
        
            
        
    
3rd World Products, Inc. Book IX

Copyright©2006 by Ed Howdershelt

ISBN 1-932693-28-9

Caution: Some Erotic Content 

Note: I'm not going to re-introduce everybody. 

Read my other 3WP-Books before starting Book IX. 
Chapter One

    When I walked down to the mailbox Thursday afternoon, I saw my neighbor trying to horse a big, oddly-shaped box out of the back seat of her tiny car and went to see if I could help. It was one of those 'you-assemble-it' wood shelving units that weighed about fifty pounds. 

    "It's a late... Christmas present," she puffed, "From me... to me. Got tired... of all the loose junk... in the laundry room." I shrugged. "Only two days late. Still counts." She grinned and breathlessly echoed, "Yeah! Still counts." We freed the box from the car and I carried it into her house for her, then I continued on to my mailbox, listening to the sound of a helicopter approaching from the south. 

    Helicopters above Spring Hill aren't unusual; there's an airport twelve miles east of me and the Sheriff's birds seem to run half their training flights over my end of town, so a chopper flapping by overhead doesn't usually rate much attention. 

    But something was subtly wrong about the sound of this one. The slap of its blades identified it as one of the Bell 'UH' series. I looked up. It wasn't military; it was white with red stripes and some kind of logo painted on the side and the name 'Westco Industries'. 

    Almost hidden by the slapping sound of the rotor blades was a smaller sound I'd heard maybe twice before and many years ago. It was a kind of whizzing, whining sound with occasional 'ping' noises that means a tail rotor's about to crap out. 

    Calling up my board, I headed upstairs as I called my flitter down. As I neared the chopper, the whining noise changed pitch and became almost painful to hear. 

    Individual blades of the tail rotor became discernible briefly as the rotor's spin slowed to almost nothing, but didn't quite stop. The bird's tail started swinging toward me, but stopped when the rotor blades became a blur again. 

    They seemed to spin properly for several seconds, then I heard a snapping sound from within the tail boom. The tail rotor appeared to spin freely and slow down and the bird's tail again began turning toward me. 

    "Flitter," I said, "Grab that chopper's tail and act as a tail rotor, please, then patch my implant into their commo. I'll have a word with the pilot before he kills the engine." 

    As the helicopter's spin stopped, I moved my board just ahead of the bird and waved as I said, "Hi, guys. My flitter's got your tail. Keep the power on and find a spot to land." 

    The two guys in the bird stared at me as I clicked off and slid away from the bird rather than discuss the matter. An animated discussion took place between them, then the pilot began their descent toward a large retention pond. 

    They aren't 'ponds', really. They're just manicured landscape indentations of various sizes that serve to collect street runoff and let it soak into Florida's rather porous ground. Between rainstorms, most of the 'ponds' are just oddly-shaped fields between buildings or other types of properties. As soon as the chopper's weight had settled onto its skids and its engine slowed to idle, I said, "Good work as usual, flitter. Thanks." The flitter, also as usual, made no response to my compliment and returned to its parking place twenty miles up. The pilots climbed out of their crippled bird and I headed back to the house. 

    I'd made a fresh coffee and gone into the living room to wait for the authorities to contact me when my phone rang four times, stopped ringing, then rang four times again. 

    Keying my implant to conjure up a blank field screen, I linked it into my phone line and answered, "Hi, there. You've got me." 

    "It's Detective Greer, Ed. We're being recorded, okay?" 

    "Yeah, sure. What's the official view on how the day's going around town?" 

    "Well, it's going pretty well for a couple of helicopter pilots," he said, 

"Why didn't you stick around?" 

    Sipping my coffee, I replied, "Stick around for what? The flitter did all the work and I'm not a chopper mechanic." 

    "Maybe not, but you were involved in the incident. Someone's bound to ask why you were up there." 

    I almost laughed. 'Someone's bound to ask...', just as if he wasn't the one asking during a taped call. 

    "I heard the chopper coming. It didn't sound right, so I headed up there on the board. I was going to follow them until they landed and mention it, but things didn't work out that way. At least now I won't have to try to convince anyone there may be a problem with the bird." 

    Greer laughed, "No, that doesn't seem likely. Anything to add? Like how you managed to keep the chopper from spinning out of control?" 

    "The flitter held their tail steady when the rotor quit." There was another pause before Greer said, "Flitters are public knowledge now, Ed. Why didn't you stick around?" 

    "Just didn't. It's not my thing." 

    With an 'uh-huh' grunt, Greer said, "Well, I can't keep your name out of reports, so you may get a call." 

    I chuckled and said, "No problem. I have an answering machine," and Greer laughed again. 

    "Okay," he said, "If that's how you want it." I heard him tell someone, 

"Just a minute, Larry," then he said, "Gotta go, Ed. Drop by as soon as you can and make a formal report. Anybody here can take it. I'll call if I have any other questions. Later." 

    He disconnected. I let the screen disappear as I took another sip of coffee and headed out the front door. The phone rang again and I waited to see if it was Greer again. It wasn't; it kept ringing until the machine answered. I continued on my way outside. 

    My implant pinged with Selena's datapad pattern. Keying up another blank field screen, I sat on the plastic porch bench and answered, "Hi, there. Long time between chats, ma'am." 

    Grinning, she shot back, "Right back at you, mister. Especially since you don't even need a pad to make a call." 

    Hm. Her stiffly cheery expression didn't seem real. Hair and makeup 'just so', outfit semi-formal, big black chair framing her shoulders. She was obviously at work, and Selena had never, ever taken her datapad out of the house before. 

    I asked, "What's the problem, Sel?" 

    Her gaze narrowed. 

    "Why does there have to be a problem?" 

    "You're calling from work, milady. On your pad, no less. You never -that's 'never' --took your pad out of the house way back when, so chances are this call's pretty important." 

    Rolling her eyes, she replied, "You make it sound like years. It's only been a few months." 

    I shrugged. "Nine months and some change. Back to the question. What's the problem?" 

    Selena seemed to hunt for some words. 

    "Ah... well, actually... I'm about to ask you for a favor, Ed. A big favor. The biggest ever. A huge favor." 

    Uh-oh. Only one thing put that kind of stress on her, but it had been months... Was her mother taking a new interest in getting her married off and knocked up? 

    Looking as hesitant as possible, I replied, "That big, huh? Well, geez, lady, maybe I ought to take some time to prepare myself. Can I call you back in a week or so?" 

    The gold pen Sel was holding began to waggle rapidly back and forth as she drew a breath and said, "Don't make me have to drive all the way down there and hit you." 

    "At least it would get you here, wouldn't it?" She slumped and sighed, "Not this week or next, it wouldn't. I'm swamped here. Ed, it's my aunt Jessie. I need some help with her." Jessie. Well, hell. She was the almost-mother who'd been Joanie's proxy in her mission to generally interfere in our lives and break us up way back when. I let Selena see and hear my reluctance. 

    "Um... Exactly what kind of help, ma'am? You remember how Joanie and Jessie teamed up to make damned sure you couldn't go to London with me? Seems to me she might not be all that keen on seeing me again." Chewing her lower lip, Selena replied, "Oh, hell, Ed. She's been so damned difficult since her divorce and the holidays made things worse. Last month she rented out her house and came to stay with me for a while and it's been one long ordeal. I... I just... I don't know what to do, Ed! It's... She's..." Her lower lip trembled as she tried and failed to finish her sentence. I was somewhat shocked to realize that my strong, self-reliant Selena was actually on the verge of tears, but while my heart went out to her, the matter involved her aunt. 

    Selena looked as if she expected me to make some sort of response, so I ventured, "She's making you a little nuts, huh?" Glancing both ways as if someone might overhear her in her office, Selena clenched both fists and managed to maintain her pleading look as she hissed through gritted teeth, "Yes!" 

    She took a deep breath, pounded her fists on the edge of her desk, and continued, "Yes! Yes! Yes! Oh, God! Half the time I want to kill her! I don't know what the hell to do, Ed!" 

    I chuckled, "Well, you could come right out and ask her how long she intends to stay. Soon, I mean; like, maybe even before you begin to sound desperate, y'know?" 

    Selena's gaze turned positively mean. I raised my hands as if to keep her from hitting me and tried to look apologetic. 

    "Sorry!" I yelped, "I couldn't help it! You know she hates me, Sel. I hope you weren't thinking of trying to use me to help her find... uh, other interests. Or something along those lines. Wouldn't... um... whosis be able to find her something to do? He's from Tallahassee; he knows the place fairly well." 

    'Whosis' was Bill Marlin, Selena's new squeeze. I'd met him once on a visit and he'd seemed a nice enough guy, but not exactly what I'd expected to find Selena tied up with. About my height and weight, but much nearer to Selena's age. He was a banker, a natty dresser, and an indoor jogger. Pale, always seemed tense for no reason, and boring as hell. 

    He was also a neat freak and apparently one of those 'detail' people who'd spend his life keeping track of things real or imagined. If I'd met him anywhere else, I'd probably have figured him as being more than a little gay. Fact is, I hadn't been convinced otherwise, not that it really mattered a damn. If Selena needed an ambulatory prop her own age to fend off her mother and aunt and possibly to deal with certain company affairs, that was her business. 

    Could also be that she'd intended him to be a prop to kind of keep a distance between her and me, as well, now that I no longer fit her world as I had in her student days. 

    With a sigh, Selena supplied, "Bill, Ed. His name is Bill, damn it, and you know it." 

    Looking properly enlightened, I grinningly nodded. "Oh, yeah! Right. Bill Dammit. Sure. Now I remember. I think." 

    Selena's look remained tense as she replied, "Ed, you said you were cool with it." 

    I chuckled, "Oh, I am! Yes'm! I'm cool with it." She shot back, "Then prove it. Come up here and at least try to get my aunt off my back for a while." 

    "Ahhh... Jeez... It's Jessie, Sel... Surely there's some other way I can help." 

    "If there is, I don't know what the hell it would be." 

    "Are you forgetting how hard she and your mother tried to break us up?" Sighing again, she said, "No, Ed, I'm not forgetting a damned thing. I'm just hoping that you can find it in your heart to try to help me a little. Just a little. Maybe help her, too. Help her find... oh, I don't know, damn it... help her find something or someone else to..." Sel gritted her teeth, took a deep breath, and seemed to barely avoid screaming as she hissed, "To just get her off my ass, you know!? Just for a while?! Please?!" I let a few beats of silence pass before I asked, "Got any ideas about how to do that? If I show up there without a woman on my arm, she'll immediately assume that I'm there to try to get you back. And I can't bring Toni. She just started her new job and her gender-conscious girlfriends wouldn't even try to understand. It was all she could do to pry a few hours loose on a Sunday two weeks ago." 

    Selena snickered, "Yeah, I heard. Sometimes lesbians can be worse than jealous boyfriends." 

    "Prob'ly not all that different, I think. So... why would I be visiting my ex-girlfriend? Did I just happen to be in the neighborhood? And by what currently inconceivable premise would I invite your aunt Jessie to spend time with me?" 

    Brightening considerably, Selena asked, "Then you'll do it?" Shrugging again, I replied, "Hey, it's you asking, ma'am. Mountains moved and heaven and earth split asunder at your command. Do or die, and like that. Besides, I wouldn't want you to have to rent some schmuck for her and your aunt's really kinda hot, y'know. She always kinda reminded me of Susan Sullivan. Might be she'd be well worth the effort." A range of expressions crossed Sel's face for a moment, then she asked in a cool tone, "Who the hell's Susan Sullivan?" 

    Uh, huh. The idea of her aunt and me knocking boots didn't really, truly sit too well with her. Heh. Too bad, ma'am. You gave up your territorial rights months ago. 

    "She's an actress," I said, "A fine-lookin' woman. You oughta Google her sometime. Are you sure you want me to try to get your aunt's attention?" Sel retorted, "Well, now I'm not!" She stared at the screen for a moment, then slumped back and sighed, "Oh, hell. Yes, I am. I can't take much more of her." 

    "Then I need a good reason to visit. Something she'll buy without too much doubt. Bill was generally polite the last time I was up there, but it was pretty obvious he'd rather not have me around to remind you of your rowdy past." 

    "What was... well, it just was, and Bill knows it. Having aunt Jessie here is hard on him, too. He'll go along with it." 

    'Go along with it.' Heh. That's all he'd been able to do the last time Toni and I had been in Tallahassee to visit Selena. He'd almost stepped on his tongue trying to talk to Toni, who'd deliberately worn a short skirt, a tank top, and a somewhat challenging attitude. 

    Hm. Come to think of it, maybe Bill was straight. Sort of. He'd certainly been nervous and confused enough while Toni was anywhere in sight. Whatever. Didn't matter. 

    A black Lincoln Continental slowed on Northcliffe Boulevard and entered the turn lane for Commodore Avenue. The logo on the driver's door was like the one on the helicopter. They'd likely already seen me on the porch. 

    "Okay," I said to Selena, "I think I'm about to have some company. If I can get loose, I may show up tonight. Good?" 

    "Uh... tonight?" 

    "Might as well get to it, right? I have to visit the cop shop and make a report about something, but there's nothing else on my agenda. I'll call ahead, say I'm on the way to somewhere else, and ask if you'd like to visit a bit." 

    "Uh... oh, hell. Okay. I don't have any better ideas." Nodding, I said, "Good 'nuff, then. See you later." 

    "Okay. Bye, Ed. And thanks. I think." 

    "Heh. Save it until you're sure. Bye, milady." 
Chapter Two

    I let the screen dissolve as the Lincoln made the turn, then pulled into my driveway. Two men in suits got out and looked at the house and my 1984

Olds, then walked up the driveway. 

    Sipping my coffee, I said, "Hi, there." 

    Casting another glance around, one of the men asked me if I was me, reading my name from a folded sheet of paper that I recognized as a Sheriff's office incident report. No point in ducking the question. Nodding, I admitted, "Yup. That's me. You guys lawyers?" He glanced at his companion, then said, "Uh, no, sir. Some people with my company would like to talk to you." 

    Looking past them at the Lincoln, I asked, "Are they in the car?" 

    "Ah... no, sir, they aren't. They sent me --us, that is --to contact you when you couldn't be reached by phone." 

    "Didn't it occur to anyone that I might not want to be reached? Who wants to talk to me? What's it about?" 

    Glancing at his friend again, the guy said, "I was just told to contact you, sir, and invite you to visit our offices." 

    Shaking my head, I replied, "Can't go right now. I'm about to head over to the Sheriff's office to make a report." 

    He brightened a bit. "We could take you and you could..." 

    "No, thanks," I interrupted, "I have to get going now." Standing up, I hung my coffee mug on a pants pocket and called up my board. When the six-foot plank of grey field energy appeared by my feet, both guys stepped back quickly and one of them briefly stepped outside his impersonally polite, corporate character as he yelped, 'Whoa, shit!' 

    "Thanks for stopping by," I said, then I stepped onto the board and aimed it up and away from my yard. 

    As I stepped off the board at the Sheriff's office, Tiger pinged me. When I answered, he said, "Ed, two men were here when I came home. They went away in a car." 

    "I know, Tiger. Let me know if they come back." 

    "Okay. We found a new alligator today. A little one." How do you answer something like that? 

    A Sheriff's car pulled into the lot and parked as I replied, "Very good, Tiger. You didn't bring it home, did you?" 

    "No. Elkor said it had to live at the lake." I thought, 'Good ol' Elkor.' 

    "He's right, Tiger. Alligators need a lot of water." A blonde lady deputy got out of the patrol car and approached me with a quizzical look. 

    "Tiger," I said, "A lady wants to talk with me. We'll talk about alligators later, okay?" 

    "Okay." He dropped the link as the deputy came to stand a few feet from me. Her nametag read 'Hall'. 

    "Sir, are you okay?" 

    Pretending to check myself over, I replied, "Guess so." 

    "You seemed to be talking to someone just now." She cleared her throat gently and added, "But I didn't see a cell phone. Are you sure you're okay?" For a moment, I considered telling her I'd been talking to my cat --who was at home --about baby alligators. Just to see how she'd take it, y'know? 

But reason prevailed. 

    Thumbing over my shoulder, I said, "Deputy Hall, I'm going inside. Why not ask Detective Greer that question?" 

    I held the door open, but she gestured me ahead of her, so in I went. When I reached Greer's desk, he waved me to a seat, looked beyond me for a moment, and said, "Just a minute," as he went to talk with the ladybear a few yards away. 

    When he returned, he grinned and said, "I told her not to worry about it. Wendy's new; she came to us from Jacksonville. She'll be back in a minute to take your report. Did a couple of guys from Westco Industries come by?" 

    "Yup. I told 'em I had to come here and split. Tiger said they left a few minutes ago." 

    "Tiger... oh. Your cat. Is that who you were talking to when she saw you?" 

    "Yeah. Think I ought to try to explain that to her?" He laughed, "If you do, I'd like to watch." Wendy returned and took me to another desk, where I described the chopper incident as she typed. After reading the document, I signed it, said goodbye, and waved to Greer as I headed for the front doors. 

