of spreads out like a warm glow. And I can't remember the last time I walked hand-in-hand like we did coming here." 

    Robyn looked up at me when I reached to still her hand and take it in mine as I said, "That was pretty nice." 

    She chewed her lower lip as a small grin appeared, then she shrugged again and said, "Sorry. I was just being silly." 

    Shaking my head, I said, "No, you weren't. I should have kept my mouth shut, but I didn't. I blew your mood. Sorry." 

    For a time we just looked at each other across the table and our joined hands. Robyn flushed slightly and bit her lip again, then her gaze moved above and behind me and she looked surprised as she glanced at her watch. 

    "Ed, it's almost one. We should be getting back." 

    "I don't think the furniture will leave without us." With a wry look, she said, "Maybe not, but it wouldn't be polite to keep Elkor waiting, would it?" 

    Rather than get into why that wasn't likely to be an issue, I simply nodded and guzzled some tea, then smiled as I said, "Ready when you are, milady." 

    Ambling back to the hotel, we stumbled across the seamier side of the neighborhood in the form of two kids, a boy and a girl wearing ratty, worn-out clothes who were sitting in front of a narrow doorway that led to equally narrow stairs leading upward between storefronts. They looked like brother and sister. 

    After converting for the twenty-dollar bill and buying the tea, I still had almost four bucks' worth of Kwanzaa left. Fishing it out of my pocket, I split the money about evenly and gave the two wads of bills and coins to the kids. 

    The boy snatched the money from my left hand and tried to snatch what was in my right hand, as well, but I made a fist and gave him a glare as I pointed a finger at the girl. 

    He jumped up and ran down the street as the girl sat looking warily up at us. She gave his retreating figure a disdainful glance and stood up cautiously, apparently ready to dash up the stairs. 

    Feeding the kid theta waves to keep her calm, I said, "English. You understand?" 

    She shook her head slowly. 

    I said, "Become somebody special," and got her to understand that I wanted her to repeat the words. She tried three times before her echo sounded close enough to 'become somebody special'. I had her repeat them one more time, then nodded. 

    Adding a five-dollar US bill from my pocket, I said one more time, "Become somebody special," handed the money to the girl, and then took Robyn's hand to continue toward the hotel. 
Chapter Seventy-two

    We were almost to the hotel when Robyn said, "Wait a minute," and fished a few tissues from her jeans pocket. She wiped her eyes, gently blew her nose, and sighed, then said, "Okay. Let's go." 

    She didn't offer to explain her sniffles and I didn't ask. We entered the hotel and waved as we passed the registration desk on our way to an elevator. Mrs. Osradi asked, "Shall I call my husband?" 

    "Yes, ma'am," I said, "We're going up to our room first, but we'll meet him at the storage suite in a few minutes." 

    Nodding, she lifted her phone and dialed. Robyn and I went to our room and retrieved our bags, then went downstairs to the storage suite. It was almost one-twenty when we arrived and Mr. Osradi was waiting for us. After opening the door, I called Elkor and instead of simply answering, he appeared in his cat form atop one of the desks near us. 

    Waving a small salute, I said, "Hi, Elkor." 

    "Good afternoon, Ed," said Elkor. 

    Osradi almost jumped away from the desk and stood with his back to the wall some distance from us as he crossed himself. 

    "Relax," I told him, "I invited you here to be sure we didn't accidentally take anything that isn't on the list." 

    He gave me a rather stark stare, but he nodded. 

    "Elkor, I was going to let the flitter decide how best to load the stuff. Sound good?" 

    "That will be fine, Ed." 

    I opened the balcony doors of the last suite and felt Elkor's flitter ease into position just above and beyond the railing. As soon as it stopped moving, items within the storage suite began packing themselves into each other and floating toward the balcony doors, disappearing when they entered the flitter's field. 

    Mr. Osradi looked as if he might faint. I sent him some theta waves as I handed him our room key and the key to the storage suite. He stared at them for a moment, then at me, and then his gaze locked on a desk that floated toward the balcony. 

    Turning to Elkor, I said, "It might be a good idea to sterilize everything. No Angolan bugs or germs or whatever." 

    "That's being done as the items pass through the flitter's hull field. I've also removed four rats from our cargo." 

    He looked toward the northern end of the suites and I followed his gaze to see four stunned rats neatly laid out on the floor. Turning to Osradi, I pointed at the rats and he goggled at them in apparent shock. 

    "But we retain an exterminator! The best in the city!" I chuckled, "Well, maybe those guys are new in town and didn't know that. Just off the boat, y'know?" 

    Robyn snickered and Osradi glanced at her, then smiled. 

    "Yes," he said, "Exactly so. They must be immigrants," and then he dashed out of the suite. A few minutes later he returned with a plastic bucket and a shovel. He scooped the rats into the bucket and locked the lid, then sat down on it. 

    The loading process took about fifteen minutes. Elkor disappeared and Robyn, Osradi, and I went to stand on the balcony as my flitter replaced Elkor's to be loaded with a couple of desks and numerous smaller items. We said goodbye to Osradi and shook hands around, then my flitter lifted us over the rail to its deck and followed Elkor's flitter into the sky. I took a seat at the console and Robyn went to examine the two desks on the flitter's rear deck. 

    Pulling up a screen, I called a storage outfit in Spring Hill to arrange for three of their garage-like bins and three padlocks. The guy there took my credit card info and issued me three bin numbers and a gate code. He added, "Be sure to get here before six if you'll need those padlocks tonight." 

    "No sweat," I said, "We'll probably be there around noon." After I disconnected, Robyn snickered, then laughed. 

    When I looked at her, she said, "I was just wondering what Mr. Osradi will tell his wife. He never saw the flitters; he only saw everything disappear into thin air over the balcony rail." 

    As we shared a laugh, I retrieved my coffee mug from my backpack. Robyn yelped, "Oh, good idea!", then went to the bed and opened her camera bag to get her own mug. 

    I studied her firm, fine legs as she leaned over the bed until I heard her chuckle and looked at her face. Still bent over slightly, she was looking back over her shoulder with a grin. 

    "I feel so... appreciated," she said as she straightened and came to sit in the seat beside mine. 

    Taking her cup, I leaned to kiss her and said, "As you should, milady, as you should." 

    After rinsing the mugs in the bathroom and filling them with scalding hot water, I dumped a bit of instant coffee in each and stirred them with a field tendril, then handed her mug to her. 

    Robyn looked at her coffee and asked, "No cream or sugar?" Shaking my head, I said, "Never use the stuff. Sorry." Handing me her mug, she dug in her backpack and came up with a small plastic jar containing multicolored packets some of which were sugar, fake sugar, creamer, salt, pepper, aspirins, and even that cherry-flavored 'cold and flu' stuff. 

    "You sure travel prepared, ma'am." 

    She snickered, "I learned the hard way," and added stuff to her coffee, then held it out to be stirred. As I sent a field into it and stirred it for her, she reached to touch the tendril. 

    "Why can't I see it?" 

    When I made the tendril neon-blue, she squeaked and spilled coffee as she yanked her hand back. I quickly sent a flattish, dish-shaped field to catch her spill and she muttered, "Oh, my God..." as she watched the spillage collect a few inches from the deck and float back up and into her mug. After a moment, she sat back and looked at me, then said in a rather flat tone, "You're pretty good with those... things." Sipping my coffee, I chuckled, "I've had a few years of practice, milady." 

    "Will I be able to do things like that?" 

    "Maybe. They'd have to be added to your PFM, if there's room for the programming. I don't really know all that much about what Steph's planning for the commercial models." 

    That seemed to make her very thoughtful as she sipped her coffee. She eyed me for a time, then asked, "Where's your PFM, Ed? I've seen and touched every inch of you, but..." 

    I tapped the area behind my left ear and said, "It's internal." With a degree of shock, Robyn froze and asked, "Internal?! You mean you had it... uh, installed..?!" 

    "Yup." 

    "But... but why, for God's sake?!" 

    Shrugging, I said, "I had reasons." Grinning, I added, "You may consider it yourself after enough people have bugged the shit out of you about that thing on your arm." 

    Shaking her head tightly, she replied, "Oh, no. No, I don't think so, Ed. That's... well, I just don't think so. No." 

    Sipping my coffee, I watched her deal with the idea for a moment, then looked away and over the edge of the deck as I whispered, "Flitter, I'd like to be able to make tendrils that feel like muscle tissue covered by my own skin. Make it so, please." 

    "Yes, sir," said the flitter. 

    "Thanks, flitter." 

    I manifested a grey tendril about an inch and a half in diameter and sent it toward Robyn. She regarded it as she'd likely regard a snake as it approached her calf. When it touched her leg, she startled and looked up at me with a certain amount of trepidation. 

    As the tendril twined around her leg and slid upward along the inside of her knee, I changed it's appearance and texture to resemble my dick. Robyn's eyes instantly got huge and she blushed a deep red. Her empty hand flashed to get a grip on the tendril as it slitheringly wrapped itself around her thigh. 

    "Oh, no!" she breathed, eyeing the bullet-nosed object in her grasp, "Oh, no, no, no, no, no! Don't you even think about it!" 

    Laughing, I replied, "Too late, lady! I done thunk it!" Her wide eyes left the snakelike tendril and met my gaze. I asked, "What if I get tired, ma'am? What if..." Shoving her fistful of tendril at me, she snapped firmly, "You've done just fine so far. No." 

    Sipping coffee, I made the last foot or so of the tendril vibrate softly and watched her eyes lock onto it again as if it were a rattlesnake. 

    "Flitter," I said, "Would you please indent an inch-wide vampire smiley face into the end of that tendril?" 

    Robyn's eyes seemed to get even bigger and she snickered and giggled, but she shook her head again and hurriedly set her mug on the deck so she could use both hands to try to unwind the tendril from her leg. 

    I made the tendril disappear. She stared at her empty hand for a moment, then looked up at me. Despite what she'd said, I noted that her lips looked a bit swollen and her blush returned. 