    He waved back and Hall sat staring at me as if bewildered that I was being allowed to leave. In the reflection from the glass doors, I saw her get up and drop the papers on her desk as she followed me. 

    I waited a few seconds at the sidewalk. She'd almost reached the glass doors when I called up my board, stepped onto it, and put it in motion. Hall froze with a hand on the door and a big-eyed stare. I waved, but she didn't wave back as I lifted out of the parking lot. Oh, well. I sat on the board, sipped coffee, and watched the world pass below as I considered the evening ahead. 

    Jessie had made no secret of pretty much hating me during the years I'd been with Selena. She'd seen me as the reason her darling niece hadn't dated guys her own age; guys who might have married Sel and produced children. In the beginning, I'd tried to be pleasant and deferential, but that hadn't helped even a little bit, so I'd eventually given it up in favor of generally avoiding her as I had Joanie. 

    Most times avoidance had been possible. When it hadn't been possible, Jessie and I had politely snarled at each other, but we'd usually managed to avoid outright arguments. 

    During my last year or so with Sel, Jessie's conversational barbs had become pretty vicious at times. I once tried to explain to her that Sel's graduation and move to Tallahassee would end our time together, but if that had made any difference to Jessie, it hadn't been apparent to me. Yet, after all that, Selena seemed to think I'd be able to just waltz in and invite Jessie to dinner or whatever. Well, she was right. Sort of. I could invite her regardless of how any invitation of mine might be perceived or received. 

    I decided not to worry about it and thought about what there might be to do in Tallahassee. Hm. Didn't know the restaurants. Didn't know the city's pleasures or treasures. 

    Calling up a screen, I sent a ping to Sel's datapad. When she answered, I said, "I don't know anything about Tallahassee. Where or what has Jessie mentioned with any interest?" 

    Apparently racking her brain for a moment, Sel finally shook her head. 

"Nothing. Nothing I can remember, anyway. She's never been too impressed with anyplace in Florida." 

    "Where's she from?" 

    "Vermont. Rutland, Vermont. Why?" 

    "That's probably why Florida never impressed her, ma'am. It's nothing but jungle or beach. She grew up in the Green Mountains. Does she have any family left up there?" 

    "Yes, but if she wanted to be there, she'd be there. Money isn't a problem. She's worth about fifteen million." 

    "How much of it can she reach, though? It's probably all tied up in settlements." 

    "No, not all of it. Her cash award was two million three." 

    "Wowsers. With that kind of a travel budget, seems likely the same would apply to anywhere on Earth; she'd be there if she wanted to be there. What about hobbies?" 

    Selena laughed snidely, "Annoying her niece is the only one I'm sure of. No, wait, she's been talking about getting back into flying. She got a pilot's license back when her first husband had a Cessna. Got any other ideas?" 

    "Nope," I replied, "Not really. Guess I'll just have to program a Cessna into the flitter. We'll wing it from there." 

    Sel shook her head and grinningly groaned, "That was terrible, Ed." 

    "Yes, ma'am. As you say, ma'am. Made you smile, though." 

    "I still can't believe you're really going to do this." 

    "Hey, you asked me to date your aunt and she's pretty much an older version of you. What kind of fool would I be not to try for her?" Her gaze narrowing, Selena said in a rather ominous tone, "Don't make me regret this, Ed." 

    "You already regret it, ma'am." 

    "You know what I mean." 

    "I'll be the soul of discretion, milady." 

    She sighed, "Somehow I don't feel reassured, Ed. Look, she may be a total pain in the ass, but she's my family, and..." 

    A quick tapping sounded on a door, then the screen jolted suddenly and Selena and the room behind her seemed to slew sideways before it went dark. I could hear Sel's brief conversation with another woman about an account. I dimmed the screen sharply in anticipation. Sure enough, when the desk drawer was yanked open I was suddenly looking up at the glaring overhead lights of her office. 

    "Oh, hell," muttered Selena, "If I broke it..." 

    "You didn't," I said, adjusting the brightness, "I turned the screen dark so I wouldn't be blinded when you opened the drawer. Unless you have a new idea, I guess I'll ring off and try to figure out how to make myself irresistible to Jessie." 

    "Um..." Sel began, but didn't finish. 

    "Um, what?" 

    Sel looked fidgety as she said, "Uh, well... aunt Jess always hated your golf shoes. What else could you wear?" 

    "Sneaks. Boots. I'll figure something out." 

    "Would you consider wearing a suit? You only make one first impression, Ed." 

    "Very true, ma'am, and I made it with your aunt Jessie years ago. I'd need a damned good reason to be in a suit when I drop by, and you haven't thought of one yet." 

    Looking a bit exasperated, Selena asked, "Well, you'd be taking her to dinner, wouldn't you?" 

    "Assuming she'll even acknowledge my presence, I can try. What kind of food does she like?" 

    "Italian. German. Just about any kind in small doses, I think. She looks more for ambiance in a restaurant." 

    Her emphasis on the word 'ambiance' made me chuckle. 

    "Oh, wonderful. That usually means way too much decor and too little food on the plate. Or worse." 

    Another rapping on Sel's door made her look away from the screen and I said, "Tell me to be at your place by five, Sel." 

    "What? Why? I won't get home before six. Or later." 

    "Figured that. Just say it so I won't be lying when I say you told me to be there at five, okay?" 

    "Oh. Uh... Okay. Be there by five, Ed." 

    I replied, "As you command, milady. Bye," and dropped the link to her pad as I considered my next steps. 

    Fact... there was no point in trying to cobble together a plan. To make any form of non-hostile contact with Jessie, I'd need her own input on the matter... some point of connection that would make being with me seem worth her while. 

    Okay, then. A fishing expedition. Old friend of Selena --me --offers to take everybody to dinner? But why would I do that, out of the blue? 

Celebration? Of what? Holiday spirit? Hoo-hah. Sel --and her aunt --knew the holidays could easily sneak past me if everybody'd just shut up about them. Maybe a secret? 'Can't say why, but just had to share the excitement?' 

Lame, very lame. And it would call for some noticeable level of excitement. Well, no, it wouldn't, necessarily. Just show up with a fatuous smile and a secret and offer to spring for dinner. If nothing else, it could open the door for conversation. What the hell. If nothing better surfaced, that would do. 
Chapter Three

    As I spiffed up and chose tan slacks and a cord sport coat for the evening ahead, Tiger sat watching from the doorway. At the sight of the sport coat, he asked where I was going. 

    Tossing the coat on the bed, I replied, "Tallahassee, Tiger. Selena needs some help with her aunt Jessie." 

    Tiger's expression and left ear at half-mast told me he'd likely only want to help Jessie fall off a cliff. 

    "She is like Joanie. Must I also go?" 

    Asking if he had to accompany me somewhere was Tiger's preferred way of suggesting that he'd rather not. 

    "Nope. I think I can probably manage alone." He stated flatly, "She doesn't like you." 

    "Not so far, she hasn't, but her reasons may no longer apply. Are you going to wish me luck?" 

    I'd once explained the concept of 'luck' to Tiger when Toni had used the word regarding my trip to Texas. Tiger's collar had translated the word to catspeak as a form of 'good chance'. 

    Tiger eyed me thoughtfully for a short time, then said, "If you have luck, you might bring Jessie home." 

    Grinning, I said, "Good point, Tiger. What if I promise not to bring her home without your permission?" 

    His little head canted sideways a bit, then he replied, "Okay. Good luck." 

    "Thank you." 

    Hm. A tie? No. Well, maybe rolled up in a pocket. Just in case, that is. Never know how or where things will lead. My brown cowboy boots needed buffing. I used the shoe brush on them and put them on, then looked for a shirt. 

    Since Jessie had been fond of the color blue, I chose a medium blue shirt, put a toilet kit and a change of clothes in my backpack, made a coffee for the road, patted Tiger goodbye, and headed outside. 

    Once aboard the flitter I checked the time on the console. Four-oh-two; a bit early for starting an evening out, but just the right time to get a good look at Tallahassee traffic. 

    Although it had been over a year since I'd last seen Jessie, some things about people don't change too much. If at all possible back then, she'd plop herself where she could watch the five o'clock news with a martini. 

    "Flitter," I said, "Monitor 911 calls and TV news directives in the Tallahassee area, please. Put the calls on a split screen; 911 calls on the left and the news chatter on the right." 

    A display appeared on the console. For the next few minutes, not much happened on the roads around Tallahassee, but as the outskirts of town along US-27 came into view, a 911 call about an overturned car appeared on the screen. 

    The call said the overturned car had slid across the Interstate near where US-27 met I-10, that it had hit two other vehicles, and that one of them was on fire. 

    "Flitter," I said, putting a finger on the display, "Let's go help with that incident before it gets any worse. Stay subsonic, please, and switch to opaque fields so they can see us. Are there any news helicopters within ten miles or so?" 

    "Yes, Ed. One is changing course toward our destination." 

    "Excellent. Head past them just below their altitude and remain at that altitude until we're over the wreck. Send visible fields down to deal with fires as you descend." 

    In the helicopter, someone aimed a camera at the flitter, as expected. Traffic below was so thick that it seemed unlikely that emergency vehicles would arrive very quickly. 

    When we arrived above the wreck, I slid off the deck on my board on the side of the flitter facing away from the chopper and headed down to the accident scene. 

    I saw no fire, only the last gasps of steam escaping from under the hood of a blue pickup truck. 

    "Flitter, are any of these vehicles on fire?" 

    "No, Ed. That report was erroneous." 

    "Are any of the people seriously injured? Broken bones, life-threatening injuries, or like that?" 

    "No, Ed. All of their injuries are superficial." 

    "Thanks, flitter." 

    A white sedan had flipped onto its roof and slid across the highway until it blocked the outside-middle lanes of westbound I-10, but that wasn't keeping some traffic from trying to go around it. A couple of cars squeezed through the gap between the overturned car's rear bumper and the median. Blocking the two right-hand lanes, the blue pickup and a small red convertible had apparently collided hard and bounced a few yards apart. Four people stood screaming at each other near the empty vehicles, but their screaming stopped as the flitter descended and I landed beside the overturned car. 

    A small pickup eased past the upside-down car as I knelt to look inside it. Empty. Maybe the driver was in the group of screamers? The pickup's rear bumper nudged the flipped car, but the truck hurried away once it had passed. 

    "Flitter," I said, "Is this upside-down car any particular danger? I mean, will it catch fire or anything?" 

    "That is unlikely." 

    "How about the other vehicles?" 

    "They are also unlikely to ignite." 

    "Thanks, flitter. In that case, let's move this one over in front of the other two vehicles and open a couple of traffic lanes before there's another accident." 

    "That would be illegal, Ed. I may not do as you ask." Hm. Well, damn. "Flitter, the news guys have pictures of it here and it isn't as if we're trying to conceal evidence." 

    "Agreed," said the flitter, "But I may not move it until the proper authorities have..." 

    "Yeah, yeah," I interrupted, "All that." Another car was approaching the gap. I walked to stand behind the overturned car and waved, then gave the matter some consideration. A field wedge might move the car or at least turn it so its butt wasn't halfway into the next lane. 

    The new arrival honked insistently. I gave the guy a 'just hold your water' look and put both hands on the overturned car near the bumper, then formed a field wedge and expanded it laterally until it forced the car's rear to move sideways. 

    It moved, but slowly, taking a full five seconds to swing around with lots of grinding noise from the roof area. Not good enough. I remembered how Sue had formed a pad under a small plane to land it and decided to try the same trick. 

    The road sloped very slightly away from the median, so I wouldn't have to worry about the car moving toward me. Casting my field under the roof of the car, I fed power to inflate it until the car lifted maybe a quarter of an inch off the ground, then I placed my back to the doors and shoved. It was heavy as hell, but once I got it moving, the car slid over the broken white lines into the lane ahead of the red convertible without making a sound. It was a little hard to control, so when the rear started to swing farther around, I eased up the power to the field pad and the crumpled roof began to grate on the concrete. 

    Both outside lanes were now clear. I reached into the blue pickup and put its emergency flashers on, then headed toward the small group of people near the wrecked vehicles. 

    Some of them were cut and bruised and one was holding her arm in front of her as if it hurt, but as the flitter had said, none seemed to have life-threatening injuries. 

    "Is everybody okay?" I asked. 

    A blonde who seemed to belong to the red convertible snapped, "Are you just now gettin' around to givin' a damn?" 

    "I just didn't want to interrupt your argument. If you people had any sense, you'd get the hell out of the road." 

    With that, I called up my board and told the flitter to follow me, then soared above the traffic to locate the cops and paramedics likely trying to reach the scene. 

    Two cop cars were approaching the scene on the shoulder of the highway until some impatient idiot tried to jump the line ahead of them. The traffic, of course, closed the gap as soon as the sedan left the lane, then the guy seemed to freak out about having two cop cars right on his ass. He hurried a little too much, spun in the grass, and ended up sliding backwards down the slope, but at least the cops were able to continue toward the wreck. 

    An ambulance was mired in traffic at the US-27 on-ramp. I headed that direction and hovered alongside the passenger door as the bugeyed paramedic rolled down the window. 

    "Hi, guys," I said, "Are you on your way to an accident with an overturned car on I-10?" 

    "Uh... Yeah," said the paramedic. 

    "I was just there. Everybody's standing around arguing. No dead or badly wounded. Wanna grab a jump kit and a gurney and ride this flitter up there?" He looked at the driver for a moment, who nodded. With a big grin, the medic replied, "Yeah! Sounds good!" 

    There was another medic in the back of the ambulance. I told the flitter to drop its hull field, they loaded the gurney and some gear onto the flitter, and we headed for the accident. 

    The cops were already there. Both their cars blocked traffic behind the wreckage lanes and two cops were guiding traffic past the scene as two others spoke with accident participants. 

    Still on my board, I hovered nearby as the flitter fielded the gurney and medikits to the ground near the blue pickup. The medics jumped off the flitter, then I told the flitter to hover above the scene at a height of two hundred feet. 

    I lifted my board to generally the same altitude and sat watching the scene below. One of the cops --a sergeant by the stripes on his sleeves -stood looking upward for a time, then he returned his attention to the others. The news helicopter remained above, orbiting the scene clockwise. After a few minutes, I scooted aboard the flitter and had it put its opaque fields back on and lift straight up past the news helicopter at granny speed. 

    At two miles up, I had it go to stealth mode and head for Selena's apartment. The console time read four-fifty as the flitter hovered directly above Sel's apartment building. 

    "Flitter, scan Selena's apartment, please. I'd like to know who's in there." 

    "Her aunt is in the west bedroom, Ed. There are no other persons in the apartment." 

    "Thanks. Stay above this building, please." I used my board to descend to the building's entrance and pushed the buzzer for her apartment. When Jessie answered, I said, "Hi, Jessie. Long time, ma'am." 

    In a rather sharp tone, she replied, "Ed? What the hell are you doing here?" 

    "Sel called me today and told me to drop by. She specifically said to be here by five. Got any idea why?" 

    After a pause, Jessie flatly replied, "No, I don't know. I suppose you want to wait for her inside." 

    "Well, yeah, that might be nice, ma'am." 

    The entrance door buzzed loudly and I shoved it open as I said, "Thanks," without knowing if she'd hear it. Up one flight of steps and two doors along the corridor, I tapped on her door. 

    Jessie opened the door, then turned to head for the living room without a word. I watched her go as I pushed the door shut. Her reddish-blonde hair flowed around her shoulders and she wore an outfit that told me she'd likely been out somewhere that day; a near-knee cream-colored skirt and a white blouse. On the back of a kitchen chair was a short jacket and purse that matched her skirt. Under it were her shoes. 

    For a woman nearly my age, Jessie seemed to be in superb shape. Unless her shape was the result of support underwear, of course. Nah. You don't look that good by support underwear alone, and I could see the muscles in her calves working as she walked. She seemed to be keeping herself fit. Leaning to pick up her martini from the coffee table with a kind of careless grace, Jessie confirmed my thoughts. Yup. She was definitely doing something to keep herself toned. 

    As Jessie sipped her drink I sensed slight motion beyond her and spotted our reflections in the glass panes of a cabinet by the fake fireplace. She knew I was eyeing her. 

    She turned to look at me and I studied her face as her sharp blue eyes seemed to stare right through me. A few lines here and there, but not at all the face of an old woman. Hm. A little surgery? And if so, did it matter a damn? Not to well-over-fifty me. I couldn't afford to be critical of anyone else's efforts --and apparent great success --at holding back the years. When our mutual gaze lasted more than a moment, she asked, "Why are you staring at me?" 

    I shrugged. "You're a good-looking woman. And I thought you were going to say something just now." 

    "You've been staring at me since I opened the door. I could practically feel you watching me." 

    Sighing, I admitted, "Okay, so I looked at you. You know you look great and you know men look at women, so why the hell are you asking? What do you want to hear?" 