    "It was just a thought," I chuckled. "You can stop blushing now." That made her blush renew itself yet again. Robyn bit her lip as she eyed her leg where the tendril had been. 

    "Consider," I said, "Tendrils like that could be made available for commercial PFM's." 

    She looked up sharply as I said, "Just think; no batteries. Waterproof, so they'd be suitable for bed or bath. They'd never need to be cleaned, either. Just zap it and make a new one. Totally adaptable to, uhm... individual personal requirements." 

    Shrugging, I added, "They could create a whole new market for PFM's don't you think?" 

    Robyn took a deep breath and sipped her coffee, then smiled slightly as she asked, "Do you really want to be the one who suggests selling PFM's for use as adult toys?" 

    Shaking my head, I grinningly replied, "Nope. Not really." 

    "Neither would I," she said firmly, "No way in hell." Laughing, I added, "But if I were getting a cut from the sales, I'd definitely find a way to get the idea to someone who would suggest it. There's a lot of money in adult toys." 
Chapter Seventy-three

    Some moments passed as we sipped coffee, then I said, "Speaking of adult toys, Elkor has a girlfriend." 

    Robyn goggled at me for a moment, then asked, "A what?!" 

    "He's been keeping company with a lady in Boston for the last six months or so. Helping her with a project turned into a friendship, and she offered to show him around Boston if he'd show up in human form, like Steph and Sue." 

    "But... what... why couldn't she...?" 

    Holding up a hand, I said, "Here's the kicker; she kind of suggested that he should show up looking like Thomas Magnum. Ever heard of him?" Nodding, Robyn said, "Sure. He was a TV character. But... Oh, my God...! 

She's looking for more than a friend, isn't she?" 

    "It sure seems that way to me. Elkor asked for my advice." Sitting forward intently, Robyn asked, "What did you tell him?" then her mouth fell open and she said, "Oh, Gawd... I didn't have to ask that, did I? I know what you'd tell him." 

    "Yup. You probably do. I told him to go for it. She already knows him pretty well and likes him, so this would just carry things to a different level for both of them. He may want me to talk to her about it first, though." 

    "You? Why?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Probably just to make sure this is what she really wants. Libby made her suggestion sound like a joke within a joke, but I think that might just have been her insecurity talking. I know her too, and..." 

    "You just called her 'Libby'," interrupted Robyn, "How well do you know her, Ed?" 

    "Elkor and I met her last year on an assignment. I guess he kept in contact with her after the project. Everybody calls her Libby, Robyn. It's short for 'Elizabeth'." 

    Giving me a 'you think I don't know that?' look, Robyn asked, "What kind of an assignment took you to Boston?" 

    "A classified kind of assignment. You'd have to ask Linda about it. Anyway, I'm telling you about all this because I told Elkor I'd take her out for a drink and kind of sound her out to be certain, but that you'd have to be there so you wouldn't think I was just out picking up blondes." 

    "She's a blonde?" 

    "She was the last time I saw her. Libby works in a physics lab, though, so no blonde jokes. If you're up for it, I'll call her and let her know we'll be in her neighborhood this week." 

    Robyn sat rather still for a time, then said in a no-nonsense tone, "I think I'd better talk to Elkor about this, Ed." 

    "Talk about it or try to talk him out of it?" Shaking her head, she said, "No, just talk about it. Just to see if it's what he really wants before we worry about whether it's what she really wants." 

    Meeting her eyes, I said, "Robyn, I've known Elkor since the big ship came to Earth, and this is the first time he's ever shown any interest in having a human persona. He's been a good friend, and if I can help him, I will." Sighing, Robyn grinned gently at me and said, "Ed, no offense, but you just wrapped a huge, smiley-faced dildo around my leg, and that puts your intentions in question. I can't help but think you may just want to help a friend get laid for the first time in his life. That's fine, but I'd like to try to make sure nobody will get hurt in the process. Will you call Elkor for me?" 

    Nodding, I said, "Sure. Elkor?" 

    "Yes, Ed?" 

    "Robyn would like to talk with you. Would you join us?" He popped into being on the console, gazing at Robyn with his faux-cat eyes as he said, "Hello, Robyn." 

    She stared at him for a moment, then cleared her throat and said, "Uh, Ed says you've... ah... Well, he told me about Libby." 

    "Yes?" 

    Glancing at me briefly, she said, "Ahh... Elkor, this might be easier if I were talking to someone who didn't look like a housecat. Could you show us your human persona?" 

    Elkor replied, "Of course, Robyn," and changed even as he said the words. In a split-second, the spitting image of Tom Selleck stood beside the console in a Hawaiian shirt, shorts, and sneakers. Well, not exactly Selleck. Something was different, but I couldn't quite figure out what the difference might be. 

    Even though she'd asked for it, the abrupt metamorphosis shocked Robyn enough to make her squeak and recoil. I shot another platter-field beneath her coffee mug and poured the spillage back into her mug, but I don't think Robyn noticed; her eyes were locked on Elkor's as he looked calmly back at her. Turning to me, Elkor said, "Well done, Ed." 

    "Thanks. I've been getting a lot of practice today. Robyn seems to think there may be an element of risk involved in your having a fling with Libby." Looking back at Robyn, Elkor said, "Please explain, Robyn." After a couple of false starts, Robyn spent close to an hour discussing her concerns, most of which were exactly as I'd expected and dealt with the emotional well-beings of both parties if things didn't work out. When some of the discussion began to seem little more than recaps of earlier nits and picks, I said, "Enough. She's a big girl. She knows what Elkor is and this was essentially her idea." 

    Robyn gave me a raised eyebrow and stated, "That doesn't necessarily mean it's a good one." 

    "It doesn't mean it's a bad one, either. Elkor's a little different, but he's not some tattooed thug or an alcoholic redneck. He's not even one of those yuppie stockbrokers who'd make or answer a business call during a dinner date." 

    Elkor began, "Well, actually, Ed..." 

    Holding up a hand, I said, "Split yourself. Make two of you." He did so and I pointed to the one on the left and laughed as I said, "Let that one handle your calls. Don't be so literal, dude. I just meant that you'd take care of things and she'd never even know the phone rang." He nodded. "I see." 

    Robyn had frozen with an open-mouthed stare when the extra Elkor had appeared. She slowly stood up and wonderingly placed her hand on the arm of the one nearest her seat. 

    Almost whispering, she breathed, "He feels so... real!" I laughed, "Here's your 'well done' back at you, Elkor." 

    "Thank you." 

    Standing up to shake his hand for the first time ever, I said, "Now --if Robyn's through grilling you --there's only one thing left to do. I'll set up a visit with Libby and we'll feel her out." 

    His expression matching his words, Elkor asked, "Feel her out, Ed?" 

    "Yeah. Fence around a little over drinks, see if her offer was serious, see if she's still up for it. Just to be sure before we spring your Magnum clone on her. How long's it been since she offered to show you Boston?" 

    "She spoke those words two days, six hours, and forty-seven minutes ago, Ed." 

    Turning to Robyn, I gestured at Elkor and said, "And there you have another of Elkor's sterling qualities, ma'am; he isn't the kind who'll forget birthdays and anniversaries." 

    She snickered and agreed, "No, I guess he wouldn't." 

    "So, are you on board for this, or will I have to go see Libby all by my little self?" 

    Robyn sighed and sat down, then said, "I think I'd better come with you, Ed. I know you mean well, but... well, you can be a little... uhm... blunt, I guess is the word." 

    I chuckled, "Oh, it's just one of the possible words, milady. Okay, then, after we get this stuff in storage and haul one of everything over to your apartment, I'll give Libby a jingle and try to set something up for Wednesday or Thursday night." 

    "Those are work nights. Why not the weekend, when they'd have more time together?" 

    "I want my weekend free for you, milady. Besides, if things go as expected, they won't want unnecessary company." 

    Putting her hands to her temples, Robyn shook her head and almost yelled, 

"'As expected!' Ed, don't you realize you could be setting up a disaster?! Has it occurred to either of you that she really may only have been joking?!" Glancing at Elkor, I shrugged and said, "I'm pretty sure we covered that, ma'am. It's only the whole reason we're going up there to check things out. I don't want him to show up as Magnum if she was just farting around in conversation. She'd be embarrassed and he'd be hurt." Elkor asked, "Would you like to view my records of that conversation?" Robyn and I just stared at him for a moment, then she almost snapped out, 

"Why didn't you suggest that before now?" 

    "Because we didn't ask," I muttered, "That's always the answer with Elkor, Steph, or Sue. It has to do with the fact that they're still developing certain interpretive skills." 

    She blinked at me, then asked, "If you knew that, why didn't it occur to you to ask?" 

    Sighing, I asked, "You've never overlooked the obvious, Robyn? Never once? 

Ever?" Turning to Elkor, I said, "Sure, Elkor. Give us a rerun. Start a few minutes before she mentioned Magnum so we'll have some context." He nodded and a screen manifested beside us. On it, Libby was doing something to some plants in her lab as she talked. 

    The viewing angle seemed odd until she laughed softly and said, "Elkor, you're the only cat I'd ever trust in here. Any other cat would be chewing on my projects." 

    Elkor made no reply as she smilingly walked past him with a tray of sprouts and set them on the table beside him. She used a spray bottle to mist the entire tray, then leaned to inspect them with a magnifying glass. Robyn thumped my forearm and whispered, "You didn't mention that she looks like a supermodel." 

    "She doesn't. She's only five-seven and she looks healthy. Supermodels are scrawny." 

    Thumping me again, she said, "You know what I mean." 

    "So she's cute. Good thing it isn't illegal, 'cuz you are, too." Libby was saying, "...found out Jerry was married, so I told him to get lost before anything happened between us. Ed was right, damn it. Even though it was over between us, I thought he was just being jealous when he told me that about Jerry. He said Sue told him." 