    Jessie's gaze narrowed a bit, then she turned and picked up the TV remote. Aiming it at a wooden cabinet, she thumbed a button and the cabinet doors retracted into the sides of the cabinet to reveal a big-screen TV. Theme music crescendoed as a woman announced the beginning of the five o'clock news and a blonde woman appeared who read off a quick list of events they'd be covering before she said, "But first, this..." and her face was replaced by a shot of the accident scene. 

    There I was, single-handedly shoving an upside-down car across two lanes of I-10. Jessie sat up abruptly and stared at the screen, then turned to eye me as if matching up my clothes with the ones on the guy on TV. I shrugged. "It was blocking traffic." 

    After a moment, her eyes returned to the screen. It was all there; they replayed my arrival, the flitter's descent, our assistance and loitering above the scene, and our eventual disappearance. As the footage and commentary unfolded, I ambled into the living room and sat down in the sofa chair. Jessie's eyes flicked to me now and then and once at my boots in particular, but she said nothing until the news anchor moved on to another topic. 

    Turning to me, Jessie sipped her martini and eyed me for a few moments, then said, "Good of you to stop and help, but how did you move that car? Did your flitter do it?" 

    Meeting her gaze, I replied, "Nope. Dunnit all by myself, ma'am." In a quiet, disbelieving tone, she asked, "You shoved a ton of steel across the highway all by yourself? How, exactly?" 

    "I slipped a field coaster under it and gave it a push." She gave me a flat gaze and stated, "You're not going to tell me, are you? 

Why? For old times' sake?" 

    "I did tell you. I slipped a field coaster under it and..." Jessie held up a hand as she rolled her eyes. 

    "Right. A 'coaster' nobody could see. An invisible coaster. Hey, you're out of uniform, Ed. I don't think I've ever seen you in anything but a green shirt and rubber-spiked sneakers." 

    "They're golf shoes," I corrected her. 

    "Whatever," she shot back, "Why the new wardrobe?" Sipping my coffee, I replied, "Felt like it." Grinning, I added, "Wanted to make an impression this evening." 

    Her gaze narrowed. "An impression? On whom?" 

    "I'd rather not say, ma'am. You'd think I was trying to flatter you. Or maybe even bullshit you." 

    Snorting a chuckle, she asked, "There's a difference?" Then she met my gaze firmly and asked, "Really, why? Are you going somewhere special tonight?" 

    "Might be. Depends." 

    "On what?" She sat forward a bit and growled, "If you're here to try to take up with Selena again..." 

    Holding up a hand, I shook my head. "No. That's not why I'm here, Jessie. I have no intention of coming between Sel and..." I pretended to have to think and continued, "And... uh... damn. Whatshisname. You know who I mean." Jessie laughed snidely, "You want me to believe you forgot his name? What absolute crap!" 

    Eyeing her almost-empty martini glass, she plucked the olive out of it, sighed, popped it into her mouth, stood up, and marched to the kitchen. Water ran and the dishrack rattled softly, then a chair moved slightly. Was she sitting down or getting her jacket and purse to leave the apartment? 

    Unlikely that she'd leave me here alone to meet Selena. I stood up and went to the balcony doors to put myself where I could see what was going on in the kitchen. 

    In the reflection from the glass doors I saw Jessie standing behind one of the kitchen chairs, both hands on its back as she apparently leaned her weight on it and stared at the table. 
Chapter Four

    A car pulled into the courtyard and someone stepped out long enough to collect mail from a communal mail kiosk, then he got back into the car and drove all of fifty feet to a parking spot under a multi-space awning. I heard Jessie approaching behind me and met her gaze in the reflection as she arrived, then turned to face her. 

    "Yes'm?" 

    Jessie simply studied me for a short time, then stated, "I want to know why you came all the way up here today." 

    "'All the way?' It's only a few minutes by flitter." Her gaze narrowed. "No games. No bullshit. Why are you here, Ed? You said Selena called you. Is that true?" 

    "Yup. She called me. For the first time in months, in fact. She was pretty frazzled, Jessie." 

    "Frazzled about what?" 

    Meeting her gaze, I replied, "Her current roommate." After searching my face as if for the truth of my words for a time, Jessie sighed, "I know I've been getting on her nerves lately, but I never thought... Did she ask you to come up here and try to... um... to distract me somehow?" Taking a breath and considering how to respond, I finally tossed caution aside and reached to move a few strands of her hair away from her face as I said softly, "Jessie, her exact words were 'Ed, please at least try to get her off my ass for a while'. Like I said, it was the first time I'd heard from her in months, and Sel was so frustrated she was almost crying. Your Sel. My Sel, once upon a time. Our Sel, Jessie; like it or not. Little Miss Hardass was maybe half an inch from tears. I didn't know what the hell I could do to help, but I wanted to do something, even if it was only to try to talk with you for a while." 

    The hair fell back down and I pushed it again, this time tucking it into other strands to hold it. Jessie's eyes never left mine. At first she seemed to be searching for truth again, then her gaze became one of barely concealed anger. 

    I put a fingertip on the tip of her nose and said, "No, no, milady. That won't help." 

    Slapping my hand away, she snarled, "What won't help?" 

    "Getting pissed. Sel can't help her feelings, and if she didn't care a lot about yours, she'd have just told you to back off and butt out of her life. Instead she called me. I was supposed to try to find a way to make you stop hating me so I could maybe take you to dinner and maybe try to establish some sort of rapport with you so we could talk." 

    My implant pinged with Linda's call signal. Great timing, ma'am. Wait a minute. Maybe it is great timing, after all. 

    Muttering, "Oh, hell," I answered Linda's ping with our signal for 'I can talk, but I have company.' 

    Looking startled and still rather pissed, Jessie asked, "Oh, hell?! What do you mean, 'oh, hell'?!" 

    Holding up a calming hand, I replied, "My boss is calling. Wonderful timing, huh?" 

    Jessie looked at me as if I were nuts. Calling up a yard-wide blank field screen made her gasp and step back a pace as Linda asked, "Who's your company, Ed?" 

    "Selena's aunt Jessie, Fearless Leader." 

    Linda took control of our screens at her end and her face appeared as she said, "No problem, then. I'm calling about your stop in Tallahassee, Ed. Certain people are wondering why you didn't at least give someone your name this afternoon." 

    Glancing at Jessie, I answered, "None of the 'someones' at the scene asked for it." 

    As her eyes noted my sport jacket, Linda said, "Well, they're asking for it now. They called our Tallahassee office. Mitch didn't know what the hell they were talking about, so he had them call Carrington. I gave them your name because they'd ferret out the info anyway eventually. How about contacting police Lt. Donnelly before you leave town, Ed?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "I can do that." Trying to look thoughtful, I added, 

"Maybe I should have some cards made up, y'know? I could hand them out after I do stuff like that so you wouldn't receive odd calls from strange men." 

    "Cute. Just give him a call, Ed." She gave me his number. I stood straight and saluted. "Yes, ma'am! At once, milady! By your command, Fearless Leader!" 

    Rolling her eyes, Linda sighed, "Yeah, wonderful. Bye, Ed," and broke the link. The screen popped out of existence and Jessie's eyes got even bigger. She reached into empty space where the screen had been and looked up at me with one of those 'what the hell was that?' expressions. Leaving her to her consternation, I went to retrieve my coffee mug from the coffee table and took a sip. It was old and cold. I headed for the kitchen and poured it out, refilled the mug with water and heated it with a field tendril, then looked in the cabinet over the sink for Selena's instant coffee. Instead of only one jar of some store-brand stuff, there were also several little bags of fancy-flavor brewing coffee. Jessie joined me at the sink as I took the instant down and spooned some into my mug. 

    She asked, "You don't want to use one of those?" 

    "Nope. When did Sel start keeping so much coffee around?" Her tone was derisive when she said, "It's Bill's, of course." Something seemed to occur to her and she touched my coffee mug, snatching her hand back and giving me a questioning stare as she said, "It's hot!" 

    "It's supposed to be. Helps dissolve the coffee, y'know." Looking at the cup, then the stove, she muttered, "But..." Taking her martini glass out of the dishrack, I placed it in the sink and filled it with water. 

    Pointing at the glass and saying, "Like this," I sent a hot tendril into the water. It began hissing and bubbling and Jessie stared hard at it before she switched her gaze to me. 

    Before she could speak, I called up another blank field screen and keyed in Donnelly's number. Surprise, surprise, he answered his own phone. 

    "Hi, there," I said, "I'm the guy with the flitter. I got your message to call. What's up?" 

    There was a brief pause, then Donnelly asked, "Mr. Howdershelt, why didn't you identify yourself to one of my officers at the accident scene?" 

    "None of your officers asked for ID. And since you know who I am, why did you want me to call?" 

    "You left before anyone could talk to you." 

    "Could be. I didn't have anything to say and don't particularly want to be famous, LT." 

    He snapped back, "Too late. I've seen clips from Tampa and Orlando. You've already been on the news a few times." 

    "Did any of the news clips mention me by name?" Donnelly started to speak, then looked thoughtful. 

    "No, they didn't," I supplied, "LT, famous people can't even take a leak in peace. I don't want to be famous, okay?" 

    Changing his tack a bit, Donnelly said, "Well, I can certainly understand a preference for privacy, sir, but the city council is considering an award." 

    "I didn't do all that much and I don't need an award." 

    "Now look, sir, I have to have something for my reports." 

    "Okay, how about this; 'Every move I made was recorded by a news crew and if people don't leave me alone, I may disregard urges to stop and help the next time.'" 

    Donnelly said nothing for a moment, then he cleared his throat gently and coolly said, "Very well, then. I'll let the city council know your feelings on this matter." 

    "Thanks. There was a news chopper over the accident, LT. Let them know, too, please, if you happen to talk to them." 

    He seemed to consider something, then said, "Good evening, Mr. Howdershelt." 

    "Good evening, Lt. Donnelly." 

    As I let the screen dissolve, Jessie looked up from where it had been and asked, "Why do you have such an aversion to public recognition, Ed?" 

    "I'm just redirecting it, really. If I stonewall 'em, they'll dig a bit anyway and they'll find my website. Gives them a chance to buy my books." She snickered, then nodded. 

    "Yes, I suppose some of them would." 

    Looking around the kitchen, Jessie levered herself away from the sink counter and sat down in the chair by the one that held her jacket and purse. Reaching down, she put on her shoes, then stood up. 

    "As I recall, you intended to maybe take me to dinner." 

    "Yes'm, that was my tentative plan." 

    Jessie lifted her jacket from the chair and nodded as she handed it to me. 

"Well, it isn't tentative anymore. I'm hungry and we have things to talk about." 

    I held her jacket as she slipped into it. Turning to face me, Jessie said firmly, "Lots to talk about, really. I think we both know Bill's a fake." Chuckling, I asked, "Gee, y'really think so?" She laughed, "Have you ever seen a straight man who was so well-groomed?" Shaking her head, she said, "And he has one of those idiotic pin-line beards that wraps around his jaw." 

    Her finger traced her jawline from in front of her ear to her chin. Hm. The skinny little beard must be something new. 

    "That may only mean he's a tad vain, y'know." 

    "A tad?! My hairdresser isn't that vain." 

    Looking me right in the eye, Jessie said, "Ed, you may have been too damned old for her, but at least you were real. I walked in on you two once at Sel's condo, you know. It was an accident. Well, sort of. At least I had a good excuse for being there. I went back outside and rang the doorbell. You answered the door in a towel." 

    "Yup, and I smelled your perfume on the way to the door, ma'am. You also tracked sand on a tile floor we'd scrubbed just before we hit the shower." Jessie chuckled, "Oh, my God... did you tell Selena?" 

    "Didn't have to. She's fairly sharp, too, y'know." Rolling her eyes, Jessie seemed to slump a bit, then sighed and stood straight again. "Where are we going for dinner?" 

    "How about Dallas?" 

    She froze. "Dallas?! As in Texas?!" 

    "Sure. It's a fancy restaurant. I figured to show off a bit and capture your heart with my boyish charm." 

    Stepping away from her a pace, I gestured at myself from head to toe and asked, "Tell me, milady; why do you think I wore this outfit instead of my usual rags?" 

    Plucking at my shirt, I asked, "And a blue shirt, ma'am. Aren't you known to be rather fond of blue?" 

    Giving me a wry look, Jessie responded, "Uh, huh. Next you'll tell me you waited for an accident just to get some TV time to impress me." Looking dubious, I replied, "Ahhh... well, while I wouldn't put something like that altogether past me... and might even take credit for such an idea ordinarily... I left the house a few minutes after four, ma'am. It wouldn't have made much sense to have counted on anything like that on such short notice." 

    Eyeing me speculatively, Jessie asked, "'Counted on', no. How fast does your flitter go?" 

    Hm. Trick question? Had Sel told her? 

    "Good point," I admitted as I opened the apartment's front door, "Even subsonic, Tallahassee's a fairly quick hop." 

    The word 'subsonic' made Jessie glance at me as she passed. I pulled the door shut and poked the 'set' button on Sel's alarm system just as Jessie reached for it, then turned as if to step away and stepped right into Jessie's hand and arm. 

    Catching her arm and lowering it gently away from my face, I said, "Sorry

'bout that." 

    As we walked down the steps to the parking lot, Jessie asked, "You just happen to know Sel's apartment code?" 

    "Nope. I know what 'Set Alarm' means, though." When I called the flitter down, it landed just beyond the steps in stealth mode. 

    "Flitter, drop stealth mode, please. Use your opaque hull." A huge shining egg appeared not a dozen feet before us, hovering a foot off the ground. Jessie startled hard and stopped walking so abruptly she almost spun me around. I put an arm around her waist and urged her forward, but she didn't move. 

    "Just a minute," she whispered, "Just... just wait a minute, okay? I've never seen it like this, Ed. I thought it was just a flat deck with seats and a console." 

    "Well, hurry up and look, ma'am. It won't be long before we have company out here." 

    "But I don't see any doors. How do you get into it?" 

    "You have to be invited. Ready yet?" 

    Giving me a harried look, she replied, "Oh, all right, damn it. I can look at it later, I guess." 

    "Then step forward with me. Don't get too far ahead 'cuz you'll bash your shins on the edge of the deck." 

    She was saying, "But..." as I urged her forward to the field, where she automatically raised her hands to keep from being pushed up against the

'hull'. When her hands disappeared through the shining surface, Jessie stiffened, made a high-pitched little sound, and yanked her hands back to stare at them. 

    "Just walk through it," I said, and stepped halfway into the field to demonstrate. 

    After another look at the exterior of the field, Jessie moved forward to join me and I handed her up to the deck, where she turned to look back the way we'd come. 

    Some guy who'd been at the mail kiosk hurried over to stop a few feet from the flitter's hull. He eased closer and reached rather gingerly toward the hull field. 

    To us, it was as if we were within a glass egg; his fingertips, then his whole hand flattened against the field as it would against a curved window and his face became a mask of confusion. 

    Jessie gave a soft, hearty chuckle. Nibbling her lower lip almost exactly as Selena would, she glanced at me with a warped little grin and chuckled again. 

    Using my implant, I instructed the flitter to get underway and sat down by the console. Jessie squeaked and stepped back from the edge of the deck as we lifted out of the parking lot into the darkening sky. 

    She scrambled to a seat as I conjured a blank screen and poked up info for Nick's restaurant, then opened a call link. As Jessie glanced around her hips, I said, "There aren't any." 

    "What?" 

    "No seat belts. Don't need 'em." 

    "Nick's," said a warm contralto voice. 

    "Hi, Brittany. This is Ed the flitter driver. Got any tables open tonight?" 

    "Ed? Do I know you? How long has it been?" In an accusing tone, she added, 

"A whole month?!" 

    "Well, you know I really only ever go to Nick's to see you and Loren, but you two are always too busy to spend any time with me. I began to feel so deprived that I started eating at fast food joints. Now I weigh three hundred pounds and I have a broken heart and it's all your fault, ma'am." 

    "Oh, you're so full of it. You're always on your way to or from that place in Carvington." 

    "Carrington, milady." 

    "Yeah, whatever. You just stop in for a free meal and a long look at us." 

    "Well, isn't that what I said? I just go there to see you." With a fakey sigh of exasperation, Brittany replied, "Yeah, yeah. Okay, I'll tell Loren and we'll find someplace to put you. Oh, by the way, I had a chance to use the PFM the other night. Ed, it was amazing! He dropped like a sack of potatoes!" 

    "Kewl! Did Loren start wearing hers?" 

    Brittany chuckled, "Yeah, but not where anyone can see it. Ask her to show it to you and watch her turn pink." 

    "Heh. Sounds like fun, ma'am. Oh, hey, I have a guest with me. Hope you don't mind, but neither of you ladies would dump your boyfriends for me, so I looked elsewhere." 

    "No problem. There may be an extra couple of steaks in the fridge. How soon will you be here?" 

    "About half an hour. Or a bit less." 

    "Okay. You're a medium-well. What's she?" 

    When I looked at Jessie, she said, "The same." 

    "Okay," said Brittany, then, "Oops. Gotta go. People coming in. Bye!" She hung up and I let the screen dissolve. Looking around, I saw Jessie intently watching the world around us as we continued rising in the sky. 

    "Uh..." she began in a small voice, "How high are we?" Looking at me, she added, "And why?" 

    "Sonic booms are illegal near the ground. People get pissy about broken windows and car alarms." 

    Her brows knitted slightly and she glanced around. 

    "I didn't hear anything. When will the boom happen?" 

    "It began while I was talking to Brittany. We don't hear it because it's behind us." 

    Her eyes met mine as she asked softly, "We're going faster than sound right now?" 

    "Yup." 

    After a moment of profound silence, she turned to look over the side again. 

    "What kind of music do you like, Jessie?" 

    Jessie glanced at me and said, "You probably won't have the kind of music I usually listen to." She shrugged as she added, "Nobody ever does. Ever hear of Etta James?" 

    "Yup. Flitter, take a look in your music pile for 'Sunday Kind of Love' by Etta James, please. Just play it when you find it." With moderate shock apparent on her face, Jessie began to ask, "You actually...?" as Etta James began singing, "I want a... Sunday kind of love... a love to last... past Saturday night..." 

    Listening to Etta's voice emanate from all around us, Jessie slowly sat down as she softly muttered, "I can't believe it..." then she asked, "Where are the speakers?" 

    "It's all done with fields. Techie stuff. How does it sound?" Looking around, she replied, "Ah... good, Ed. Very good." 

    "Great. Flitter, start the song over, please, then find 'That Old Black Magic' by Keely Smith and play it next. That ought to use up most of our travel time." 

    Jessie's hand shot out and grabbed my arm as she blurted, "Keely Smith?! 

Nobody's heard of her since the early sixties! Just how old are you, anyway?!" Affecting a hurt demeanor, I replied, "Well, hey, thanks a bunch, lady. Just for that we'll play the stuff I usually listen to on the way back. Should I start Miz James yet again so we can hear the song at least once before we land?" 

    Grinning at me, Jessie laughed, "Yes. Yes, by all means, start her over. I'll shut up now." 

    She released my arm and looked around the flitter again, then peered over the edge of the deck. I heard her quiet, breathless, "My God..." as she got a tight grip on her seat. 

    Sipping my coffee, I left her to her thoughts and studied her as she studied the world below us. Jessie was about the same height as Selena, but looked as if she might normally carry a few more pounds than her niece. As she leaned, the muscles of her legs stood out beneath the fabric of her skirt and her calves tightened, then relaxed. Uh, oh. I looked up and saw her looking back at me. 

    Apologize for leering? Make some half-assed, insincere excuse? Nah. I just met her gaze and said, "You take good care of yourself. It looks damned good on you." 

    Jessie's left eyebrow went up for a moment, then she said, "Thanks," and returned to studying the scenery below. 

    What makes a woman in her late forties take such good care of herself? 

Most don't. Hell, most people over forty tend to just let themselves go when keeping weight off and keeping muscles toned becomes too much trouble. I looked at her rather close-fitting skirt and jacket. Maybe it was simply a matter of not being able to look good in outfits like that if you're overweight? Whatever; that was as good a reason as any. 

    Jessie asked, "Where are we now? What's down there?" She was pointing north. Looking over the side, I saw the lights of some town and speculated, "Probably Jackson. We should be over Mississippi about now." 

    My implant pinged and I answered, "Hi, Linda." Jessie's head snapped around to face me. 

    "Hi, Ed," said Linda, "I just wanted to let you know you may have to come up here later." 

    "Mind if I put this on a screen? Jessie's aboard." She paused before answering, "Okay." 

    I used the console screen. Linda's face appeared and she said, "Hold one," did something on her desk, and said, "Okay. Ed, you're on standby alert as of now. If you're called, you'll be working with the Denver office and local authorities. Do you still know anyone there?" 

    "Nope. She moved to DC years ago. What's up?" 

    "I'd rather not say yet." 

    "Okay, but I can't just dump Jessie in Dallas, y'know. If I'm called, she'll likely be with me." 

    "Then that's when we'll discuss it. Just be ready to jump." Saluting, I yelped, "Oh, yes, milady! Air-borne, milady!" Linda laughed, "Save that stuff for your new girlfriend. I've heard it all before. Later, Ed." 

    "Hope not." 

    Her reach to poke the 'off' icon stilled and she softly snapped, "What?" Doing my best to look innocent, I said, "I said, 'hope not', Fearless Leader. Ma'am. As in 'hope not tonight', that's all. You know I normally just hunker by the phone, hoping you'll call with some little something for me to do and..." 

    "Enough," she interrupted firmly, "I repeat; 'Later-Ed'." I heard her snicker, "Jesus!" as she poked her 'off' icon. 

    "Jesus, indeed," chuckled Jessie, "You really like to live dangerously, don't you?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Nah. Pushing and pulling a bit here and there keeps things from getting stale and stratified, but rest assured that Linda knows who works for whom." 

    "You work for her? Not with her?" 

    "Yup. For her. You're looking at a real, live minion. Just a flunky to her whims. Go here, do that, fetch. Woof, woof." 

    In a tone much like Linda's, Jessie rather skeptically replied, "Uh, huh," and returned her gaze to the world below. 

    We were fast approaching the vaguely barbell-shaped cluster of lights that formed the Dallas and Fort Worth area. I pointed ahead as the flitter slowed and began descending. 

    Jessie seemed to hold her breath as the globs of lights grew larger and began to separate into buildings and streetlights. As I had on previous visits to Nick's, I asked the flitter to put on its 'excited squid' display during our landing. 

    The flitter's perimeter field suddenly rippled with an intensely bright iridescent light show and Jessie screamed, "What's wrong?! What's happening?!" as she tried to look in all directions at once. 

    Raising a calming hand, I replied, "Sorry. It's all part of the deal. I put on a show coming and going and leave the flitter above the street while I'm at Nick's." 

    "You could have warned me, dammit!" 

    I shrugged. "Didn't think of it." 

    The garish neon sign advertising 'Nick's' quickly became discernible on a roof below us, then we descended past it to hover a foot above the street by the restaurant's doors. 

    Standing up and extending a hand to Jessie, I said, "All ashore, ma'am." Jessie stood on shaky legs that seemed to surprise her and I steadied her for a few moments as she looked around, then picked up her purse and took a breath. 

    "Okay," she said, "I think I'm ready to try to walk now." Grinning, I replied, "You'll do fine, ma'am. I've seen you walk and you do it really well." 
Chapter Five

    Loren and Brittany stood smiling by the reception booth when Jessie and I topped the steps and entered the restaurant. Jessie's eyes widened a bit in startlement at the sight of the two stunningly beautiful women. Loren's eyebrows went up at the sight of Jessie, but Brittany's gaze only glanced over Jessie before pretty much locking on me. 

    "Oh, wow!" she grinningly enthused, "He's all dressed up, Loren!" then she looked thoughtful and said, "Wait a minute. He never got all dressed up for us, did he?" 

    Looking equally thoughtful, Loren replied, "No, he didn't. Not even once. We'd better find out why she's so special." 

    I saw Jessie's eyes run up and down Loren, then Brittany, then she looked at me in a questioning manner. 

    "Loren," I said, "Brittany. This is Jessie. You ladies look positively delicious this evening." 

    Brittany replied, "Good. We're supposed to. Hello, Jessie." Jessie noddingly said, "Nice to meet you," then her eyes again ranged over Loren and she said, "I'm absolutely sure I've seen you before somewhere." With a grinning glance at Brittany, Loren picked up a small vase containing a single rose and posed it near her face like a product as she recited her lines from her last shampoo ad. 

    "Of course!" yelped Jessie, then she looked at Brittany and said, "And you! You did an ad for an exercise machine!" 

    Loren and Brittany were appropriately pleased at being recognized and Jessie was tickled to meet minor celebrities, but then she glanced around and looked rather confused. 

    Brittany laughed and said, "You're wondering why a couple of TV models are working in a restaurant, right?" 

    "Uh, well... yes." 

    "We own it." She shrugged and amended, "Well, a little more than half of it, anyway. It makes good promotional sense to be on hand to greet the guests." 

    Jessie's next glance was at me, and it was a rather studious look. I met her gaze and asked, "Yes'm? You have a question?" Loren snickered, "She's probably wondering how we came to know you, Ed." Nodding, Jessie faced Loren and stated, "That's it exactly. Until this evening, I'd never seen him in anything but green Army shirts, jeans, and golf shoes, and I'm quite honestly having trouble envisioning you two with him." Turning to me, she added, "Sorry." 

    Clutching my chest and doing my best to look hurt and offended, I shook my head. "Too little, too late." 

    Jessie shrugged slightly. "Too bad. How about it? How did you come to know two women like... like them?" 

    Looking past her at Loren and Brittany, I said, "I think she meant that in a good way." 

    "Of course I did," said Jessie, "So how did you meet them? And when? While you were involved with my niece?" 

    Loren's eyebrows went up at that and she looked at Brittany, who matched her expression and whisperingly asked, "You used to go with her niece?" 

    "Sure did." Holding a hand a little above Jessie's head, I said, "About this tall. Same hair and eyes. Played volleyball. Kind of a goddess, really." Jessie stiffened a bit and looked at me, then at the ladies, and said, 

"Yes. My niece. I'd rather not go into it, please." Brittany's shoulders went up in a shrug. "Okay. Ed wandered in with a couple of other people a little over a year ago and offered us a ride in his flitter. We met his cat and wound up in the middle of a grocery store robbery in Sioux City, Iowa." She glanced at Loren and chuckled, "It was quite an evening." 

    "Yes," Loren grinningly agreed, "It definitely was. In fact, we got our commercial gigs because a producer saw us get off Ed's flitter on the evening news. She came to the restaurant the next night to check us out and helped us sign with an agency." 

    Another couple came up the steps and Brittany excused herself to greet them with menus and take them to a table. Loren also picked up a couple of menus and led us to a booth. 

    After we were seated, she glanced back at the foyer and said, "We'll try to make some more time to visit in a while. Looks as if more people are coming in." 

    As she walked away, she glanced back and grinned when she 'caught' me eyeing her rump and legs. Caught, indeed. She'd had no doubt where I'd be looking. 

    A waitress asked if we'd like anything from the bar. I declined booze or beer in favor of sweet iced tea. Jessie seemed rather surprised and ordered some wine. When the waitress returned with our drinks, she waited as Jessie tasted her wine and approved it before leaving us. 

    Setting my menu aside, I leaned my elbows on the table and watched Jessie study her menu. She noticed me watching and met my gaze for a moment. 

    "Yes?" she asked. 

    "Oh, nothing," I replied, "Just looking at you, ma'am. I think you're kinda cute, y'know." 

    She snorted a laugh and returned to reading the menu as she said, "Of course you do. How do I stack up against Loren and Brittany?" 

    "Pretty well, actually. They're always busy as hell and they've always been unavailable. You, on the other hand, have time to spare and no boyfriend at the moment." 

    Without looking up, she asked, "Are you sure about that?" 

    "Yup." 

    "Would it really matter to you if I had one?" 

    "Now's the time to tell me if there is one. Since we're here, I'll still feed you, but the rest of this evening will be about Selena." Her head came up and her eyes met mine as she said, "No. There's no boyfriend, Ed." 

    She seemed to come to a decision and closed her menu, then set it on top of mine and studied me again. 

    "Where are we going after dinner?" 

    "Maybe Colorado, depending on whether Linda calls me." 

    "Of course. But without Linda's call, what did you have in mind?" 

    "No place in particular. I just wanted to try to get past our past and get to know you some. And maybe talk about why Sel's so fuzzed up and how to make things better." 

    Examining me briefly, she asked, "That's all?" I chuckled, "All? Given our history, it seemed like quite a lot to me, ma'am." 

    For some moments, Jessie was silent, then she said, "What if I want something more from you before I call us friends?" 

    With a little shrug, I replied, "Name it. If I can, I will." 

    "Just like that? Why?" 

    "You're Sel's aunt. Whatever I can do for you may somehow benefit her. Beyond that, I haven't been bullshitting you, Jessie. You look damned good to me." 

    "I thought you liked younger women. Much younger." I sat back with a polite grunt and sighed, "There's no right answer to that sort of remark. Jessie, no matter what you may think of me, I think you're an attractive woman with a sharp mind and a rather large touch of courage." 

    She snorted, "Courage?! Me? How in hell would you know if I had courage?" I laughed, "You've hated me for years, but you weren't afraid to saddle up and go to dinner with me when I showed up unannounced. You don't fear me at all and some people have nearly wet themselves aboard my flitter, but not you, Jessie. Nope, not you. You just looked over the side twenty miles up and asked about sonic booms." 

    Jessie's face became a blank, staring mask for a moment and I could imagine the bolt of shock coursing through her guts. Her mouth fell slightly open and in her big eyes I saw her sudden urge to blurt, "Twenty miles?!" or something of that nature, but she managed to stifle it. 

    I pretended not to notice her reaction and gave Jessie time to reorganize her thoughts by raising the little Texas flag at our table to signal our waitress. 

    Jessie quietly asked, "Were you trying to scare me?" As innocently as possible, I asked, "Scare you?" 

    "About the flitter, damn it. Flying so high." 

    "Oh. No. As I said, we have to fly high or stay subsonic. This trip would have taken about two hours at low altitude." 

    Apparently unmollified, Jessie said, "We didn't have to come to Texas. There are plenty of good restaurants in Florida." 

    "Prob'ly so, but I don't know them. I prefer buffet places." Plucking at my jacket, I added, "Besides, I'm not usually dressed for the fancy places. That green Army shirt you remember is the real me." Jessie eyed me thoughtfully, then asked, "So you really did wear that outfit just for me?" 

    Nodding, I admitted, "Yup. I thought it might improve my chances of finding your good side." 

    Our waitress arrived and took our orders. When she left, Jessie picked up her purse and excused herself. I rose with her, then settled back down to watch her walk away. Great legs, shoulders back, and a graceful stride. Very nice, indeed. 

    I don't wait well. Faced with several minutes of nothing to do, I'll usually call up a screen and check email or surf the net, which is exactly what I did. 

    Jessie was gone about ten minutes; I had time to check three email boxes and run through a few of the more interesting messages in my usual discussion group haunts. 

    She returned as I was typing a reply about resetting automatic cam chain tensioners. I paused to greet her and resumed typing, then used a fingertip to drag a copy of my signature lines into the message and pressed the 'send' 

icon. 

    When I let the screen dissolve and looked up, Jessie said, "I'd like to know how you make those things appear, Ed." As an apparent afterthought, she added, "And disappear, I suppose." 

    "I'm not sure I can describe how to call them up. You just sort of think them into being through a PFM." 

    "I figured that much when I didn't see you touch any buttons or do anything else to make them happen." She reached to grasp my left forearm, then my right, and said, "I don't feel anything under your coat. Where's your PFM?" Shrugging, I replied, "Elsewhere, of course." 

    "I've seen Selena use hers a few times. Usually to look something up on the Internet. Once to call you." She paused and said, "And once to stop a fight." 

    I grinned. "Selena stopped a fight? Was it one she started?" Jessie snickered, then chuckled. 

    "No. She didn't start that one, Ed. We were... well, we were in a pub, that's all. Two men started fighting and others got involved. Suddenly there were about eight people beating on each other. Sel seemed to make a little face at one of them and he fell down. She made a face at another one and he fell down. Soon they were all asleep on the floor. It kind of scared me to know she had that kind of power." 

    "It's only the power to put people --and animals --to sleep for a while. Do you want a PFM, ma'am?" 
Chapter Six

    Jessie stared at me. "You're serious?" 

    "Sure. If I can get you one, that is. It would be like hers. You'd just put it on your arm --or wherever --and say 'PFM attach'. I could ask about one later." 

    Sipping her wine in silence for a long few moments, Jessie eventually asked, "Why would you do that, Ed?" 

    "To finagle you into bed, ma'am." 

    Jessie almost inhaled her wine and choked a bit as she started laughing and couldn't seem to stop. Hm. It was more of a reaction than I'd expected, for sure. I'd wanted to make her chuckle, not strangle. 

    As she settled down a bit, I asked, "You gonna live, do you think? You were supposed to giggle, not drown." 

    "Yes," she said hoarsely, "I think I'll live. Look, Ed, let's get something straight, here." She paused to cough. "In fact, let's just get it out of the way altogether. I haven't been with a man in over two years and you come with good references, even though I thoroughly objected to their circumstances. If you really want to go to bed with me --with me, no bullshit and no games --we'll do it. But if you're thinking of bedding me for any other reason --like maybe as a substitute for Selena --you'd better damned well think again." 

    'We'll do it.' Even though her true motivation might simply be to place an immutable barrier between Selena and me, something about a woman abruptly dropping all pretense and offering herself to me had a profound effect on me; an effect that felt as if it was trying to burst out of my pants. I glanced down at my lap and chuckled, "Well, milady, now you definitely have my full attention. Would you like to postpone dinner for an hour or so and adjourn to the flitter?" 

    Canting her head slightly, Jessie laughed, "No. At the moment, food is more important," but I heard the soft hiss of her stockings rubbing as her legs moved. 