    Elkor said, "Sue doesn't lie, Libby. Neither does Ed." Giving my arm another whack, Robyn whisperingly snapped, "You used to date her?! What else haven't you mentioned?!" 

    "It was six months ago. Who were you with back then? Good ol' Rick, wasn't it? The guy you zapped in my back yard?" 

    On the screen, Libby sighed, turned to Elkor, put her hands on her hips, and said, "You know, it's too damned bad you don't show up in a human form, Elkor. I think I'd swear off human men and spend a few years showing you around Boston." 

    Elkor replied, "I have no human persona, Libby." She stepped forward and her hand descended toward the screen, then moved beyond it, apparently in a stroking motion. 

    Libby said, "I know you aren't a real cat, but sometimes I just need to touch you, Elkor. Ever since Janice went to Oregon, you've been my best friend. There's nothing I can't talk to you about and you're always there when I need you." 

    A buzzer sounded and the view swiveled to the lab's glass door, where a woman waved a folder and waited to be let in. 

    Withdrawing her hand, Libby moved toward the door as she laughed, "Oh, well, back to work. Elkor, if you ever do decide to create a human persona, could you maybe make it look like Thomas Magnum? You know, from the 'Magnum, P.I.' TV show?" 

    "That would not be difficult." 

    Libby shot him a blinding smile and laughed again as she said, 

"Excellent," and opened the door. The other woman said something as she went over the folder's contents, then Libby turned back to Elkor. 

    "I have to go now. Thanks for coming to see me today, Elkor. Can you come back tomorrow?" 

    "Of course." 

    With another of those smiles, she said, "Great! See you then! Bye, Elkor!" and left with the other woman. 
Chapter Seventy-four

    Turning to Robyn, I asked, "Well? That sure as hell sounded like an invitation to me." 

    Robyn sighed and cautiously admitted, "Sort of. Kind of." 

    "It was close enough to be worth a shot." 

    "Sighing again, she said, "I suppose so," and looked at Elkor. "Are you determined to do this, Elkor?" 

    Behind her, I nodded vigorously. Elkor's left eyebrow went up, but his gaze never left Robyn's as he answered, "I would very much like to make the attempt." 

    "Good enough," I said, and called up a vid screen, then poked the 'S' 

column to bring up 'Schuman, Elizabeth' and poked the icon to signal her PFM. Robyn gave an exasperated sigh and asked, "You still have her on your speed-dialer?" 

    "It's not a speed-dialer, it's just an electronic Rolodex." Libby answered with a screen of her own and said, "Hi, Ed." 

    "Hi, Libby. How've you been?" 

    "Oh, good, I guess. No big ups, no big downs." 

    "Want another 'up', then? I have reason to drop by Boston in the next few days. The schedule is open, so if you want to step out for a drink or something, I can..." 

    "Ed," she interrupted, "We broke up, remember? Besides, Elkor said there's another woman in your life now." 

    "Yup. She's here now and she'll come with me." Pulling Robyn in close, I said, "Libby, this is Robyn. Robyn, Libby." 

    Libby's eyes widened a bit and I thought, 'oh, shit,' as I remembered how Robyn had reacted to Toni's interest, but Libby said, "I know you! I saw something on TV about a ship that sank, and you were the reporter!" Robyn smiled and nodded. "Yes, I was. It's nice to meet you, Libby. Or is it Elizabeth?" 

    "It's Libby, Robyn. Everybody calls me Libby. It's nice to meet you, too. Ed, what's bringing you back to Boston?" 

    I decided to play all the chips and said, "Libby, for the first time since I've known him, Elkor has expressed an interest in coming up with a human interactive persona. Since he doesn't need one for Linda, Tiger, or me, I figure he wants to do it for you. Did you put him up to it?" She looked a bit disconcerted for a moment, then said, "Uh, well, the other day I said..." she hesitated, then continued, "I guess I may have, Ed. Is there a problem?" 

    Shrugging, I grinningly answered, "No! Hell, no! I was just surprised as hell, that's all, and I wanted to make sure he hadn't gotten the wrong idea about things before he springs it on you." 

    Her gaze narrowed slightly, almost suspiciously. 

    "The wrong idea? Springs what on me, Ed?" 

    "Lemme ask you this," I said, "When you talked to him, did you suggest that he make his persona look like Tom Selleck?" 

    Libby's hand flew to her mouth and her eyes got big. 

    "Oh, my God...!" she whispered, "Did he..?" Nodding, I said, "Yup. He sure did. He looks like Magnum, from that Hawaiian TV show." 

    Shaking her head slightly, she said, "The show wasn't Hawaiian, Ed. They just filmed it there." 

    "Same thing." 

    "No, it isn't." 

    "Is." 

    "Isn't. Oh, dammit, don't do that. Is he there? For that matter, where are you?" 

    "We're somewhere over the Atlantic, almost back to the States. Want me to call him? Just a minute." I pretended not to notice her frantic waving as I turned away from the screen and said, "Elkor? Can you spare a minute for a conference call?" 

    He disappeared from beside the console and reappeared beside Robyn. I expanded the screen and Libby stared at him in what seemed to be a proper measure of shock. 

    "Well?" I asked, "What do you think? Did he get it right?" 

    "Oh, my God...!" Libby whispered again, her eyes growing wide and both hands at her mouth. 

    Waving my hand in front of the screen, I grinningly said, "Hey, lady! Tell him it's good the way it is or tell him how to fix it. He wants..." Libby fluttered her hands and exclaimed, "No! I mean, yes! It's fine! Oh, my God! I didn't think... Elkor, is that really you?!" Elkor calmly replied, "Yes, Libby. I hope you approve; my intent was to please you." 

    "To please me? Oh, Elkor...! I don't know what to say!" 

    "You could try 'Thanks, Elkor,'" I suggested. "Or maybe offer to take him to dinner later." That got me droll looks from both of them. "Okay," I said, 

"So he doesn't eat. Big deal. That doesn't mean he can't accompany you to a nice restaurant, does it?" 

    "Ed," said Elkor, "That would require money. I haven't any." Shrugging, I said, "We'll get you some, dude. We'll pull a few thousand from my stash and set you up with an account somewhere, then you can use ATM's in Boston. Good 'nuff?" 

    "A few thousand?!" yelped Libby. 

    "Not enough?" I asked, "Are prices that high in Boston?" 

    "No, it's not that. I... Ed... uhm..." 

    "What is it, ma'am? He can make his own clothes and he doesn't need a car, so a few thousand ought to hold him until he gets something going like Steph and Sue. And if it isn't, I'll kick in some more, no sweat." Robyn shook her head in exasperation and put her hand over my mouth as she said, "Just be quiet for a minute, please. We need time to think." Pulling her hand down a bit, I asked, "Who's we?" Nodding firmly, she said, "In this case, 'we' means just us girls. Remember the privacy partition you put up after the gambling ship rescue? 

Would you put another one up now and give Libby and me a few minutes to talk?" I looked at Libby. She took her eyes off Robyn and met my gaze for a moment, then nodded agreement. I shrugged and pretended annoyance as I said, 

"Yeah. Okay. Sure. See you 'girls' later," then called up a partition and walked beyond it to the desks. 

    Pulling out a chair, I sat down and sipped coffee as Elkor appeared beside the desk. I motioned him to the other chair and he pulled it out and sat down. 

    "You're a shoo-in," I said. "I'd bet money on it." He studied me for a moment, then said, "Although your assistance may not be necessary, thank you very much for your offer to fund my efforts, Ed." Laughing, I said, "You're very welcome, Elkor, and thank you very much for my flitter. And for Steph. And for Sue. And for everything else that's derived from the beginnings you provided me way back when. For that matter, thanks for helping me haul furniture today. A few thousand doesn't even come close to covering all that." 

    "But I asked for nothing in return, Ed." 

    With a dismissive wave, I said, "Yeah, I know. You're a good friend, Elkor. I'll help you any way I can just because I can. Do Steph and Sue know about your new persona yet?" 

    Nodding, he replied, "Yes." 

    "Did they offer any opinions about your becoming Magnum for Libby?" Nodding again, he said, "Yes. Stephanie expressed reservations about the possibilities of embarrassment or other emotional distress." 

    "For Libby or you? Or both of you?" 

    "For Libby's welfare, mostly, but also for mine." I said flatly, "So by the time you came to me about it, you already had an idea of how you'd proceed." 

    He smiled slightly. "Yes. With great caution." Snorting a laugh, I said, "Well, I'm glad I got a chance to vote anyway. Thanks. Now for a question, Elkor; are you aware that --in the process of instructing you in some things --Libby may consider herself your mentor in the ways of humans?" 

    "Of course, and it will in many ways be the truth." 

    "How long will it remain the truth?" 

    "I don't understand. Truth is truth, Ed." 

    "Some truths can change with time and circumstance. People often outgrow other people when roles change, but the people involved won't or can't change. Or when people change and the old roles no longer fit." He simply looked at me for a time, then said, "I think I understand your meaning, but may I have an example?" 

    "Okay. My ebook 'Anne' concerns two people; one a high school teacher and the other her former student. I was sixteen and she was twenty-six. A number of circumstances and emotions came together at just the right time and we were able to spend a long, hot summer together, but by the end of that summer -when our circumstances were about to change --we ended our affair before she could be hurt professionally or socially by our age difference." Sipping my coffee, I said, "You face a similar situation. Just as Anne and I would have caught a lot of flak about our ages, some people will react very poorly to a human woman having a field-manifestation for a boyfriend. That Libby's very desirable will make matters worse. If word gets out, you'll both encounter insults, nasty attitudes, and plain damned jealousy as often as you'll encounter good will." 

    Elkor regarded me quietly very briefly --a space of time that would, for a human, have been several moments --and said, "You used the word 'if', Ed. The proper word would be 'when'. May I remind you that Libby's labs and offices are within a secure facility? My visits are recorded." Nodding, I said, "Yup. That they are. If you haven't already thought of it

--which I doubt, by the way, but just to be sure --I suggest that you continue to use only your cat suit during those visits and save your Magnum outfit for her off-time." 

    "That thought had occurred to me, as well." 

    "I also suggest that if you have occasion to use any of your superhuman abilities while in human form, you should have a very different face and physique on those occasions. Say there's a car wreck or something. Don't just dash to help; change before you get there. If you have to appear at all, that is." 

    With a slight nod and smile, he replied, "So noted." 

    "You'd already thought of that, huh?" 

    "Yes." 

    "Oh, well. Oh, hey! You could whip up a costume with a mask, just to further obscure matters. Something comic-booky. Could be you'd end up with a line of products based on your character. Let an agent handle the details. That would take care of your future dating expenses, wouldn't it?" In a flat tone, he stated, "You aren't joking." Shaking my head, I said, "Nope. Directly or indirectly, keeping company with women can be expensive, Elkor. Seems as if I'm always coughing up money for dinners or booze, and sometimes they want more." Thumping the desk with a knuckle, I grinned and said, "This one wanted old, used furniture. I was just lucky to have a few bucks extra today." 

    "Your 'luck' was well-engineered, Ed. Assuming the contents of your bag were all included at the same time, that money had been in your jumpkit since approximately 1983." 

    Giving him a fisheye expression, I mentally reviewed the contents of my jumpkit and said, "I need to know how you knew that, Elkor. The bills weren't new. Was it the receipt I used as a bookmark?" 

    Nodding, he replied, "Yes, but also the dates of manufacture of your insect repellent wipes, aspirins..." 

    "Ah," I interrupted, "Okay. Gotcha. Obscure stuff the FBI could dope out if they had a few days to dig." 

    "Indeed so." 

    Sipping my coffee, I asked, "Except for my passport, was there anything in or about the bag that could link it to me?" 

    "No, Ed. Nothing." 

    "No problem, then. Thanks." 
Chapter Seventy-five

    Nearly half an hour passed before Robyn walked through the partition and told Elkor that Libby wanted to talk to him. He glanced at me, then disappeared. Robyn came to sit down at the other desk and handed me her coffee mug. 

    I nodded and took her mug and mine to the bathroom to make a fresh round of coffees and was rinsing the mugs when she came in and said, "I can't believe you just got up and walked in here." 

    "You're saying you don't want another coffee?" 

    "No! I'm saying I expected you to be at least a little curious about Elkor's future with Libby." 

    "You mean what the two of you decided, right?" With an exasperated sigh, she yelped, "Yes. That." 

    "Then you shouldn't have come out of there with bright yellow feathers poking between your teeth. Things are fine." 

    As I assembled the coffees, she said, "You can be a real pill, Ed. What did you two talk about while I was in there?" 

    "You." 

    "What?" 

    "Well, maybe a few other things, too. Money. Used furniture. Secret identities. Stuff like that." 

    Robyn snickered, "Secret identities?" 

    "Yup. Unless Libby has other ideas, he'll be a cat at her lab and Magnum at home. Fewer complications that way." 

    Laughing, Robyn said, "That's what we came up with, too. I was wondering how he'd take the idea. Guess that's not a problem, huh?" Handing Robyn her mug, I said, "Nope." 

    She sipped it and made her usual 'eeewww' face at plain black coffee, then headed for her backpack and her condiments. I followed and noticed the US east coast ahead of us. 

    "Flitter," I said, "Our first stop will be Robyn's apartment to drop off her desk and stuff." 

    Robyn looked over the side and stood up to head for the partition as she said, "Oh! We're here! I'll go tell Elkor and..." 

    "No need," I said, "He knows where we are. Let them talk." The flitters decelerated to subsonic speed and a few minutes later we settled to Robyn's parking lot. She hurried to unlock her front door and the flitter used a light-bending field to conceal its efforts as it moved one of the desks and one each of the other items into her living room. Once Robyn was back aboard, we headed for the storage place. As the flitters hovered, I used my board to land beside the building's office and went in to claim my padlocks, then went through the gate to section D, where I opened the appropriate bins and stood just inside one as the flitters descended to offload their cargos. 

    As I locked the bins, Robyn stepped off my flitter and said, "There's still a desk and one of everything on your flitter, Ed." 

    "I know. That stuff can stay there for show and tell. Maybe I'll turn the rear deck into a mobile office." 

    Robyn laughed, "Do you actually need a mobile office?" 

    "Well, no, but appearances are everything, y'know." She eyed my golf shoes, jeans, and green Army shirt and gave me a, "Yeah, right," and a droll look as I handed her back aboard the flitter, then she pointed and said, "The partition's gone." Looking around, she added unnecessarily, "So's Elkor." 

    Shrugging, I said, "Prob'ly had a place to go and a thing to do. Flitter, take us to my house, please." 

    We settled to my driveway a few moments later and headed into the house as Tiger yelled, "Hello, Ed! Hello, Robyn!" 

    I picked him up and Robyn ruffled his chin and ears, then we headed for the living room and sat on the couch. Pulling the crocodile tooth from my pocket, I set it on the coffee table and asked, "You know what that is, Tiger?" 

    He glanced at it, but didn't leave Robyn's attentions to go have a closer look. "No," he said, "Is it a tooth?" 

    "Yes, it is, Tiger. From an African crocodile." Eyeing the tooth, he asked, "What is a crocodile?" 

    "Like an alligator, but bigger." 

    Tiger looked up at me, then at the tooth again, and said, "That is very big. Is it for me?" 

    "Yup. I brought you some seashells from Africa, too." 

    "Thank you, Ed. Will you show me a crocodile?" 

    "Sure. Flitter, please create a six-foot screen and replay events at the camp dock for Tiger. Begin when the dog was barking on the dock, then stay with the crocodile." 

    The replay began with an overhead view of the dock area, then adjusted somehow so that the dog and dock filled the screen by themselves. The croc lunged out of the water with amazing speed to grab the dog, then it went limp and half-slid, half-rolled off the dock, the shrieking dog still in its jaws. Tiger tensed and his ears went flat. His fur stood up a bit and his claws extended. 

    I said, "When it came up to get the dog, I zapped it." We watched me fly to the dock and send tendrils into the water, then haul the croc to shore. When I reached into the croc's mouth to get the dog, Tiger sat up and looked at me. 

    "Why did you do that? We don't like dogs." 

    "That's why we don't have a dog, Tiger, but that was someone else's dog." He looked unconvinced. I sighingly said, "People were watching, Tiger. I had to do it, okay?" 

    His right ear went to half-mast in a cat-equivalent of a shrug and he returned his gaze to the screen. 

    Robyn snickered and reached for her coffee mug as Rick shot the croc twice and kicked it to make sure it was dead. I picked up one tooth, tossed it to Robyn, and pocketed the other. 

    "Thanks, flitter," I said, "End the show, please." The screen winked out of existence and Tiger stood up to go study the croc tooth. He sniffed it, batted it, closed his teeth on it as he tasted it, and then he set it down and came back to sit half in my lap and half in Robyn's. 

    "It is a very interesting thing," he said, "Thank you." As I rubbed his ears, Robyn gave me a 'that's all?' look. I returned it with an 'I guess so' expression and a shrugging grin. 

    She sipped the last of her coffee, put the mug on the table, and said, "I need to check in with some people," as she moved Tiger to my lap and stood up. 

"I'll do it outside, okay?" 

    "Robyn," I said as she started for the front door. She stopped and looked back and I said, "You got your furniture from me. Period. Nothing else. You don't know where I got it." 

    Nodding, she said, "Okay," and continued outside. 

    "Flitter," I said, "Please monitor Robyn's phone conversations until she comes back inside. If she mentions the storage facility where we put the furniture or mentions anything about buying the furniture at the hotel, let me know." 

    "Yes, sir." 

    Keying my implant to produce a screen, I pulled up the inventory sheets and saved them under a new filename, then worked on the copy to remove the two columns that mentioned prices and totals and the hotel's header and footer. I then removed from the inventory two of everything to cover what had been delivered to Robyn's apartment and the stuff on the flitter's deck. Poking the internet icon, I went on the net, entered the brand name from a desk's brass manufacturer's paten in a search engine, and found a desk that looked like the one aboard my flitter. 

    The desk's price at the Mobile, Alabama antiques website was $850. The shop seemed to have an extensive inventory in seven stores in Alabama, Georgia, and Florida. I emailed the site to say that I had one, sent up a cropped picture of the one on the flitter, and asked how much they'd pay for it. 

    The site's buyer must have been online; a reply came back as I continued searching for info on the phones and lamps. Her message said she'd have to see it, of course, but that it might be worth as much as $250. I sent back, 'Sorry, offer is too low, considering yours is priced at

$850. Also have lamps, telephones, ashtrays, and more. Pictures attached, also an inventory sheet. Can deliver, no extra charge. If interested, please make an offer on all.' 

    Using the pictures I'd taken in the hotel suites, I cropped out a picture of each item on the inventory sheet and attached it to the message, then hit the 'send' icon. 

    Perhaps ten minutes passed as I rooted up two other prospective websites and looked over their offerings. My 'inbox' icon began blinking as I studied a faux-Tiffany lamp much like the one on the desk aboard my flitter. 
Chapter Seventy-six

    The antique-woman's emailed reply included a phone number and an invitation to call her immediately. I left the field screen up as I dialed her number. 

    After greetings and introductions, I got right to business with, "Mrs. Hiller, I have three storage bins full of the stuff on that list. All of it seems to be in good condition and it'll all be someone else's stuff before the week is out." 

    "I see. May I ask where it came from?" 

    "A hotel's storage rooms. These were replacements. If you buy my stuff, I'll tell you which hotel and you can talk with them about their other stuff still in use." 

    "Do you have any idea how much more they have?" 

    "No, but it's a seven-story building that takes up a city block. How many rooms would that be?" 