    I leaned forward and softly suggested, "I could look for my fork under the table, ma'am. Have you ever been... um... kissed... under a table?" Glancing around in minor alarm, Jessie leaned forward and very distinctly whispered, "No, I haven't, and you wouldn't dare do something like that in here." 

    Meeting her gaze, I said, "Oh, but I would, ma'am." Picking up my fork and setting it on the seat next to me, I added, "But never without permission, of course. Should I look for it?" 

    She didn't seem to believe me. Jessie's gaze sharpened a bit and she looked directly into my eyes for a moment, then said challengingly, "Sure." Realizing the floor under our table might not be altogether spotless, I keyed on my five suit as I ducked under the tablecloth. Good thing I did; I felt something small crumble softly under my right knee as I reached for Jessie's knees. 

    It wouldn't be quite the same for me with my five suit on, but... wait a minute. Did I really care if I got a stained knee? I took a look at Jessie's legs and turned off my five suit, then reached to slide my hands up her thighs under her skirt. 

    The moment my fingers touched her legs, Jessie jerked, held very still, and hissed a little gasp. My wrists shoved her skirt up as my hands moved toward her hips. I leaned to blow gently across her thighs, then glancingly licked her right thigh just above her knee. 

    As I kissed the spot, Jessie was trembling and making small motions that led me to believe she might be somewhat nervously watching for anyone coming near the booth. Good. 

    I kissed her other thigh, then moved forward a bit and kissed farther up on each side as my hands found her hips. Nuzzling my face between her legs made her hiss and resist my efforts to gently push them apart, but I think her desire to avoid a scene that might lead to discovery won the brief, silent struggle. I leaned even farther forward. 

    With my arms wrapped around her thighs, I planted a kiss just below her navel, then retraced my kisses until I could reach for my fork on the seat and turn around slightly to ease myself out from under the table. 

    "Got it," I said as I emerged holding the fork aloft and set it on the table. Straightening my jacket, I had a quick look around us. If anyone was paying any attention, it wasn't apparent. 

    Jessie sat staring at me in an intent, wide-eyed manner that wasn't quite shock, but wasn't quite anything else. She was blushing and her left hand trembled slightly on the table as she raised her wine for a sip with her right hand. 

    As I met her gaze, I saw a slight motion in a corner near the ceiling, but at first saw nothing up there other than carefully arranged vines. Then I saw motion again and realized that I was looking at a well-concealed security mirror. The motion had been a reflection of movement at or near the reception booth. 

    Well, hell. I glanced toward the reception booth, but Loren and Brittany seemed busy with new customers. Oh, well. Done is done. Hopefully anyone who might have been watching had been entertained instead of outraged. Jessie didn't say much for a time. She fidgeted and briefly lifted herself off her seat as she pulled her skirt down from around her hips. Sipping her wine rather frequently, she intermittently drummed the fingers of her left hand on the table, but she said nothing. 

    I wondered if that might be a good sign or a bad one, but again decided

'done is done' and cast that concern to the wind. 

    Motion to our left caught my attention; our waitress was setting plates of food on a large round tray. She soon lifted the tray and headed for our table, where she refilled our drinks before serving our dinners. As she set the last side dish in front of me, her hand whisked up my silverware and put it on her tray, then she set fresh silverware around my plate. 

    She said, "Loren said you dropped something," and after smilingly urging us to enjoy our dinners, she headed back to the wait station. Jessie sat very still, her eyes rather large as she stared first at my new silverware, then at me. She was blushing again, producing a bright, rosy pink from her chest to her ears. 

    Salting and peppering my food, I chuckled, "Loren's really on top of things in this place, isn't she?" 

    In a harsh whisper, Jessie said, "It's not funny!" 

    "Sure it is. If it weren't, they'd have thrown us out." Jessie hissed, "Damn it! They're going to think I'm some kind of a slut, Ed!" 

    Shaking my head, I said, "Very doubtful, ma'am. You were probably sitting bolt upright and red as a beet. A slut would have been slouched way down in her seat." 

    Glancing up as I put the salt down, I said, "And as you said, there are restaurants in Florida." 

    My implant pinged and I put up a blank screen for Linda. 

    "Here. Present. Yo," I said to the screen, "We just started dinner, ma'am. Care to join us at the table?" 

    The screen remained blank as Linda said, "No, thanks. It's definite, Ed. Be in Denver by nine, please. We may not need you, but if we do, it'll be on a moment's notice." 

    "Denver. Nine. Got it. Anything else, Fearless Leader?" 

    "Not at this time. Later, Ed." She disconnected and I let the screen dissolve. Jessie sat staring at the space where the screen had been for a moment, then she looked at me. 

    "You don't have any idea what's going on? What you'll be doing there?" I dug into my steak as I replied, "Nope." 

    Watching me, Jessie said, "You don't seem very concerned." 

    "Neither is Linda, which means she thinks I can handle whatever may happen. Besides, since we don't know what may be in the works, how would being concerned be useful?" 

    Jessie picked up her knife and fork, but stopped before cutting her steak. She looked at me and said, "Well, I hope you don't mind too much if I'm a little concerned." 

    Slicing another chunk of steak, I replied, "Nah. Won't bother me at all. Go for it, ma'am. Give it your best." 

    After a moment, she cut a small piece of her own steak free, forked it, and paused before putting it in her mouth to say, "You can be irritating sometimes, Ed." 

    "Yeah, I've been told that before, but I try not to let it bother me too much." 

    Jessie's low chuckle was slow in coming and had to get past the steak in her mouth. She seemed to chuckle and choke a bit at the same time, put her fork down to cover her mouth with her napkin, and snorted a soft laugh, then another one. 

    She didn't say anything else for a time as she worked her way through her food and half her wine. The waitress suddenly appeared with a carafe and offered us refills. Jessie glanced from her wine to me as if deciding the matter. I shrugged. 

    "Sure, go ahead," I said, "You aren't driving." 
Chapter Seven

    When our waitress left, Jessie said, "Perhaps you aren't seeing things from my perspective, Ed." 

    "Dunno, ma'am. Would your perspective include wondering whether you'll be returned to Florida or marooned somewhere in the American Midwest if I have to go to work tonight?" 

    She stopped chewing and replied, "Yes, actually, it would." 

    "Don't sweat it. We'll get you home somehow." 

    "We? You mean Linda?" 

    "Well, she'd do that, but I was referring to the flitter. I can have it take you home if things get busy later." 

    "It can drive itself?" 

    Grinning at her, I replied, "Oh, hell, yeah. Ubetcha. It doesn't really need me at all most of the time." 

    Jessie nibbled her corn for a time, then asked, "Excuse me, of course, but if your flitter is delivering me to Florida, wouldn't that mean you were on foot somewhere?" 

    I shook my head as I cut some steak. "Nope. I have other transportation for local stuff." Looking up at her, I remarked, "Selena didn't really tell you a helluva lot about me, did she?" 

    Giving me a fisheye look, Jessie said, "She defended your relationship at great length, but she didn't say much about your other modes of transportation. You don't have your motorcycle with you and I don't think your hang glider would be very practical in a city unless you've put a motor on it." 

    I chuckled, "Well, gee, lady; couldn't I just rent something, like anybody else? Or maybe borrow something from the company motor pool? Do I absolutely have to be stranded without my flitter, ma'am?" 

    She gave me a wry grimace of accession. "Okay, I suppose it's possible you could rent or borrow something. What else didn't Selena tell me about you?" Shrugging, I said, "I have a car, too, ma'am. I hardly ever use it, but I have one." 

    Sipping her wine, Jessie said, "How nice for you. But let's say I was asking about other things; the kinds of things that would make a young woman battle her mother and her aunt on your behalf for over five years." 

    "Her battle with you wasn't just about me. What made you battle your parents at her age? Was it a man or a direction in life? You married your first hubby at... twenty-two, I think she said. Did your parents disapprove? 

Maybe even strenuously?" 

    Jessie started to quietly snap, "I was..." then she stopped. 

    "You were what, ma'am? Old enough to make your own decisions?" Sipping my tea, I said, "I happen to agree. Win or lose, you were old enough to do your own thing." 

    "That was different. He was my age, for one thing. And we wanted kids." She paused before adding, "And he was always there, Ed. Not just on weekends or holidays and not... not gallivanting around on weird little escapades for some company run by space aliens." 

    "Aliens? Nope. 3rd World is run by Earthies. The Amaran advisors who don't live at the asteroid station have mostly applied for citizenship in various countries. They're all human and my boss is someone I've known for decades." 

    "That's something else I'd like to discuss. Selena said you've known her since the seventies. Just how close are you two?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "She's an old friend and my boss at 3rd World. And she has a sailor boyfriend, but I never got along too well with him. He's a real brass-hat type. Prob'ly makes some poor shmuck pipe him aboard his office every morning." 

    I mimed tiny salutes to the left and straight ahead, then softly whistled the tones that announce an officer's arrival aboard ship. 

    "Officer on deck, y'all. Everybody look real busy." Jessie stifled a laugh, then another laugh --a startlingly loud one -escaped her and she said, "That was my Harold, too. My second husband. Things had to be 'just so' at all times, and retirement didn't loosen him up at all. If anything, it made him even worse. I thought I'd go crazy." 

    "No hobbies? Him, I mean? He didn't golf or build a ship in the basement or something?" 

    "No. Well, a little golf, but only because some of his old friends golfed. He became a post-military advisor for a while, but that didn't last because he wouldn't contract to leave the country for any amount of time. Damned if I know why. All he did around the house was pick and complain." I finished my steak and sipped tea before I said, "I tried to retire. Bored spitless. Hated it. Tried travel with groups to save money, but didn't enjoy the company or their limitations. Tried to find a hobby, but nothing held my interest long. Then the Amarans came and I was called back to work. Now I'll prob'ly die in the saddle, thank whatever deities may exist." Sitting back from the table, I looked at Jessie for a few moments, then said, "Jessie, your battle with Sel was about her self-determination. I was her toy for a while and with any luck, I'll be her friend forever, but I'm not likely to share her bed again. She's moved on." 

    Jessie eyed me for a time, then also sat back and asked, "Moved on to what? I'd bet my next dividend check that Bill's a complete fake." She leaned forward and glanced around before whispering, "Are you saying Sel's... uhm... gay?" 

    "I've said no such thing and don't put words in my mouth. Sure, Bill may be a fake. Prob'ly is, in fact. Big damned deal. I don't have to know and don't have to care. Fact is, if you're more concerned with Sel's happiness than when or if she'll crank out children, you won't care, either." She stiffened at my tone, but her tone was simply flat as she said, "Okay, I'm not trying to put words in your mouth, but... do you think she's turned gay?" 

    "You're asking a guy she rode like a racehorse a few times a week for years, Jessie, and she didn't seem very damned gay to me when she was telling me..." 

    Raising a hand quickly, Jessie angrily snapped, "No, damn it! You are not going to give me a detailed account of your bedroom antics with my niece!" As she glared at me, I shook my head. 

    "Hadn't planned to. What I was going to say was: 'when she was telling me about some of her friends on campus.' They were always having gut-wrenching turmoils about each other, but I was Sel's safety, Jessie. She could do anything she wanted with me. No regrets. No chance of pregnancy or that unavoidable relationship angst that goes with sleeping with people you might actually consider marrying." 

    Sipping tea, I added, "And don't give me any smarmy crap like 'what about love?' I love her, but it isn't the kind of love that makes people get hitched. It's more like what I feel for Linda. If she needed me, nothing could prevent me from doing whatever I possibly could to help her." 

    "I see. Do you think she feels that way about you?" 

    "Be nice if she does. Wouldn't matter. I feel as I do and her level of reciprocation is actually pretty irrelevant." 

    Jessie's eyebrows jumped. "Irrelevant?!" 

    Pretending to reconsider, I replied, "Yeah, that's the word that comes to mind." 

    Some moments of silence passed, then Jessie chuckled, "Then you'd better pray that Sel and Linda are never in dire trouble at the same time." I shrugged. "No problem." 

    "What?" 

    "No problem. Linda's two years older than me and she's had a helluva good run in life. She'd vote to save Selena." 

    "You're so sure about that?" 

    "Oh, yeah. Instantly. No damned doubt at all." 

    "Are you sure you wouldn't be doing all the voting?" 

    "Yup. Maybe you'll get to meet Linda sometime. See if you want to ask me that again afterwards." 

    Maybe something in my tone reached her. Jessie's grin slowly faded and she sipped her wine as she studied me. Her next question surprised me. 

    "Ed, are you one of those guys to whom women are either saints or whores?" 

    "Nope. Are you one of those women to whom men are either saints or assholes? What made you ask me that, anyway?" 

    "What you said about Sel and Linda. All the 'ma'am's and 'milady's'. The way you're overly polite sometimes, I guess." 

    "How can you be overly polite? Never mind. The answer's still no. You, for instance. You have a killer body and a fine face. When you're in a good mood you're interesting and it would be easy to simply categorize you as a goddess of some sort... but... I know for a fact you have a dark, rather vicious side I'd prefer never to have aimed at me again." 

    Jessie's eyes had gotten big and her mouth had fallen open, but as she started to speak, I said, "On the other hand, Kali and some of the other goddesses have dark sides, so that may just be par for the course. You know; a package deal. 'Love me, love my psychopathic side', or something like that." Glaring at me, Jessie growled, "If you don't want to see it again, perhaps you should stop talking about it." 

    Looking enlightened, I nodded vigorously and raised both hands and spoke quickly. 

    "Ah. Yes'm. By your command, milady. No more chat about your alleged dark side. Understood. You got it, ma'am." 

    Jessie let out a snort of laughter and said, "There's nothing 'alleged' 

about it. Signal the waitress, will you? I'd like another half-glass of this wine." 

    She'd handed the job to me to see my response, so I made it a dramatic one. 

    "Yes, milady! At once, milady!" 

    I waved at the waitress, then pointed at Jessie's glass. The waitress nodded. When I again looked at Jessie, she was grinning and sipping the last of her wine. 

    The waitress appeared and completely filled Jessie's glass before she could object. She topped up my tea, as well, gathered up our dishes, asked if we'd like to see a dessert menu, and smilingly zipped away to her station when we declined. 

    Jessie watched me watch her go and rolled her eyes, then something seemed to occur to her and she glanced almost sharply after the waitress. 

    "What?" I asked. 

    "Oh, nothing," she flapped a hand dismissively, "I just realized that..." she shook her head slightly. "Never mind. I'd have to explain it and it isn't worth it." 

    "Lemme guess... It didn't occur to you to worry about what the waitress thought about what she may have seen until she'd already gone?" Her surprise readily evident --as well as her memory of my lips on her thighs, apparently --Jessie blushed slightly and muttered, "Uh... yes. Something like that, anyway." 

    "Heh. Well, good. You're fast on your way to becoming a true libertine, ma'am." Glancing around the table, I said, "I no longer seem to have a fork, but I could make a trip down there to look for something else if you'd like." Jessie's reply was quick. Very quick. Her hand whipped up and her index finger aimed at me across the table. 

    "No! You just sit there and behave, damn it!" 
Chapter Eight

    Loren appointed someone to watch the reception booth when Jessie and I headed for the front of the restaurant. There were two news vans and a cop car in the street as Loren, Brittany, Jessie, and I came down the steps and headed for the flitter. Cameras flashed as I handed the ladies through the high step to the deck and we sat chatting for a few minutes as cameras continued to flash here and there. 

    After a short while, Loren noddingly indicated the restaurant's entrance, where the interim greeter waved at us. I handed Loren and Brittany back to the ground and kissed their hands in a gentlemanly manner, then watched them head back toward the restaurant. 

    They didn't make it past the sidewalk, of course. Two reporters with photographers intercepted them under the watchful eye of the cop, who apparently had nothing to say to anyone. He just stood nearby as the ladies talked with the reporters. 

    I had the flitter put on its usual squid display and go to flight mode, then lifted us fifty feet and waited. When the ladies went inside, the cop waited near the door until the reporters left, then he went to his car. Hm. Maybe just someone the ladies knew who came to keep an eye on things? He hadn't been present during my other visits, but sometimes things change and I don't get the memos about it. Oh, well. 

    Jessie cleared her throat and I looked at her. 

    "Yes'm?" 

    "I was just wondering why we weren't moving." Indicating the cop car, I replied, "The cop wasn't part of the post-dinner show the last few times I was here. I'm wondering if there's something the ladies haven't told me." 

    Keying up a screen, I called the restaurant and asked Loren the same question. 

    "There's no problem," she said, "He's a friend who keeps the reporters from getting too pushy and keeps the public in line. After your last visit, a guy waited until you were gone and followed us back inside. He tried to say he was with 3rd World, but he wouldn't show ID and started talking about making sure we got home all right. The cops came for him and he hasn't been back." 

    "Let me know if he does come back, please." 

    "It's all right, Ed. The cops know him." 

    "Just let me know if you see him again, please. If he comes near you, stun him about eighty-seven times on general principles and aim low." Loren snickered. "Yes, sir. Eighty-seven times low. Got it, sir. Thanks, Ed. Gotta go back to work now. Over and out." 