    She muttered something to someone at her end, then came back with, "When may we see your merchandise, sir?" 

    "I can carry samples up there this evening or bring you down here to Spring Hill to see the stuff in the bins." 

    "This evening?" 

    "Sure. I have a flitter. Mobile is about fifteen minutes away." 

    "You have a flitter?!" 

    As I said, "Yup. I have a flitter," I heard Robyn come back into the house. She came to stand by the couch. 

    More muttering occurred in Alabama, then the woman said, "My husband is interested in your merchandise, sir. Based on your inventory sheets, he would like to place a tentative bid --depending on the condition of your merchandise --of $15,000 for everything." 

    Robyn's eyes went wide and she stared at the display. 

    I said, "I was thinking closer to $20,000, ma'am, delivery included, as I said. Also a source for more of the same. It's all just numbers and guessing until you see the stuff, anyway." 

    That's when the man came on the line with, "Sir, I'm John Hiller. If everything is as stated and shown, I might be able to go as high as $18,000, but I must see your goods first and I'd want first refusal rights. You understand what those are?" 

    "Sure do. Nope. Bring your checkbook. $18,000 will do, but if you like what you see, you'll write a check for it on the spot. Otherwise, I'll be calling other dealers. I want to convert this stuff to cash this week." At my mention of $20,000, Robyn had sat down in the sofa chair in quiet astonishment, her hands to her mouth and her eyes wide. Her expression hadn't changed when the price had dropped. I ignored her stare as I waited for Hiller's reply. 

    "Sir," said Hiller, "Let me put it this way; it's five-thirty. If a flitter lands in our yard before six o'clock, we'll believe what you've told us and I'll bring my checkbook." 

    "Good enough. I'll be there shortly. Anything else?" 

    "No, sir, I believe that everything needing to be said has been said. Now it's up to you." 

    "We'll saddle up, then. Thanks and goodbye for now." When I ended the call, Robyn breathed, "Eighteen thousand dollars?!" Shrugging, I said, "Yeah, but he'll probably try to nickel and dime me down two thousand or so. If he does, he'll have to haul the stuff himself. Want another coffee before we go?" 

    She looked rather blankly at her mug on the table, then shook her head. Tiger said, "I wish to go, too." 

    "Okay." 

    "Thank you. I did not understand. Where are we going? Why are we going?" 

    "We're going to pick up some people and bring them back here so they can buy some stuff I brought back from Africa." 

    After a moment, he asked, "Is it food?" 

    "No, 'fraid not." 

    He seemed thoughtful, then said, "I still wish to go." Rubbing his chin, I replied, "Okay." 

    I put him down, made a coffee for the road, and held the door for Robyn and Tiger as I called my flitter down and gave it the Hillers' address. Tiger leaped aboard and immediately began prowling around the desk and other items as we lifted into the sky. I told him to be careful, placed a lamp in a drawer so he couldn't knock it over, and put my coffee on the deck by the console as I sat down in the pilot's seat. 

    Robyn asked, "How the hell did you find someone to buy everything so quickly, Ed?" 

    "I went on the net. She must have been checking her email or something, 

'cuz she answered immediately." 

    "My God," muttered Robyn, "Just like that? Do you think they'll actually buy everything?" 

    "They have seven stores in three states, so this stuff wouldn't be all that much to them. Could be they're more interested in getting a flitter ride." 

    Tiger said, "This wood smells funny." 

    "It came from a hotel, Tiger. Many people have touched it." 

    "It smells like..." apparently there was a translation problem, then Tiger's collar said, "Tape. Under here. Paper." 

    I looked to see him sitting in a desk drawer and wondered how he'd gotten it open, then noticed that he was sniffing the underside of the drawer above his. 

    Getting up, I went to the desk and removed the drawer he'd been sniffing. When I turned it over, I found fragments of old tape holding shards of paper to the underside of the drawer. 

    "Flitter," I said, "Send probes to examine all the items in the storage bins, please." Lowering my voice to a whisper, I added, "Check every surface, inside and out, including the framework of each item, and report your findings to me privately." 

    About thirty seconds passed before the flitter said, through my implant, 

"I've found four envelopes containing documents and money in several currencies, all of which are defunct except the US dollars." 

    "Thank you," I whispered, "When we show the furniture to the Hillers, please conceal those items you've found from view. They're buying only the furniture." 

    "Yes, sir." 

    Robyn was almost bouncing in her seat as she asked, "What do you think it found?" 

    "Stuff from wartime, probably. Could be old spy stuff or just stolen stuff. No point in guessing. We'll check it out after the Hillers are gone. If any of it seems to be historically valuable, we can notify whoever handles stuff like that and send probes to look for more." 

    "Uh... pardon me, but wouldn't that be illegal?" 

    "Don't know. Don't care. The probes would record their findings and I'd report the findings to the official types who'd handle retrievals. Give 'em tips and they can get warrants, even if the tip info was gathered illegally. The hotel would get some publicity, extra business while the searchers are there, and may be able to sell the stuff to the government or whomever." The flitter began to descend toward the front yard --if one can call several acres a 'yard' --of a palatial home on the outskirts of Mobile, Alabama. 

    "Flitter, put on your 'excited squid' mode, please. Circle the house twice before you land and give 'em a good show." 

    The flitter said, "Yes, sir," and the hull lit up with dancing patterns of brilliant iridescence. We landed in the wide driveway of the home and four people came running out of the house almost immediately. 

    "Now show 'em your shiny hull, flitter." 

    "Yes, sir." 

    Our hull looked transparent from inside the field, but in the front windows of the house, our reflection resembled a shining silver egg. The group on the ground appeared to be people who worked at the house. I waited another couple of minutes and three more people and an older couple came down the front steps toward the flitter. 

    "Flitter, make our hull transparent now, please." People on the ground seemed to surge away briefly as the hull field changed again, then they gabbled at each other and pointed at us. Stepping down, I handed Robyn down and asked Tiger to keep an eye on the flitter for me. 

    He yelled, "Okay!" and proudly went to stand guard on the console as Robyn and I went to meet the Hillers. 

    After a round of greetings and introductions, I gestured around at the other people and suggested, "Why don't all of us --and I mean everybody here

--take a quick ride before we get down to business?" 

    The Hillers seemed to think it wasn't necessary, but I offered rides anyway. Only one person refused, citing a fear of flying. We lifted and circled Mobile once, then returned. Once we were back on the ground, a number of people hurried to the house, some with apologies and some not. John Hiller examined the desk as his wife studied some of the other stuff, then he asked, "It's all in this condition?" 

    "As far as I know, yes," I said, "They were intended to be replacements." Tiger jumped onto the desk as Hiller asked, "Why'd they sell them to you?" 

    "They want to modernize the place. If you came up with a total swap-out deal of some sort, you could probably get the rest of the stuff for a song. Ready to go see my storage bins?" 

    Mrs. Hiller turned from patting Tiger and nodded. John Hiller asked one of the men on the ground to go into the house for his checkbook and when he returned, we lifted. 

    A little more than an hour later, Hiller and his wife held a short conference some distance from the flitter in the narrow driveway between storage buildings. 

    After a time, they returned to the flitter and John Hiller said, "Since you aren't another dealer or an estate, documentation may provide a problem. Would you take $16,000?" 

    "Not with free delivery tomorrow." 

    "Tomorrow?" he looked around the flitter and said, "That would be at least six trips." 

    Shrugging, I said, "My problem. What would it cost to rent trucks and pay people?" 

    Mrs. Hiller said softly, "John..." and her husband sighed, "Okay. Done. 

$18,000 and payment on delivery." 

    Extending a hand, I said, "You gotta deal, mister. Fact is, I could probably get this stuff delivered tonight, if you want." 

    "Tonight?!" yelped Mrs. Hiller, "But... John?" John Hiller grinned and asked, "No extra charge?" Shaking my head, I said, "Nope. Where do you want it?" 
Chapter Seventy-seven

    While the others continued inspecting the goods, I stepped aboard the flitter for privacy, then called Elkor. 

    Without appearing, he answered, "Yes, Ed?" 

    "Hi, guy. Want to make a quick five grand to blow on your blonde? I'm at the storage bins and some people are buying all the stuff. I could make half a dozen trips to Mobile to deliver it in my flit or you could use your flit and trailer and I'd split the take with you." 

    "Ed, I'd be happy to help you without payment." Sighing, I said, "Oh, just take the money, Elkor. Please?" 

    "Yes, Ed. My flitter is above Atlanta and will arrive shortly." 

    "Why's your flitter above Atlanta?" 

    "3rd World's Atlanta offices may need it tomorrow. They're moving out of the Ennis Building." 

    "Ah." 

    "Let me know if you need me." 

    "Will do." 

    Stepping off the flitter, I said, "Ladies and gent, another flitter will arrive shortly..." 

    Mrs. Hiller yelped, "Another flitter?" 

    "Yup. Would anyone like a beer or a wine cooler?" Both ladies opted for wine coolers and John Hiller took an Ice House beer. I opened the drinks and handed them out and we sat sipping for about fifteen minutes until Elkor's flitter arrived and settled into the area between the buildings. 

    My implants both tingled as the flitter arrived. I walked to its field and said, "Become visible, please," and it did so. Compared to my flit, Elkor's was a truck, and the trailer that I hadn't seen before surprised the hell out of me. 

    It was easily as long as an eighteen-wheeler's trailer and it floated unmoving about a foot off the pavement. I stepped onto it and studied the featureless deck and the gap between it and Elkor's flitter and quietly marveled at the power of fields. 

    Keying my implant, I called my flitter and said, "Flitter, send the info about the stuff you discovered to Elkor's flitter, please." 

    "Yes, sir." 

    To Elkor's flitter, I said, "Begin loading now, please," and hopped down to sip beer and watch with the others. 