    "Okay. Bye, milady. Stay safe and gorgeous." She clicked off and I told the flitter to take us to Denver. 

    "Let's stay subsonic this trip," I added, "And fly at an average of five hundred feet above the terrain, please. We might as well try to make the trip exciting." 

    Looking thoughtful, Jessie asked, "Why did you say 'an average of five hundred feet', Ed?" 

    "Would you want to fly exactly that far above the local terrain, ma'am? 

With all the variables?" 

    Her expression told me she didn't seem to grasp my meaning. I laid a hand flat in the air to imitate the flitter and made it bob up and down a few times. 

    Apparently she still didn't quite get it, because she asked, "Isn't that what it's doing now?" 

    I said, "No, it isn't. Flitter, for the next ten seconds, fly exactly five hundred feet above the terrain, please, then resume the average flying." Although inertial dampening kept us in our seats and fairly unshaken, the visual impact of flying in that manner made Jessie grip her seat and scream softly. 

    It seemed to me that the flitter lifted us over or dropped us into every obstacle bigger than twenty feet in diameter. We hopped or dropped at every hill, creek, drainage ditch, and river until those ten seconds ended. About the only things the flitter didn't jump over were power lines and barbed wire fences, and to add to the adventure of it all, the scenery whipped past us at something like seven hundred miles per hour. 

    Jessie sat stiffly gripping her seat and panting for breath for a few moments, then she swallowed hard and turned her stark stare on me. I shrugged. "Well, you asked, ma'am." Her stare continued, so I asked, 

"You feel all right? Want me to conjure up a bathroom?" A world-class glare began to form, then subsided abruptly and she glanced around the flitter. "Do what? A bathroom?" 

    Using my implant, I called up the flitter's bathroom field arrangement. When it popped into being, Jessie's stare shifted to the grey field enclosure and became even more stark for a moment, then she seemed to have to will herself to stand so she could approach it. 

    With a quick, wondering glance at me, she peeked inside the doorway, then stepped in and sighed, "Good Lord..." as I heard water running in the sink. A few moments later she ran the shower briefly. 

    When she came out, she simply stood staring at me for a time, then said, 

"Selena never told me about any of this." 

    I shrugged again and used the toe of my boot to nudge the top of the cooler up and back. Jessie eyed the sudden display of bottles and snacks as I said, "Ice House beer, dr pepper, or sweet lemon tea. Take your pick." Jessie knelt by the concealed cooler and felt around it, then shook her head and stood up to return to her seat. She seemed to collect herself before she spoke. 

    "Nothing just now, thanks." 

    Fishing a beer out, I opened it and said, "Okay. Holler if you change your mind." 

    Keying up a screen and linking it to Linda's pad, I typed in, 'On our way. Where in Denver?' and hit the 'send' icon. About ten seconds later, her reply was, 'Anywhere in Denver.//' 

    Jessie asked, "What do the slashes mean?" 

    "All good. Nothing more to tell at this time. Bye." Grinning, she asked, "She crammed all that into two little punctuation marks?" 

    "Yup. She's something of a genius that way." Patches of snow outside became fields of snow, then the only breaks in the white landscape were trees, roads, and buildings. As we topped a longish hill, a big splatter of lights appeared ahead of us so suddenly Jessie gasped. 

    "Likely Amarillo," I said, "We're making good time." Jessie looked at me as if I were nuts and laughed hysterically, then yelped, "We're doing a thousand miles an hour! Of course we're making good time! What the hell else would we be doing?!" 

    "Not a thousand. Closer to seven hundred, really." She continued staring for a moment, then snapped, "What-ever!", shook her head slightly, and laughed. 

    Laughing with her, I had the flitter suit up as my current favorite toy, the A-10 Warthog. We were actually flying well above the Warthog's max of five hundred miles per hour, but things like that tend not to matter much with simulations. 

    Jets are fine and fast, but they're all too much alike in some ways, like oversized darts. Prop planes can be loads of fun, but they, too, tend to be little more than a matter of how much engine and prop diameter you can strap onto a set of wings. 

    The A-10's rearward-placed twin TF34-GE100 engines, however, can make a Warthog practically dance across the sky compared to other planes. Jessie settled down after a few moments and studied the instruments. "It is only seven hundred," she said, "It seemed like we were going a lot faster." She looked at me and said, "There aren't any tail numbers. What if someone sees us?" 

    "They can't. We're the only ones who can see us." Looking at our wings and cockpit, she started, "But..." 

    "There's a bright moon tonight, ma'am. See if you can spot our shadow on the ground." As she rather gingerly approached the edge of the deck, I added, 

"It should look sort of like an airplane, y'know?" Giving me a droll look, she said, "I have too much class to give you the finger, Ed. Use your imagination." 

    Heh. Okay. "Hey, lady! You spot that shadow yet?" 

    "See if you can 'spot' another finger, Ed." She came back to stand beside me and asked, "Can it do a Cessna, too?" 

    "No problem. You got your wings on you, ma'am?" 

    "No. My ticket expired a long time ago, so take us up to five thousand before you hand me the stick." 

    "Woo. Yes, ma'am. Okay. Five thousand it is, ma'am." I stood the flitter on its tail and Jessie grabbed the back of a seat as she yelled, "What the hell are you doing?!" 

    Leveling us at five thousand, I said, "Flitter, be a Cessna for Jessie, please. You choose which model." 

    As the nose and wings morphed into a much smaller design, I stood up and said, "Here you go. Take the stick, ma'am." 

    Apparently forgetting we weren't really in a plane, Jessie practically dove into the pilot's seat and grabbed the yoke, frantically scanning the control panel and glancing outside. 

    Her frantic grab moved the yoke, of course, and the flitter obligingly dipped slightly to the left. Jessie hissed as she corrected the errant motion and checked the instruments again as she snapped, "Never, ever let go of the yoke, dammit!" 

    Leaning on the back of the seat next to hers, I grinningly said, "Yes, ma'am, ma'am. Never let go. Got it. You do realize your itty-bitty single engine 'Cessna' is doing seven hundred, don't you? Would you like a little more realistic simulation?" 

    Taking a breath as if to speak --perhaps even to say something fairly caustic --Jessie paused and chewed her lower lip for a moment, then grinned. 

"Yes. I would." 

    "Done. Flitter, please make your Cessna simulation as realistic as possible." 

    Our speed dropped almost instantly to well under two hundred miles per hour and the simulation seemed to wallow a bit as the new feel made Jessie over control the craft. 

    She took us through a few tame maneuvers, then stood us on our right

'wing' and made a complete, tight circle without losing much altitude. I said, "Hey, you're pretty good at this, lady." Grinning up at me, Jessie replied, "No, I'm actually rusty as hell, but you never forget how to do some things." 

    Jessie seemed to be having great fun piloting her 'Cessna', so I took a seat, sipped my beer, and asked the flitter to see what it could find out about what might be going on in Denver that would involve me. Less than a minute passed before the flitter said, "I'm unable to determine a specific correlation." 

    "How about a local matter involving 3rd World? Let 'local' mean within the county." 

    "There are nineteen legal proceedings regarding property disposition, acquisition, and applications for various permits." When the flitter said no more, I replied, "Thanks, flitter." Jessie looked at me as if she couldn't believe what she'd heard and asked, 

"That's it? You're not going to tell it to... to... well, to get back in there and search some more?" 

    "Nope. I was just curious, not driven to know. If Linda calls me to help, she'll fill me in." 

    Apparently thinking my attitude was a bit strange, Jessie went back to flying her 'Cessna'. In fact, what was strange --to the point of being almost unbelievable --was the fact that the flitter couldn't dig up any info. Calling up a screen, I typed, 'Dug a little. Came up zip. Private matter?' 

and sent the message to Linda's datapad. 

    Her reply came back as quickly as before. 'Private for now, yes. Problem?' 

    I sent back, 'Nope. You're my Fearless Leader. We'll keep it off the books. :)//' 

    Jessie snickered. 

    "You reading over my shoulder, lady?" 

    "Yes. 'Fearless Leader'? Smileys and slashes?" 

    "Yup. She's special." 

    "She must be. How do I turn this thing off?" 

    "Flitter, end the simulation, please, and resume previous flight parameters." 

    The 'Cessna' fittings and controls disappeared as Jessie said, "You're very polite to a machine." 

    "I want it to remember me fondly. It'll be around a lot longer than I will." 

    Jessie's expression told me she seemed to think that was an odd thing to say, but she made no reply. I finished my beer and tossed the bottle. It flashed brilliantly at the flitter's field and Jessie froze in the process of reaching into her purse. 

    She winced and blinked at the flare, then looked at me, but I guess she'd been shocked and startled enough by everything else. She said nothing and resumed rooting through her purse. 

    "Damn," she muttered. 

    "Damn?" 

    "Yes. I thought I had some cigarettes in here." 

    "And I thought you quit smoking in 2002." 

    She sighed, "I did. Sort of. Now and then I have one. You aren't one of those anti-smoking Nazis, are you?" 

    "Nope." I opened the console and looked behind a few things to see if Andrew's cigs were still in there. Yup. Fishing them out, I handed them to Jessie and said, "They're British and they've been open for a year or so." Shaking one out of the pack, she replied, "They're also menthols, but they'll do. Do you have a light in there, too?" 

    I manifested a tiny sunball between us about a foot from her face. Jessie stared hard at it and flatly whispered, "Oh, hell." She looked up at me. "You're doing that, aren't you? Not the flitter? I didn't hear you tell it to do that." 

    "So what? How long will I have to keep it going for you, ma'am?" Her gaze narrowed further, then she carefully leaned forward and touched the end of the cigarette to the glowing spot. 
Chapter Nine

    Jessie took a short drag from the cigarette, fought the urge to cough, lost to it, and sat down to take a deep breath. After a moment, she took a more cautious hit from the cigarette and looked up at me. 

    "How did you do that, Ed?" 

    "It's a field trick. Same as a stun, just different." With a short chuckle, she replied wryly, "Oh. Well, certainly. That explains everything, of course. Yes, indeed." 

    "Sorry, but I don't have a degree in physics, ma'am. I can't explain how fields work; I just use them." 

    After another drag, she held the cigarette up and asked, "Where can I get rid of this?" 

    "Already?" 

    Nodding tersely, she replied, "Yeah. Already." I took it and flipped it over the side, where it disappeared in a small burst of plasma. Jessie leaned to put the pack back in the console, paused briefly, then lifted out the 9mm pistol I'd brought back from Africa. 

    "Why a gun?" Jessie asked as she studied the weapon, "Sel said you don't need one." 

    I shrugged. "It's a souvenir of Africa." 

    "You mean that robodoc clinic thing I saw in the papers a couple of years ago? Sel said you took a reporter with you to make sure the news got out." 

    "Yup. A helluva lot goes on in Africa that nobody bothers to cover in the western media." 

    Jessie pressed the gun's magazine release. The clip fell into her left hand and she eyed the brass, then shoved the clip back into the gun as she said, "Robyn Reed, I think her name was." 

    Looking up at me, she said, "I saw some of her reports. She was absolutely gorgeous, Ed." 

    "Yup. Sure was. Prob'ly still is." 

    "Did you two get along fairly well?" 

    Sighing as if vastly disappointed, I replied, "Oh, gee, how did I know that was coming, I wonder? She had trouble with some of my attitudes, Jess. A lot of trouble, in fact." 

    With a small grin, Jessie asked, "Really? Which ones?" 

    "Just the ones she disagreed with. Pretty much most of them, really. We didn't see eye-to-eye on much." 

    Jessie snickered, "I suppose not. She's almost two feet shorter than you." In fact, our disagreements had occurred well after the Africa trip, during the last of our month-long affair before she went to Carrington for training in her new job. 

    Robyn had been a gorgeous, lustful blessing in my world at first, but she'd learned far too much about my political and social views during our last couple of weeks and they'd conflicted mightily with her own. We remained friends of a sort, but at a prudent distance, and I sometimes wondered how well she got along with Linda, who shared many of my views. Jessie handled the pistol like someone who knew what she was doing, keeping a firm grip without putting her finger through the trigger guard. Hefting the weapon, Jessie held it as if aiming it and hefted it again. 

"It's a little heavy compared to what's being offered lately, but it's a very nice gun. I don't recognize the brand. Where'd you find it?" 

    "I took it off a guard in Angola." 

    Looking up, she blurted, "Are you serious?!" 

    "Yup. But I'm not gonna tell you he was unconscious at the time. That would take some of the drama out of it." 

    "Oh, not really. It seems likely you had something to do with knocking him out." Jessie studied the gun another moment, then said, "I have a Glock .40

and a Kel-Tec 9mm." She looked up and asked, "Does it surprise you that I own a couple of guns?" 

    I grinned. "Oh, not too very much, I guess. You just handled my gun in a rather friendly fashion." 

    Oh, hell. I heard what I said as I said it and winced inwardly at the unintentional entendre as I waited to see how Jessie would receive it. She snickered, "Yeah, there's that. Does it bother you when someone else is holding the only gun in the room?" She looked around and amended, "Or on the flitter?" 

    "Nope." Standing absolutely straight and striking a noble pose, I said, 

"Aim it at me, milady. Fire at will." 

    She froze and eyed me with a suspicious grin as she chuckled, "Oh, I very definitely think not. Why not just tell me what would happen, Ed?" I returned her grin. "Well, damn. You're no fun at all tonight, lady. The flitter would destroy the bullet before it hit me and stun you before you could fire twice." 

    Jessie set the gun back in the console and chuckled, "I suspected as much. Ed, I'd like one of those beers now." 

    Moving to the cooler, I said, "Coming right up." She took a beer with thanks, looked at her watch, and asked, "How much longer will we be in the air?" 

    "Until Linda calls." 

    Sipping beer, she asked, "What if she doesn't call? I mean, what if she calls and cancels your... alert or whatever it is?" Shrugging, I replied, "You tell me. Want to hang around Denver a while? Go back to Florida? Head straight up and see the stars as if you're right up there with 'em?" 

    She canted her head slightly and asked, "How high would that be?" 

    "A hundred miles. Maybe higher." 

    "Maybe higher?" 

    "Depends on how you like being up there." 

    Jessie looked up for a time, then shuddered as if chilled. 

    "I think I'd probably like it. I don't really know." 

    "Well, give it some thought, ma'am. If Linda doesn't need me, we can go wherever you want." 

    Nodding, she took her cell phone out of her purse, then looked at me and said Selena had told her that cell phones wouldn't work on the flitter. 

    "If you're calling Sel, would you like to use the console screen?" She seemed to have to think about it before she said, "Yes. I would," in an oddly firm tone. 

    I asked the flitter to link to Sel's pad and set up a grey privacy field around the pilot's seat that startled the hell out of Jessie, then I called up a field screen to read a while. 

    The lights of Denver were on the horizon before Jessie walked out of the privacy field, said, "All finished," a little too brightly, and turned to stand looking at the city ahead. 

    After telling the flitter to park us a mile above Denver and letting Linda know we were there, I took a moment to study Jessie as she stood gazing at the city. 

    Her posture and demeanor told me her conversation with Sel had been exhaustingly difficult. 

    Patting a seat, I said, "If you're tired, the seats recline." 

    "Thanks. Maybe later." 

    Nodding, I said, "Waiting can get boring as hell sometimes." Jessie chuckled and her voice turned mock-sultry as she asked, "Would you really let any woman get bored, Ed?" 

    "Hey, it could happen tonight. If Linda calls, I'll probably have thirty seconds to get somewhere. I prefer to play when there's less chance of being interrupted." 

    Blatantly eyeballing her, I added, "I think I might find an interruption very frustrating, ma'am." 

    She laughed, "Now you're just being kind to an old lady." 

    "And you're just fishing, ma'am; you know how good you look. You also bear a fair resemblance to an actress I like and the word 'old' doesn't mean what it used to." 

    With a somewhat cautious look, she asked, "You think I look like someone? 

Who?" 

    I met Jessie's gaze as I said, "Susan Sullivan." Tiny pre-smile motions of her lips and a slight expansion of her pupils told me she knew who Sullivan was. It likely wasn't the first time she'd heard the comparison. 

    Nonetheless, her fishing expedition continued with, "What's she done? TV? 

Movies?" 

    Okay. I'd play a while. 

    "TV and movies. She usually plays a well-contained and sophisticated woman having to endure or somehow deal with highly unusual circumstances or people." With a grinning chuckle, Jessie said, "And here I am on a flitter with you. How very appropriate for the comparison." With another small chuckle, she took a few steps to a seat near the console and glanced over her shoulder to ask, "So? How's the comparison holding up?" 

    "Oh, pretty well, actually. She'd have stood tall and slow-marched a few paces away before doing the 'over the shoulder' look, just as you did. It's a fairly stock move, I think. What's your theater rap sheet, Jessie?" Her grin became a big smile and she sipped her beer, then she sat down and said, "You caught me. Summer stock in Maine a long, long time ago. How about you?" 