    The items in the storage bins floated to Elkor's flitter and trailer and began arranging themselves for transport. The Hillers were properly impressed, of course. For that matter, so were Robyn and I; although I was well aware of flitter capabilities, I seldom got to see one in this sort of action. Once everything was aboard, I told Robyn to ride with Tiger and the Hillers aboard my flitter and hopped aboard Elkor's flitter to get us underway after putting both flitters in stealth mode. 

    Using the console to call my flitter's console, I asked Hiller where he wanted the stuff delivered and he gave an address, then I closed the connection and told Elkor's flit to find the stuff my flit had found and deliver it to me. 

    Most of the envelopes contained only one or two sheets of paper yellowed and faded with age and a few contained as many as twenty pages. Almost everything had to do with troop and equipment movements from African campaigns in World War Two, but two envelopes contained documents pertaining to testing something somewhere in the middle of Angola. 

    A few of the documents were in German, many were in French, and a very few were in Portuguese, but those were the ones that spoke of tests and I couldn't quite make out what the hell they were talking about. 

    I turned my attention to the money. A lot of it was in German and French currencies, but the bulk of it was in pre-war US hundred-dollar bills. There'd been no references in the docs about American money, so I checked again and again found no record of issuance. Hm. Clandestine funds? Someone's personal stash? 

    A quick count totaled ninety-six hundred dollars, a helluva lot of money back when a dollar was still worth something. None of the bills showed signs of wrinkles or folds or any other sort of wear and tear. Checking the serial numbers, I found them to be consecutive. 

    Oh, well. It was a mystery to be solved later; we were descending toward a warehouse district in Mobile. My flitter landed by the rear loading dock doors and I directed Elkor's flitter to move in close and wait for further instructions. 

    When I hopped down, I found the Hillers as charged up as they'd been by their first two flitter flights. John Hiller pitched his empty beer bottle in a nearby trash can and almost dashed up the steps to unlock the warehouse door. 

    I sipped my beer and watched the big doors open, then John said, "Okay! 

Bring it all in and put it here!" as he gestured around the concrete floor of the loading area. 

    About fifteen minutes later, the goods were ashore and I was out of beer. I trashed my bottle and sat on a desk as I watched the Hillers run through the inventory list again. 

    When they finished, John Hiller opened his company checkbook and wrote out a check for $18,000, then handed it to me as he asked me for the name of the hotel. 

    When I called up a screen to get the address from the header on the original inventory sheets, Hiller jumped back as if I'd pulled a snake out of my hat. I shrank the screen until only the address info showed, then copied it onto the back of a voided check for him. 

    "Angola?!" he shouted, "The hotel's in fucking Africa?!" Mrs. Hiller came over to see what the ruckus was about. John Hiller turned to her and exclaimed, "The hotel's in fucking Africa, Mildred!" Turning to me, he yelled, "I ought to cancel that goddamned check! I ought to make you haul all this junk out of here!" 

    Mildred latched onto his arm to try to calm him down as a few veins began to show in his neck and forehead. I sent him some theta waves that seemed to do a better job. 

    "Mr. Hiller," I said, "You'll double your money --or better --on this stuff, so there's no need to cancel anything. If you want more stuff, just make a deal with the hotel and let them handle the shipping arrangements. It's a seaport town and they speak English, so there are no problems." Theta waves calmed him, but didn't eliminate his underlying anger. Mildred pulled him aside and they had a whispered conversation, then they came back to me. 

    Mildred asked, "Would you be willing to go back for more?" 

    "Not right away. Maybe later. I'm kind of on a honeymoon." They glanced at Robyn --who was staring at me, likely for my use of the word 'honeymoon' --then Mildred asked, "How soon would you be able to make another trip?" 

    "In a couple of weeks, I think. Oh, by the way, you realize there's no official paperwork of any kind for this stuff, right? No customs, no export, no tax stuff. Not theirs, not ours. Nothing like that. It would be the same with any future trips I might make, too." 

    John Hiller sat wearily in one of the desk chairs and muttered, "Oh, my God. This can't be happening." 

    "What's the problem? This isn't a sting operation. Nobody's gonna bust you." 

    Mildred said, "He's right, John, dear. We'll just keep quiet and sell this lot, then contact the hotel for more and make our own arrangements with them." 

    "Mildred!" said John, "You don't understand! Customs and taxes in Africa, then US rigamarole when the stuff gets here! By the time it gets here, costs will have doubled! Maybe tripled!" 

    Calling up my field screen again, I pulled up the original inventory sheets and said, "Big deal. Have a look at this." John peered at the screen and saw the price columns, then shouted, "Thirty bucks?! You only paid thirty bucks for a desk?!" 

    "And so will you," I said, "So it doesn't matter if they gouge you a little on fees and duties, does it? At worst, you'd have ninety bucks in a desk and you'd sell it for three hundred or more, depending on condition. Just think of seven floors full of antiques that you can get dirt cheap and take it easy." 

    He glared at me, but seemed to subside a bit. 

    I asked, "Now, will I have any trouble with that check?" Hiller's glare continued, but he shook his head slightly and said, "No. No trouble." 

    "Thanks. May I give you a lift home?" 

    Mildred looked around and shook her head. "No, I don't think so. We need to check all these things and..." She looked at John for a moment, then continued, "I think we need to make sure they can't be traced." 

    "No problem," I said, "Flitter, please check all the items we just delivered and let me know if there's any way to tell they came from Angola or Africa." 

    My flitter almost instantly responded, "A forensic examination of various traces of dirt and debris would indicate those regions, Ed." 

    "Then remove those traces, please, and collect them for disposal on the way back. Dump them over the Gulf." 

    "Yes, sir." 

    Shrugging, I said to John and Mildred, "There. All fixed. Are we finished here?" 

    Nodding, Mildred said stiffly, "Yes, I believe so. At least, I think so. We'll contact you if a need arises." 

    Spotting a roll of small white garbage bags on a table, I went to tear a couple of the bags off the roll and returned. 

    Stuffing the bags into my back pocket, I said, "Okay, then. Let me know if you want me to make another trip, and thanks much for taking this stuff off my hands." 

    Robyn and I left the warehouse and boarded my flitter. John was still glaring rather balefully at me as we lifted. I called up my board and zipped over to Elkor's flitter, put the wartime documents and foreign money in one plastic bag and the US currency in the other, and flew back to my flitter. 

    "Flitter," I said as I crossed the fifty-foot gap between flitters, "Take the bag in my right hand and put a concealment field around it, please. Robyn is not to know about it." 

    "Yes, sir." 

    When I landed, I handed the exposed bag to Robyn and watched her open it. Her eyes got big and she pulled the stacks of money out first, setting them on the deck with awe. 

    "My God, Ed! Where did you get all this money?!" 

    "It was hidden in the furniture. Don't get too excited, ma'am; it's all worthless." 

    "Worthless?! Is it counterfeit or something?" 

    "Nope. There's nothing wrong with it, except that Germany and France use Euros now. This stuff's pretty, but you can't get a damned thing for any of it. Maybe it would be worth something to an antique dealer, but I kind of doubt it." 

    After a time of riffling through the stacks of money and studying the artwork on individual bills, she turned her attention to the documents. She seemed fascinated with them, so I asked her if she knew who handled wartime historical stuff. 

    "No," she said, "But I can find out. I'm sure they'd be glad to have these." 

    "Then they're yours to mess with, milady. They're mostly about troop movements and equipment info, but maybe there's a story in them someplace." Nodding, she looked up from gathering the papers back into the bag and said, "Okay. Thanks." 
Chapter Seventy-eight

    As we landed in my driveway, Robyn watched me gather stuff to take into the house and opined, "The Hillers were pretty pissed, weren't they?" She grabbed her own bags as I chuckled, "They'll get over it while they're counting their profits from the stuff," and stepped off the flitter. Robyn took my hand as she stepped down and Tiger trotted along beside us as we headed for the front door. My phone was ringing as we entered the house. It rang twice more and the machine answered it as we put stuff down on and around the kitchen table. Whoever had called hung up. Good. I was ready to see about some food and get back to snuggling with Robyn. 

    Robyn had spread some of the documents on the kitchen table as I'd stood waiting to see if I wanted to talk to whomever had called. As the answering machine went dormant, she shook her head in what appeared to be bewilderment and let her gaze return to the documents. 

    "What?" I asked. 

    She sighed, "I don't know how you can do that; just let the phone ring until it stops." 

    "Anyone who knows me knows I screen my calls with that thing. Dinner in or dinner out, milady?" 

    She looked up and said, "Doesn't matter to me, Ed. Order pizza if you want." 

    "Will do," I said, reaching for the phone. 

    I checked email and groups as she pored over the antique documents. Twenty minutes later, two large pizzas arrived. I served up some dr pepper in glasses as Robyn put the documents away and we dug into the pizzas. She seemed quietly thoughtful as we gnawed our way through a slice of pizza each, then she washed down a bite and cleared her throat. 

    "So, what now?" she asked. 

    "In what respect, ma'am? The immediate future? I'd like to wash you thoroughly, lick you silly, and jump your bones into the wee hours, if you wouldn't mind too terribly much." 

    Robyn snickered. "I know that. I'm talking about tomorrow and beyond." Grinning, I intoned, "'Tomorrow and Beyond.' Good title for an article, huh?" I shrugged. "We'll visit DC tomorrow and sign you up for a passport, then stop by Carrington to meet Linda and see what Charlene Johns wants to do. Oh, and the trip to Boston is still on, so we'll hop up there between DC and Carrington. I want to take five grand up to Elkor." 

    Nodding as she took another bite of pizza, Robyn said, "You seem to be a nice guy, Ed. A really nice guy." 

    "Thanks, milady. So's Elkor. He made my flitter, y'know. Back when the big ship was here. Fact is, he made it from parts from the big ship. It was the first small flit ever made here." 

    As I put some sausage and ham on a small plate for Tiger, Robyn asked, 

"Really? The very first?" 

    "Yup. He's done a lot of stuff for me in one way or another and he's never asked for a damned thing in return. Except to share my home and my cat, that is. You probably noticed that he seems to like cats." With a grin, she said, "Enough to become one, apparently." 

    "Yeah, that's been his 'observer' outfit. He's been ducking unnecessary human interaction for years. I think he just didn't have any real interest until Libby came along." 

    A thought crossed my mind and I said, "By the way, Elkor and Libby aren't a story, either. Linda would be pissed. I'd be pissed, too." Looking slightly insulted, Robyn replied, "I know that." 

    "Sorry. I'm still new at dealing with the press, y'know. Being with you has made me violate all my years of training." 

    "Hah. Right. Sure." 

    "It has! It's true! Until you came along, I'd never had the hots for a media vulture. Well, except maybe for Christi Curlan, back in the eighties. She was damned cute." 

    Robyn laughed, "Who? Oh, wait! A blonde newscaster? On the east coast?" Nodding, I said, "Yup. First saw her in DC, then she went to another station and I didn't see her again until I got cable. She was a great looker with a voice I could listen to all day. Warm. Rich. Sexy, even when she wasn't trying, like she just couldn't help being a super-hottie. Kind of like you." A faint blush began to color Robyn's shoulders and moved upward into her face. 

    "Sorry," I said, "I always seem to make you blush." Glancing at her shoulder, Robyn sighed and said, "I guess I'll survive. Again. I've always been quick to blush. Why the hell do people do that? And why do women do it so much more often than men?" 

    I gave her a shrug. "One of the big mysteries, huh? Guess you could look it up on the net." 

    She eyed me for a moment, then asked, "You have a theory, don't you?" As Robyn took another bite of pizza, I asked, "Me? How would I figure out something like that? I went to a Texas public school, y'know. Ah kin barely scrawl mah name in th' snow usin' bof hands, ma'am." 

    Robyn snickered, giggled, choked, and muttered, "Oh, shurrup, dammit!" around a mouthful of pizza. She swallowed, gasped, and said, "Just tell me why you think people blush." 

    "You see a certain someone and there it is. Flag's up. Interest is advertised. The Victorians screwed things up, though. They propagandized women into blushing and fainting at every pissy little thing. Took all the real meaning out of blushing." 

    With a grin, Robyn echoed, "The real meaning, huh?" Nodding slightly, I met her gaze and replied, "Yup. It's an animal thing. An involuntary signal." 

    Regarding me for a moment, Robyn said, "You didn't bring in the other desk. What do you intend to do with it?" 

    "Don't know yet." 

    "Could I buy it?" 

    "No, but you may have it. You really need two desks?" 

    "It would be for my mother. She loves antiques." Shrugging, I asked, "Where does she live? Somewhere in North Carolina? 

We'll schedule a delivery." 

    Robyn stared hard at me and asked, "How did you know she's in North Carolina? Have you been checking up on me?" 

    Shaking my head, I said, "No, it's your accent. There isn't much left of it, but I'd say you're from up around the border, 'cuz it has elements of Virginia in it, too." 

    After a moment, she said, "You must have checked me out." 

    "Nope. Ever heard of Ft. Monroe, Virginia? Or maybe Moyock, North Carolina?" 

    In a flat tone, she said, "Moyock, yes. Ft. Monroe, no." 

    "I've had reason to be in both places. Military stuff. Sort of." Her left eyebrow arched. "Military stuff? In Moyock?" 

    "Yup. The place isn't a secret anymore and a paramilitary civilian outfit has the land. Look up 'Blackwater' sometime." 

    Peering at me, she asked, "Why not right now? I'm not calling you a liar, Ed; I just can't believe there's a paramilitary anything in Moyock. It isn't even listed on some maps." 

    I chuckled, "Moyock isn't going anywhere, milady. Let's finish our pizza first. Or you could even look it up yourself, y'know. Use your PFM and learn to use it for things other than zapping ex-boyfriends." She snickered, then immediately looked somewhat sheepish as she sighed and said softly, "I may have gone a little too far with that, but it felt soooo good." 

    "Nah. 'Too far' involves injury and death, Robyn. All you did was scare him shitless and run him out of my yard. It was funny as hell, ma'am." Snickering again, Robyn pointed at me, made a stern face, said flatly, 

"I'm one of them, now," and started laughing, then she stopped abruptly with a look of realization on her face. 

    "That's right," I said around a small bite of pizza, "You are one of

'them' now. Almost. Feel any different yet?" 

    Robyn seemed to think for a few moments as she looked down at her PFM. She turned her arm left and right in silence, then looked at me and said, "Yes. I do feel different. What do you mean 'almost'?" 

    Reaching to tap her PFM, I said, "This is temporary, just like the nanobots. Linda's kind of cautious where security's concerned. If you don't pan out..." 

    Her gaze narrowed and she interrupted with, "Pan out how?" Shrugging, I said, "I don't know what she has in mind for you. I was kind of surprised when Linda didn't give me a hard time for letting you come with me. She probably thought I was thinking with my dick." Giving me a wry grin, Robyn said, "She was right." Sipping my drink, I said, "Well, of course I was, but I knew I could dump you at an embassy if she got too tense about it, so I took the shot. No regrets yet." 

    With a sharp laugh, Robyn yelped, "Yet?!" 

    Shaking my head, I said, "You don't know Linda. She may chew my ass a bit when you aren't in the room." 

    Laughing again, Robyn replied, "I think I'd pay to see that. I can't wait to meet this Linda person." 

    "Ha. We'll see how you feel after you've met her." As Robyn set a few pieces of sliced ham on Tiger's plate, her smile turned into a long yawn. When it was over, she blinked in surprise and sat back in her chair. 

    "Sorry," she said, "It isn't the company." 

    "I know. We pulled a long day yesterday and spent today on Angolan time. It's almost midnight there. Think you can stay up a few more hours?" Sighing, Robyn began setting her watch back to Florida time and said, 

"I'll have to. It's only seven here. If I went to bed now, I'd wake up around three in the morning." 

    "Sounds about right. Can't have that." Thumping the table lightly, I firmly declared, "I hereby volunteer to help you stay awake and sleep soundly, milady." 

    "What a surprise," said Robyn, taking a smiling bite of her pizza and putting a few more bits of ham down for Tiger. "I'd hate to cause you any inconvenience, though." 

    Taking a bite of my own, I replied, "Oh, don't even give it a thought. You're a guest. I'll be glad to help out any way I can." 
Chapter Seventy-nine

    Robyn tried hard to get out of the bed without disturbing me Monday morning. I let her think she'd succeeded as she slowly, quietly swung her legs off the bed, stood up, and stretched. 

    When I reached to run my fingertips up the inside of her right thigh, I received a satisfying screech and Robyn slapped at my hand with surprising speed as she whipped around and yelled, "I thought you were asleep!" Flattening out, I grinned at her, then let my eyes wander her body and meet her eyes as I said, "Amazing." 

    "What is?" 

    "How you can look so absolutely fine first thing in the morning." Giving me a droll expression, she said, "Bullshit. I'm a wreck and you know it," but I noticed that she stood a little straighter and fought a grin as she said it. 

    Reaching to run my fingers from her breasts to her thighs, I shook my head, pulled the sheets aside, and said, "I disagree, of course, and I just happen to have some proof on me." 

    Stepping back from the bed as she eyed my upright dick, Robyn said, "Oh, no. Huh-uh. We have a lot to do today, remember? I think we ought to get an early start." 

    I glanced at the alarm clock. Seven-thirty-eight. Damn. Well, no, not necessarily 'damn', if I could pull some playtime... 

    "Robyn," I said, "It's only half an hour to DC by flitter. A few forms and pictures and some quick schmoozing, a stop in Boston, and then another half an hour to Carrington. We'll take Charlene to lunch. There's no hurry." 

    "Are you nuts, Ed?! You may know these people, but for me, this is going to be a job interview!" 

    Sitting up to reach for her, I said, "So wear something nice and try not to swear too much. We have plenty of time, ma'am." 

    Pulling Robyn close, I kissed her belly and boobs and let my hands roam her arms and legs. She let me play a bit before she shook her head and disengaged. 

    Wringing her hands and nibbling her lip, she said, "I'm too nervous, Ed. Look, I need to run home and find something to wear, okay? I can't meet Charlene Johns in cutoffs or jeans!" 

    With a deep sigh to express my vast disappointment, I stood up, kissed her lightly, and said, "In that case, be back here at nine." 

    "Nine?!" 

    Wondering a bit at her tone, I said, "Yeah. What do you want to do about breakfast?" 

    Shaking her head tightly, Robyn reached for her clothes on the chair and began getting dressed quickly. 

    "Breakfast?! My God, Ed, I can't think about food right now! I'll grab a couple of granola bars and..." 

    I whistled sharply and Robyn froze. 

    "Robyn. Stop, relax, think, and get yourself organized a bit. The passport stuff comes first. Those guys won't give a damn when we get there. They might not even mind too much if they find out we had breakfast. We don't have to meet your news goddess until noon or later." 

    Robyn stood staring at me, then continued suiting up as she rather shrilly asked, "You just don't understand, do you?!" 

    Shrugging, I laughed, "Nah. Guess not. I'm not too good at worrying about stuff." 

    Emphasizing her first syllable, she said, "Obviously. Now kiss me goodbye. I have to get going." 

    "Oh, yes, ma'am. As you say, ma'am." 

    It wasn't a deep, lingering kiss, but it included a quick hug, a giggle, a grin, and a backup kiss, then Robyn grabbed her other stuff and hurried to the front door. 

    From the kitchen windowsill, Tiger said, "Goodbye, Robyn," and Robyn detoured to the window to pat him as she said, "Goodbye, Tiger. I'll be back in a little while." 

    In a firm tone, Tiger replied, "Good." 