    I moved to take the seat by hers and replied, "Once upon a time I was Oscar Madison for several weeks when a lead actor got hurt. They said I was a natural... for that role, anyway." 

    "Nothing else?" 

    "Not on stage, but I've been other people now and then on various assignments. Usually American or German if I was likely to have to talk to anyone." 

    Jessie seemed thoughtful for a time, then asked, "How did you become an understudy without prior stage experience?" 

    "That was an assignment, too. The play's director was brought in on the op, but..." 

    "The 'op'?" she interrupted. 

    "Operation. He wanted someone who could actually do the job if necessary. Good thing, too, since the show's top dog got broken. Half a dozen of us studied a scene, then auditioned. I got picked and a phony acting resume was filed, then they put me in the cast rehearsals. Oscar number one took a fall and they called me an hour before showtime to let me know I'd be going on that night. A few weeks later they had what they needed to make the bust. I finished out that week, turned the job over to my understudy, and haven't been on stage since." 

    Jessie nodded and sipped her beer as she looked me over, then looked down at Denver. A few moments passed before she said, "Cities look so lovely from above." Another moment went by, then she said, "I didn't tell Selena where we are." 

    "Good, but it probably wouldn't have been a problem if you had. I put a toe well over the line by bringing you along." 

    "You broke a rule?" 

    "Well, I only bent one a bit. As Linda sees it, you're... 'contained'... aboard the flitter, so you're not a problem." 

    Pursing her lips and lifting an eyebrow, Jessie asked, "Am I really? 

Contained, that is?" 

    I nodded. "Yup. Definitely. You can't command the flitter and we're a mile above the ground. And your cell phone won't work aboard the flitter." 

    "But if I'm supposed to be 'contained', why did you let me call Selena?" 

    "It felt like something you needed to do and Sel's never been a blabbermouth." 

    Jessie sipped her beer again and looked at her watch. 

    "It's almost a quarter after nine. How long do you think we'll have to wait for that call?" 

    I gave her a little grin and said, "Until she makes it, whether it's to let me go for the evening or send me into the fray." Goggling at me, Jessie laughingly echoed, "The fray?" 

    "Oh, yeah. When Linda calls, there's almost always some kind of nastiness happening or about to happen. Has Sel ever talked about what I do for Linda, Jessie?" 

    "Um... well, no. She never exactly told me what your job was. She just said you were some kind of troubleshooter." 

    I nodded. "Close enough. Like I said, she never struck me as a blabbermouth, and I couldn't always tell her what..." My implant pinged and I answered with, "Hi, there, Fearless Leader. I've been sitting by the phone, as ordered." 

    Jessie stared at me as Linda replied, "Oh, good, I won't have to fire you tonight. Put up a screen and let me take it, Ed." 

    "You got it, milady." 

Chapter Ten

    Calling up a yard-wide screen that made Jessie yelp and nearly snort her beer, I shifted control of the screen to Linda's pad. A scene appeared in which a brown panel van was being pursued by about half a dozen cop cars and an ambulance. 

    Linda said, "We're tapping a live feed from a police chopper. Two men escaped a roundup in a brown delivery van. Milton Larcon and his current second in command, Gilbert Mackey, are in one of the cars chasing that van south on I-25. We think they're heading for the airport. There may be a hostage, but without a look in the van, we can't be sure. I need you to get down there and take a peek." 

    Tossing her a small salute, I replied, "No problem. Flitter, place us a hundred feet above that van, please." 

    As the flitter plunged southeast, Jessie screeched softly and latched onto the back of a seat. 

    I said, "Tell me about the hostage, Linda." 

    "Her name is Barbara Lipton. If you see a blonde in a blue pants suit in that van, it's very likely her." 

    "Blue. Blonde. Yeah, I think I can remember all that. I'll get underway now, ma'am." 

    Looking confused, Jessie hissed, "What?! We're already moving!" but she hurried to sit down and brace herself. 

    Linda said, "Okay. Keep me posted, please." The screen blanked and I let it dissolve as I said, "Flitter, if I can't return aboard for any reason, open a link to Linda so Jessie can arrange a ride, please. Linda may instruct you to deliver Jessie to Carrington base or to Selena's home. If Jessie wants to call Linda sooner, let her do so." Looking moderately stunned, Jessie yelped, "You're leaving?!" as I called up my board. 

    "Sure am. Flitter, let her have TV, movies, and music. No Internet or phone, please." 

    I waved as I slid off the deck, opening a video link to Linda's pad and turning on my three suit as I descended to the van. I didn't have to wonder why Linda hadn't simply sent probes to look inside it. Sending me was a way to put one of her own people on the scene --for the record, if necessary --and she'd see what I saw through the video link. 

    There were no side windows on the van and I wouldn't have wanted to use them anyway. My three suit shunted light around me, so being noticed in a rearview mirror wasn't an issue, but if the cops came alongside, I wouldn't want to get caught between vehicles. 

    Lowering the board behind the van let me look into the two filthy windows in the rear doors. Even after giving them a couple of quick wipes where they'd been wiped earlier by someone else, I could barely see anything inside until the van passed under one of the mercury vapor street lights. Lying face-up on the floor of the van was a blonde in a medium blue pants suit. There was blood on her face and in her hair, but no puddle that would indicate serious blood loss. From the way her body responded to bumps and turns, she seemed unconscious. 

    I lifted back above the van and keyed my implant to say, "Looks as if someone hit her in the head." 

    "Damn," muttered Linda, "We were hoping they'd leave her in the building after she collapsed on the stairs. This is technically a civilian matter, Ed. Big jurisdiction issues. Stand by while I contact Larcon." I didn't say anything like, "But she's hurt," or "Screw the pecking-order issues." Linda knew the situation and had her reasons for calling a standby. 

    "Sue," I said, and she answered, "Yes, Ed. I've used a probe to examine Lipton. She isn't seriously injured, but she may be unconscious for several more minutes." 

    "Thanks, Sue. Linda?" 

    "I heard. My thanks, too, Sue. Ed, I'm having trouble reaching Larcon. Continue to stand by." 

    But the weather wasn't cooperating. We encountered wind-driven light snow less than a mile further and within seconds the snowfall had become considerably heavier. A few moments later we seemed to be in the beginnings of a blizzard. 

    It was damned difficult to tell traffic lanes apart and the driving snow made the van's headlights almost useless. When the van driver let off the gas to slow down, the cop cars were caught off guard and briefly came alongside the van's rear. 

    The van swerved --and skidded a bit --to tell the cops to back off and continued blundering forward through the snow. I could barely see the driver hunched over the wheel as if being six inches from the windshield would somehow help. 

    "Linda," I said, "If it's anything like this at the airport, nothing's moving. When the van goes off the road or stops, there's gonna be a standoff." She said, "Agreed. Larcon's cell shows active, but he's not answering, Ed. Mackey's cell was broken during the roundup. I'm trying to clear contact through the car radios." 

    Uh, huh. If a honcho-type like Larcon wasn't answering, it was because he didn't want to. Those guys never turned off their cells. And using Amaran technology, Linda could simply override and commandeer their radio communications, so she must have some reason for not doing that. 

    "Want me to see if I can get his attention, ma'am?" 

    "Yes, please. Try to do it inconspicuously, but do it in a manner that will let him know we will be involved regardless of his personal and political preferences to the contrary." 

    I replied, "I'm on it, Fearless Leader." 

    Swooping back to the cop cars, I located Larcon in the right-side passenger seat in the third car I checked. The whole parade was now managing only about forty miles an hour. Soon they'd be lucky to be moving at all. My refractive field was now almost ineffective. The driving snow seemed to be getting worse by the minute, driving against and around the forward side of my field suit. My reflection in Larcon's window looked like a snowman being blown apart by a high wind. 

    Mackey hadn't noticed me, but Larcon had. His eyes got big and he recoiled slightly as he reached for his gun, then he saw my snowy outline making the universal 'call me' gesture, my thumb and pinky finger extended while held near an ear. 

    I yelled, "Answer your phone, Larcon!" 

    His freaked-out stare became a glower and he turned to face front. Even if he couldn't be sure it was me, he knew I was someone from 3rd World. Okay, then; fuck subtlety. Taking my belt knife out of its sheath, I closed my fist around it and rapped the butt of it against Larcon's window. I saw my field's snow-shell shatter and blow away with my motion. The loud

'whack!' of the knife's impact startled the holy shit out of everyone in the car as I yelled, "Larcon, answer your goddamned phone!" He and Mackey stared out the window, but Larcon didn't roll down the window or reach for his phone and his stare again became a glare as he seemed to realize who was floating alongside his car. 

    When Larcon held up a middle finger that Mackey couldn't see, I asked, 

"Linda, is Lipton one of ours?" 

    "No. She's an employee at the storage facility they busted." 

    "Uh, huh. Just curious. You saw what I just saw, ma'am. You still want to talk to him?" 

    "I have to, Ed. We aren't currently authorized to intervene." 

    "Look, the 'inconspicuous' part might be difficult. What if I just happened to be in the area on a date, ma'am? Maybe I saw stuff going on and decided to help the lady in the van, y'know? Without checking in first?" 

    "Would you believe that story?" 

    "No, but I wouldn't have to. They'd have to prove it wrong or shut up." Linda replied flatly, "You might end up before a federal judge over this." 

    "That's survivable. Lipton's situation may not be. Just hang on one, Fearless Leader. I'll try to avoid a provable ID, but I'll definitely get his goddamned attention for you." 

    I field-gathered a mound of snow off the road, melted it, and refroze it into a ball of ice about the size of a softball. Larcon looked out his window again and his eyes got huge as I sent the iceball flying at him and again yelled, "Answer your goddamned phone!" 

    Larcon ducked damned fast, I'll give him that, and the iceball shattered impressively as it obliterated the window. Bits of ice and glass blasted past Larcon to thoroughly splatter the interior of the car. 

    Mackey yelled and flailingly tried to cover his face. Larcon simply remained below the window as if he thought I'd sling another wad of ice. It was tempting, but I passed on the idea. 

    "Jesus!" breathed Linda, "What the hell was that, Ed?!" 

    "An iceball," I said, sending the board about fifty feet ahead of the van and turning to face it as I scooped some more snow and made another --bigger

--wad of ice. "And now I'm gonna do the same thing to the van." I had to stop the van in a way that wouldn't cause anyone inside to put a gun to Lipton's head. Probably no problem; there were several overpasses ahead and the guys in the van weren't expecting a frontal assault that would look as if it might be directly related to the nasty weather. 

    The van was barely rolling at about twenty and its wipers were almost useless against the volume of wind-driven snow. My iceball would be one helluva surprise for the driver. 

    Letting the van catch up until it was about twenty feet away, I heaved my oversized iceball. Nearly a pound of ice impacted the driver's side windshield nearly dead center, slamming through the glass at about sixty miles per hour. This iceball didn't shatter so completely; a large chunk of it smacked the driver in the head. I saw him jerk hard in his seat before the van swerved toward the concrete median barrier. 

    Staying just ahead of the van, I could see someone reaching across from the other side to grab the steering wheel. The driver slumped against the door, both hands at his face briefly before he went limp. At such times you find out who your real friends are, I guess. The other person in the front of the van grabbed the steering wheel and managed to straighten out their forward progress, then I saw him or her reach into the driver's lap before reaching beyond the driver. 

    I heard the driver's door slide back against its stops, and apparently so did the driver, who resisted feebly as the other guy tried to shove him out of the van. 

    The other guy's arm suddenly drew back and delivered a quick punch at the driver's head and the driver toppled out of the van to land in the road. The new driver then dropped into the seat and peered ahead through the hole where the window had been, then he pulled the driver's door shut and reached to do something on the dashboard, hunkering over the steering wheel and trying to shield his face against the blowing snow and wind. Behind the van, the lights of one of the barely-visible cop cars jolted hard as the car ran over something. The sound of cars colliding soon followed the bouncing lights. 

    I gave the new van driver time to get accustomed to squinting into the snow and wind as I made another iceball, then I threw it as we rolled under the next overpass. He must have seen it coming barely before it hit; he threw a hand up and began to duck backwards, but he had no chance. My pitch was a bit low; the iceball nicked the lower edge of the window frame, skipped over the steering wheel and the guy's attempt to block, and headed straight for his face, slamming his head against the metal wall behind his seat. 

    His forehead was bleeding, but it must only have been a glancing blow; he reeled in his seat, but he clung to the wheel and tried to get as low as possible behind the dash. 

    I sent a stun blast to finish him off and moved in closer for another look into the van as he slumped against the driver's door the way his predecessor had. 

    When I saw nobody else but Lipton in the van, I reached through the windshield hole to steady the steering wheel and looked for the ignition as the van slowed, glancing over my shoulder frequently to keep us on the road. Lipton groaned softly as I found the ignition and turned the key. Oops! 

Wrong way; the starter ground loudly. I turned the key the other way and the engine died. We coasted to a stop and I reached further into the van put it in park, then tossed the keys down by Lipton's right arm just to make sure someone would have to try to figure out how they got there. I looked for the remains of my iceballs and found some big parts of them in the stairwells. My heat field quickly melted them and had the added benefit of warming the interior of the van fairly well, even with a missing front window. 

    Backing away from the window as several cops cautiously approached on foot around the van, I sent a broad, gentle warming field at Lipton through the windshield hole. 

    The cops soon secured the van and the ambulance was given the all-clear to move up as cops opened the back doors. Two cops and a medic checked out the van's driver as Lipton was gently loaded onto a gurney and taken to the ambulance. 

    When Larcon appeared at the passenger side door and started to step up into the van, I sent a field to sweep several inches of snow off the van's roof and onto him as I asked, "Linda, am I about finished here?" She laughed, "By God, it certainly looks that way." 

    "Good 'nuff. Let the cops and Larcon argue about what really happened, who was in charge, and all that other crap, and write it up using their own explanations. Unless you say otherwise, the ice fell off overpasses and I was officially never here." 

    "Larcon heard you, Ed. You smashed his car window." 

    "Screw Larcon. The evidence will melt. No fingerprints. And he only heard somebody screaming outside the car. He didn't actually see anybody, did he? 

Make him prove any accusations. Heh. That could even be entertaining." Aiming the board upward, I tried to locate the flitter through the snowstorm as I asked, "Did Jessie call you the second I was off the deck?" 

    "That she did, Ed." 

    "Thought she might. How much can I tell her about the last fifteen minutes?" 

    "Anything you want. I had the flitter patch your video feed to the console. She saw what we saw." 

    Hm. That wasn't in keeping with Linda's usual concepts of security and such. 

    As I spotted the flitter and headed for it, I asked, "Um... Mind if I ask why you did that, Fearless Leader?" 

    "Not just now. Outside lines two and six just lit up." 

    "Could be one of 'em's Larcon. Maybe he finally pulled his head out of his ass." 

    She laughed, "Could be. Bye for now, Dragonfly," and canceled our link. 
Chapter Eleven

    I turned off my three suit when I saw the flitter and Jessie watched with a big-eyed, mouth-open expression that made me want to laugh as I slid aboard through the flitter's hull field. 

    Still standing on the board, I reached down and wadded some snow from around my feet into a ball, then tossed it to her. She caught it, then stared at me. 

    I turned off my five suit as I said, "Bet you haven't seen that stuff lately." 

    Taking a breath and losing her shocked expression, she coolly replied, 

"Not since I went skiing last month." 

    "Aw, hell. You're gonna be hard to impress, aren't you?" She laughed, "Oh, after what I just saw, I guess I'm fairly well impressed at the moment. Can I just throw this through the... uh, wall... like you threw your bottle?" 

    "Yup." 

    She did so, then eyed me for a moment before she said, "Linda let me watch you." 

    Echoing my previous sentiment about that, I said, "Yeah, I know. I'm wondering why." 

    "You don't know?" 

    "No, ma'am. That's kind of why I said, 'I'm wondering why'. But rest assured I'll be damned sure to ask her later." 

    "Why not ask her now?" 

    "She has official stuff to do and I don't need to know badly enough at the moment. I'd rather concentrate on you." 

    Interesting. After having her cigarette lit and watching me fly around on a board and make iceballs, she wasn't asking the usual questions. That likely meant she'd already asked Linda and received the stock answer; 'Classified'. Jessie snorted a chuckle and asked, "So I've become a project?" Shrugging, I said, "Hell, you started this evening as a project of sorts. Now I think I'd rather call you a friend unless you object to the idea. I'm gonna get a beer. Want one?" 

    As I walked to the cooler, Jessie took a seat by the console and replied, 

"Sure, I'll have one. Why would I object to being your friend, Ed?" Opening two beers and sitting next to her, I handed her a beer and said, 

"Just being cautious, I guess. We do have a history of animosity to consider." Jessie sipped her beer as I sipped mine, then she asked, "Is the reason for that animosity truly ancient history?" 

    "I'd say so. What did Sel say when you asked her about our current relationship?" 

    Sipping again, Jessie paused for a few moments before asking, "Are you sure you want to hear it?" 

    "Oh, I'll probably survive." 