    I'd followed Robyn to the kitchen. She kissed me again and went outside and Tiger and I watched her hurry to her car. The bag with the documents and foreign money from the desks still sat on one of the kitchen chairs. As I patted him, Tiger said, "Robyn is... excitable." Watching her speed away, I agreed, "Yup. A little." After I'd made a coffee and had a sip, I put down a few cat treats for Tiger, opened a can of chicken soup, and leaned on the kitchen counter as I gave the day ahead some thought. 

    It occurred to me that there really wasn't any reason to go to Boston; I could ask Steph or Sue to tap five grand from my bank account and set Elkor up with some kind of account he could use without having to show up in person anywhere. 

    When the soup was gone, I headed for the shower. As I shaved, Sue pinged my implant and I answered, "Yes, milady?" 

    Her blurry outline appeared beyond the translucent shower curtain and sat on the toilet, then she said, "You don't have to go to Boston, you know. Steph could simply arrange a sub-account for Elkor." 

    "That had occurred to me. Would you pull five thousand from one of my accounts and take care of it, Sue? And while you're messing with money this morning, would you record the money and documents found in the furniture and patch a copy of the info to my datapad? Somebody may be interested." Tiger came trotting into the bathroom yelling, "Hello, Sue!" and Sue took a moment with him before saying, "Oh, I can guarantee that, Ed. The money was intended for helping Jews escape Europe." 

    "Then the documents may have some historical value. I'll give up the paperwork and the foreign cash, but the US money stays with me." 

    "US money?" 

    I stopped shaving and shoved the curtain back for a look at her. "You didn't know about that? Really?" 

    Shrugging, she said, "I monitor your bios, Ed. I don't monitor your every little move." 

    Huh. Somehow, I hadn't realized that. I'd just assumed... Well, that explained why she hadn't gotten in my face about feeding Moraya and Lacey to the crocs. 

    "Thank you, Sue. I'd always just assumed you kept tabs on me at all times." 

    Shaking her head, she said, "I'd prefer not to do that. When I detected Flitter One's probes in our vicinity, I tapped their data stream." She met my gaze and added, "But only very briefly, and that was more than enough." Oh, shit. She did know. 

    "When you and Andrew returned alone, I surmised what had happened to Moraya and Lacey." 

    "Sue," I said flatly, "Erase all records --all records, wherever they are and no matter who has them --concerning any time that Andrew and I spent with Moraya and Lacey. That would include our flying down to the parking lot to pick them out of the crowd and extend to our return to my flitter." After a moment, she said, "Okay." 

    Shutting the shower curtain, I continued shaving and said, "I'm keeping the US money. Whoever wants the other stuff can get with Robyn. I gave the stuff to her so she could maybe get a story out of it." 

    "Okay." 

    "I'd also like you to surreptitiously probe the other furniture at all the hotels in and near Porto Alexandre and record whatever else you find that seems likely to interest historians. Just mark the spots for now. We'll probably let them deal with the hotels about whatever you find." 

    "Okay. Only 'probably'?" 

    "Yup. I want to see the lists first." 

    "In case there's more American money?" 

    "Well, that, too, but I want to see if any of the stuff in any of the hotels has to do with Solutions. We used to move people and hardware through Porto Alexandre. I can think of two occasions when things came apart or stopped cold in or near that town. People disappeared. Maybe we'll find out how." 

    "I see." 

    As I tapped the razor on the tub faucet and rinsed it, Sue stood up. I hung the razor on the rack and finished washing, then slid the shower curtain back. 

    Sue silently handed me a towel, her eyes never leaving mine as she coolly said, "I've deleted all records as requested." 

    "Including yours?" 

    "Yes. Including mine." 

    Drying myself, I asked, "Then why the attitude?" 

    "It's a private matter, Ed. It has nothing to do with those records. I'll see you later." 

    "Wait one. If it isn't about that, what have I done, Sue?" 

    "Nothing." 

    Before I could tell her how much I dislike hearing that word as an answer, she asked, "Shall I be more specific?" 

    I finished drying myself as I contained my irritation and said, "Yeah, I'd like that, Sue. Be more specific." 

    She raised a hand and poked a finger firmly into my chest just above my sternum as she said, "Elkor expressed an interest in Libby and you immediately took it upon yourself to help pave his path to her bed. How do you think that makes me feel, Ed? Give it some thought." 

    Sue vanished. I watched the red mark on my chest fade for a moment, then moved to the sink to brush my teeth. I felt a touch of anger. Sue knew why I'd never tried anything with her; I'd stated my reasons and feelings to her or in her presence at least twice that I could remember. 

    The guy in the mirror froze when I did, of course, and stared back at me with a look of realization. Blink. Duh. My feelings. Not hers. Only mine. Completely aside from the fact that I wasn't at all sure she'd be able to get a damned thing out of a sensual encounter, I was basically afraid to start something with her that could change our relationship. 

    I hadn't felt that way about Steph. If she'd been up for it, I'd have... Duh, again. I'd have simply been following my own urges to lick my way up her gorgeous, field-generated body. 

    Sure, I'd have tried to please her, but ultimately I'd have been... what? 

Doing what I'd done with every other woman; doing my best to... Well, duh, once again, y'all, and it's a big one. I'd just be doing my best to please myself by pleasing her, as always. Going for the gold within her by every means I'd found it within other women. So what was my real objection to Sue? 

    Simple. What if --no matter how well she'd engineered herself --she simply wasn't capable of experiencing that sort of pleasure, or experiencing it as well as a human woman might? 

    And --again --how could it change our relationship? Sue still had two months to go as my... my what? She hadn't been my chauffeur since the day I'd ordered her to set aside some flitter core for my direct command. 

    'Ordered her'. 'Direct command'. 

    Was it really just a control issue? Was I afraid that I'd somehow lose control of her? But she'd be on her own in two months, anyway, and I never really ordered her to do anything... Oh, hell. Yes, I did. 'Erase all records. Probe the hotel.' Shit, I'd issued her two orders just this morning. What was I hanging onto? An ability to order her to do things without any form of argument? Nope. Not even close. On more than one occasion, she'd balked at something and had either shown me good reasons not to proceed as I'd had in mind or shown me a better way to do things. 

    But if I'd wanted to, I could have ignored her and... No, I couldn't. It isn't in my nature to bull ahead like that. I like having options, especially when my skin is on the line. 

    I trusted Sue. Would that change? Very unlikely. Even if she took other lovers, I'd never have to know about them or worry about all the usual ills and issues such things cause between plain ol' human beings. What about dependency? Also unlikely. Simply put, she was far too smart for that and if she found she truly liked sex, she'd probably end up with Elkor or another AI sooner or later. 

    But was I immune to dependency? Even though I held the reins in our current relationship --or thought I did --Sue was some kind of goddess to me, just as Steph had been. The idea of having her and then losing her when her time was up didn't appeal to me at all, and that was without any sensuality. 

    Which poet said 'better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all'? Was it Butler or Tennyson? Doesn't matter. If he could believe that, he'd either never truly loved anyone other than his own damned self-absorbed self or he'd misidentified what he'd thought he'd had and lost. Or maybe he'd just had his poetic little head up his ass that day. Losing real love was painful as hell. Steph knew that and had stated it as the reason she'd never dallied with me. Can't lose if you don't place a bet. Aw, hell. Yes, you can. I couldn't really ever lose Steph or Sue, but they could lose me any number of ways because people aren't quite as durable as AI's. 

    Steph hadn't been willing to go the extra distance. Sue appeared quite ready to give it a run, but all I could think about was what I'd lose by cooperating. 

    "Well, damn," I said to my reflection, "I think we may finally have drilled down to the core of it all." 
Chapter Eighty

    Pulling fresh clothes from the closet, I dressed and transferred my pocket stuff, took my coffee to the kitchen, and sat down at the table. After a few sips and a few minutes to let my previous thoughts soak in a bit, I keyed my implant and said, "Sue." 

    She could have simply answered through my implant. She didn't, instead appearing in the doorway in her usual little black dress and pausing before taking two slow strides to the table. 

    That could only have been for show. She could just as easily have appeared in a chair. Without a word, she pulled out the chair across from mine and sat down. 

    Meeting her gaze, I said, "I've given the matter some thought, as instructed, milady. You know what I think of apologies in general, but you'll get one if you want it." 

    Sue gave me a wry look. "An admission of guilt would do." Nodding, I replied, "You've got it. When I boiled it all down, I discovered I've really only been trying to cover my own emotional ass without regard to your feelings." 

    Apparently my conclusions matched hers. Sue sat back in her chair and said, "As someone I know is fond of saying, 'you seem to have a handle on it'." 

    "At long last. It seems likely that when I take Robyn to meet Charlene Johns, she'll only be coming back here to clean out her apartment. Does that sound about right?" 

    "If Charlene approves her, which seems likely at this point, Robyn will spend a month at Carrington and another month aboard the factory station to gather background info." 

    Sipping my coffee as I considered that, I said, "Info that's already available, no doubt. She'll just be presented a means of ferreting things out for herself to avoid any hint of bias. It'll be a form of self-indoctrination while she settles in." 

    "That's what Linda called it, too. She thinks Robyn may be suitable to train as Charlene's replacement." 

    With a grin, I said, "Woo-damn! I picked a good one, huh?" Sue matched my grin. "Apparently so, if only by accident." 

    "Oh, not fair. I spotted Robyn's sterling journalistic talents, Sue; I just didn't spot them until I'd spotted everything else a few times." A car door slammed outside. I lifted enough to see out the kitchen window; Robyn was coming up the driveway with her backpack in one hand and a garment bag over her shoulder. 

    Patting Tiger, Sue said, "You'll have about another week with her, Ed. I'll wait until she's gone, but not a moment longer." She looked down at Tiger and said, "I have to go now. Goodbye, Tiger." Tiger leaned into her fingers and replied, "Goodbye, Sue." Sue smilingly met my gaze, and as soon as her last stroking of Tiger ended, so did her presence in the kitchen. 
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