    After another sip, Jessie seemed tentative as she said in a rather solemn, quiet tone, "Sel said you're just friends now and things can never again be what they were. That's a quote." 

    Pretending to give that some thought, I matched her solemn, quiet tone when I said, "She said the same thing to me early last year. I'm beginning to think she might be serious." 

    Sitting back with a grin, I sipped beer and waited to see how she'd react. Jessie's left eyebrow went up and she, too, sat back in her seat. 

    "So it isn't front page news. Sel didn't say why you two broke up, Ed. Why don't you tell me?" 

    I shrugged. "I'd say her needs changed, Jessie." For some moments, Jessie sat rather still and studied me fairly intently, then she quietly asked, "Changed how?" 

    "You'll have to ask Sel about that." 

    She insisted, "You were there, too. I'm asking you." Holding up a hand, I replied, "You'll still have to ask Sel. They're her reasons, not mine." 

    Jessie chewed her lip nervously for a moment, then almost whispered, "Oh, God... I know I asked before, but... she didn't turn gay, did she?" Hm. That kind of question needed an answer that would quell doubt or reroute lines of thought. I shook my head and grinned as I said, "Oh, I really kinda doubt that, ma'am. She was particularly fond of a certain part of me." She'd been real fond of certain parts of Toni, too, but I saw no reason to mention that. Bi isn't quite gay, and Jessie's question had been whether Sel had turned gay. Then I realized that I really didn't know. Oh, well. Whether Sel was bi or gay these days was strictly her business. 

    Jessie's demeanor had changed at my last remark, as expected. She now glowered at me and looked as if she might be putting together a long string of harsh words. 

    It was time to change the subject altogether. 

    "Flitter, take us up to a hundred miles, please." Hurriedly arranging herself in her seat as the flitter shot upward, Jessie asked, "What are you going to do, Ed?" 

    "Fly high. Watch the world spin. Drink beer and look at the stars. Admire you. Once you put your fur down, that is. I wasn't trying to piss you off, Jessie. I just wanted you to know for a fact that your niece knows how to use and enjoy a man. A lesbian won't usually concern herself with such things." Jessie stared rather fixedly at the ground as we continued upward and seemed to get a deathgrip on her seat. 

    "Relax," I said, "There's nothing nefarious going on." With a tight, snorting chuckle, Jessie replied, "Well, you'd say that anyway, wouldn't you?" 

    I laughed, "Yeah, but your darling niece would beat me bloody if I ditched you in space. No damned doubt about it." 

    Wrenching her eyes away from the world below to look at me, Jessie gave me a wry little grin and said, "I'm not so sure about that. We've been having a... a very hard time of things lately. It seems as if all we do is argue." 

    "That's how it is when wills collide. Want my opinion?" Eyeing me in silence for a time, Jessie finally said, "Yes." 

    "Back off. Back way off, and no matter what you learn or suspect, keep your mouth shut. This is her time in the sun, Jessie. If she asks for advice, give your best. If she doesn't, don't try to steer her. You already know it won't work and it'll just cause more stress between you." Again there was a long, palpable silence before she asked, "Her time in the sun, huh? Are you saying mine's over?" 

    "Hardly. But are you trying to create a life of your own? Or keep or make a career? No. For us, all that happened two decades ago, when we were her age." 

    Jessie shook her head. "Closer to three decades, to be honest about it. And you're a fine one to talk about running out of sunshine, you know. You're what? Fifty-six?" 

    "Yeah, but Linda hands me odd jobs now and then and I try to keep active." Laughing shortly, Jessie replied, "Yes, I guess you do, at that. So do I. Running, swimming, and shopping, and I've had a gym membership for the last ten years. I'm just doing what I can to stave off the inevitable." Sipping my beer, I said, "That's all anyone does after thirty, I think. That number scares people, but forty can turn them inside out if they've set things up so their end is in sight." 

    "What do you mean?" 

    "I mean they see their retirement looming ahead, but they're hardly ever truly ready when it arrives. And I don't just mean they haven't set themselves up with money and such. Most have made no real plans for the after-career years. One day they're in some corporate harness and the next they're wondering what the hell to do with themselves." 

    Jessie sighed, "Boy, do I know about that. I had first-hand experience with a retiree husband. This is a depressing subject, Ed. Let's talk about something else." 

    "Okay. What do you want to talk about?" 

    Sipping her beer and meeting my gaze, Jessie said, "You've complimented me several times, but you haven't actually made a pass at me. Does that mean anything?" 

    "Did you forget your under-the-table kiss?" 

    "No, but that was just... showing off. Or something. A stand-alone thing on a dare. Not what I'd call a real pass." 

    I laughed, "Funny; but I somehow thought licking your thigh would state my ideas and intentions fairly well. Go ahead and call that a pass, milady." She snickered and shrugged slightly. "Okay. It was a pass, then. But you haven't tried anything else since." 

    Shrugging, I replied, "It only means I'm taking nothing for granted, including my own irresistibility. I've actually met a few women --only a few, mind you --who didn't instantly invite me into their beds." After trying to look shocked, Jessie snickered, "Well, then, maybe there was something wrong with them. I can't imagine a sane woman refusing you." 

    "Careful, there, lady. I might get the idea you're interested." 

    "And if you did get that idea? What then?" 

    "I'd probably ask if you wanted to get a room for the weekend and negotiate the terms of my surrender. But first I'd make very sure you're really interested, ma'am. I've seen you when you were pissed off, y'know. It was kinda scary." 

    Jessie barked a short laugh, looked at me as if she couldn't believe what she'd heard, and laughed again. Getting to her feet, she stood looking down at me for a moment, shook her head --again as if in disbelief --and walked toward the rear of the flitter with a chuckle that turned into several soft laughs. 

    She stopped rather abruptly a few feet from the edge of the deck and stiffened, then stood staring down at the world below for several long moments before she began backing away from the edge with slow, tiny, wobbly steps. I stood up and walked over to stand in front of her, blocking her view of the ground as well as possible. Her eyes rose to mine and I pretended not to see her core-deep shock as I reached for her left hand and lifted it for a kiss. 

    Her eyes tracked my motions as she whispered flatly, "This thing needs some kind of a damned guard rail, Ed." 

    "I'll make sure management gets a memo on that, ma'am." She snickered and her voice trembled as she replied, "Yes. By all means, you do that. We're all the way up, aren't we? A hundred miles?" 

    "It's a hundred miles, but this isn't really all the way up and we don't have to go that high this trip. Will your knees get you back to your seat, do you think?" 

    "Um. Yes. I think so." 

    "Mind if I keep a hand on your arm until we get there?" Jessie giggled softly, breathlessly, and shook her head. 

    "No. No, not at all. I think I should have looked down before I stood up." 

    "Yes'm. That seems likely." 

    But as I started to turn her, she took a quick, deep breath and shook her head again. "No. Wait." 

    Taking another deep breath, Jessie looked past my shoulder, then let her breath out slowly as she stared down. Her hand hurriedly found my forearm and her grip was like a vise. 

    "Damn!" she whispered, "I know we can't fall. I know this is routine for you and I know Sel loved flying high like this and I know you've probably brought lots of people up here, but..." 

    "No," I interrupted her chatter firmly, "Not lots. Never lots. This is sort of a private place for me, Jessie. I don't clutter it with tourists." Apparently with considerable effort, Jessie again tore her gaze away from the scene below and looked at me. Her grip on my arm relaxed a bit, then she nodded and turned to head toward the seats with careful steps. Her stride widened as we moved away from the edge and with two more quick steps she reached her seat and sat down. Taking a long swig from her beer, Jessie gasped, then burped, looked startled, and muttered an automatic apology. 

    "My God," she said, "I didn't realize how things would look from up here. I mean, I've been above thirty thousand feet before, and I thought that was plenty damned high, but I guess I just wasn't ready to see... well, what I just saw." 

    "Don't sweat it. You aren't the first to freak a little. A few years ago, Linda had me take a 3rd World office honcho with some flying experience up to maximum altitude." Sipping my beer, I said, "Bad move. Very bad. The lady locked up and screamed at me." 

    Jessie's eyebrow went up. "She screamed at you?" Remembering how Linda had yelled at me that night, I chuckled, "Oh, yeah. She got the idea I'd aim the flitter at the ground and make it go down as fast as it went up." 

    Studying my face, Jessie said, "I've noticed you like to startle people, Ed. Did you perhaps give her that idea?" 

    I shook my head. "Nah. Startling people can be fun, but scaring the holy shit out of them is a form of abuse. And tricks like that can really come back to haunt you in various ways when the trickee holds some rank in your company." 

    Sipping her beer again, Jessie nodded. "I can see how that could happen. Why a room?" 

    "Huh?" 

    I thought, 'Oh, good answer. Very articulate.' 

    "A room," she said, "You said something about getting a room for the weekend. Why not your house?" 

    "Ah. Well, it needs a good cleaning and Tiger wouldn't approve. He thinks you don't like him for some reason." Trying to look enlightened, I grinningly added, "Oh, hey! Does this mean you're in favor of the idea after all?" Jessie grinned back at me and replied, "I'm not sure yet." 

    "Uh, huh. Not sure yet. Well, that may be 'cuz you still have some beer left. What's on your agenda for tomorrow?" 

    Lounging in her seat, Jessie manifested a coy little smile and replied, 

"I'm not altogether sure about that, either." 

    Hm. I dislike the coy act. Always have. It's too much like asking, 'What are you willing to do to make it happen?' in a roundabout way, and that sort of thinking is too much like socially-acceptable hooking in my opinion. Maybe my reaction showed more than I thought it did. Jessie's gaze tightened slightly, then she sipped her beer and studied me for a time in silence. 

    When she spoke, it was in a quiet, measured tone. 

    "I'm an old-fashioned girl, Ed. I don't just fall into bed with a man because he does a few... flashy tricks." 

    Nodding slightly, I responded, "Figured that." She sipped again and said, "Although I appreciate your interest, I prefer to be wooed at least a little." 

    Nodding again, I took a long sip of my beer and thought, 'This is why I've been hanging out with younger women for the last decade or so; they don't waste my time,' but I didn't say the words aloud. 

    Jessie was a product of a different era. My era, really, but I'd never bought into the extensive, expensive aspects of pursuing women, partly because my past employments had always made relationship longevity questionable at best and partly because I'd stopped looking for a Mrs. Right over thirty years ago. 

    I asked, "Flowers, candy, dinner dates, all that?" Her small smile returned. "Those would be nice." 

    "How many of each, do you figure?" 

    She shrugged slightly. "Oh, I really wouldn't know. Until I feel as if we know each other well enough, I suppose." 

    "How long does the decision making process usually last?" I received a sharp glance for the word 'usually'. 

    "That's hard to say, Ed. I like to be relatively sure..." 

    "Uh, huh." I interrupted, "Did you have an entertaining evening, Jessie?" With a chuckle, she nodded. "Oh, yes. Very." 

    "Good. Mission accomplished. Flitter, take us back to Florida, please. Normal flight parameters." 

    The flitter seemed to plummet southeast. Jessie froze in mid-sip of her beer and lowered her bottle as her gaze fixed on me in a narrow manner. 

    "So that's it?" she asked, "The evening's over?" I drank some beer and replied, "We could hit a few clubs if you want. Got any favorites?" 

    She gave me a long, studious look and stated, "Once you drop me off, I won't see you again, will I?" 

    "You know where I live, ma'am. And you can have Selena show you how to use her datapad." 

    After a pause, Jessie muttered, "I see." She maintained a rather frosty silence for a time, then said, "But I guess I don't understand what Selena saw in you." 

    "Sure you do. She saw an uncomplicated good time and friendship with a man who loved to please her. You'd rather have a more standard sort of relationship." 

    "How the hell did you draw that conclusion?" 

    "All the courtship symbology. It's a control issue. The price of admission and when the playground gate opens has to be entirely up to you, etc... I don't play that game. My gate's just as important to me, but it's open to you now, Jessie. No admission fees. No indecision. If you don't feel the same way, could be either you aren't sufficiently interested in me or we don't think enough alike." 

    I'd long ago learned never to completely close a door during negotiation. I waited to see if Jessie would push it back open. In fact, it depended solely on the truth of my last statement; if she had the interest and could accept immediacy... 

    I watched the various lines and blots of lights below us for some moments before Jessie said, "People tend to stick to what they're used to." Looking at her, I agreed, "Yes, they do. But what makes new people and experiences interesting, ma'am? The ways they're similar and mundane or the ways they're unique and different?" 

    Her left eyebrow went up. "I can't remember the last time I heard the word

'mundane' used in a sentence. Or used at all, for that matter." Shrugging, I replied, "By your reaction, it's probably been quite a while. Did it gain me any points?" 

    Jessie chuckled and nibbled her lower lip. 

    "Is that what you were trying to do?" 

    Letting my eyes rove from her ankles up, I sighed, "Take a really good look at yourself sometime, lady. I think you'd be a truly splendid shower toy, and I'm absolutely sure I could spend hours on end searching out each and every one of your pleasures." 

    "And you'd get to know me in the process, I suppose?" 

    "Seems likely. Probably even an eventuality, I'd say. I'm very thorough once I get started." 

    She gave me a wry little smile and said, "I mean 'know' me, as in what I think and how I feel." 

    "That would be in the mix, too. It always is when people spend time together." 

    Jessie eyed me for a time in silence and sipped her beer, then said, "I think I'd like some time to think about this, Ed," and switched her gaze to the world beyond the flitter. 

    Nodding, I replied, "Okay," and flipped my bottle over the side, then stood up to stretch by walking around the deck. 
Chapter Twelve

    I recognized the lights of Tallahassee a few minutes later as the flitter began to descend. 

    "Tallahassee," I said, pointing ahead. 

    Jessie stood up, tossed her bottle, and flinched at the glare, then said, 

"Now someone will think they've seen a UFO." 

    "Could be, ma'am." 

    "Are you mad at me?" 

    Glancing at her, I shook my head. "Nope. No point." She sighed, "I want to talk to Selena first." As if to head off any comment I might make, she raised a hand and said, "It's just something I need to do. Would it be all right if I called you later? Maybe tomorrow?" 

    "Sure. Like I said, have Selena show you how to work her pad. Don't phone; you'll get my machine." 

    Her head tilted slightly. "So you really would like to hear from me again?" 

    I chuckled, "How many times will you have to hear it before you believe it, ma'am?" 

    As we settled to the street in front of Sel's apartment building, I saw something odd at the end of the block and used my implant to move the flitter that direction. 

    Jessie glanced around in startlement and asked, "What...?" I interrupted, "I want to see something." 

    Two women got out of a little red car near an ATM that was recessed into the wall of a building, but that's not what had snagged my attention. A glint of glass or metal flashed at the edge of some shadows behind a parked truck as one of the women used the ATM. The flitter moved up the street near those shadows as a skinny little guy in a black t-shirt and jeans made his move. 

    He dashed across the street and stopped a couple of yards behind the women. The glinting object was a knife. One of the women screamed as he loudly demanded their money. The other backed up against the wall and seemed frozen. As a minor theatric for Jessie's benefit, I pointed as I sent a stun at the guy. He folded in mid-shout and collapsed at the women's feet. The knife clattered across the sidewalk to stop near the ATM. Both women simply stared at the guy for a moment, then the one who'd been using the ATM went to pry her friend away from the wall. 

    Hovering above the ATM's camera range, I dropped the flitter's refractive field, which made her friend's eyes grow even larger, which in turn made the first woman turn to look. 

    "Ladies," I said, "You're safe now. He's been stunned. Do what you want about the situation. Good night." 

    Replacing the flitter's refractive field, I moved us back down the street to Sel's apartment building. The two women continued to stare at the spot where we'd been as I started to hand Jessie down from the flitter. Not stepping down, Jessie asked, "Ed, aren't you going to call the police?" 

    "Hadn't planned to. Waste of time and trouble. Want to wait around and see what happens to him?" 

    She looked at me oddly, then faced toward the ATM and nodded. "Yes." I called up a screen and sent a probe to the corner. We watched as one of the two women went back to the ATM and the other started to use her cell phone, then changed her mind. She put the phone away and urged her friend to hurry. 

    Her friend muttered, "Just a minute! The goddamned thing won't give my card back!" 

    She poked buttons and banged on it until it did, then the women hurried to their car and sped away. 

    Jessie shrugged and said, "That's it, then." I shook my head. "Maybe not. I felt someone else nearby, but didn't see him. Or her. That means they were hiding." 

    Giving me a skeptical glance, Jessie asked, "If you didn't see anyone, maybe you were imagining things." 

    "Like I imagined that guy, you mean?" 

    Jessie started to speak, then stopped and stared as a figure ran from the shadows behind the truck. A short person sprinted across the street to the fallen mugger, looking in all directions as he did so. 

    I chuckled, "Ma'am, there seems to be someone..." Jessie snapped, "I see him." 

    The new arrival shook the fallen mugger's shoulder and I sent the mugger a backup stun to keep him out. 

    "Lonnie! Lonnie! Wake yo' ass up, dammit!" Hm. This guy was black. The mugger had been white, or close to it. Whatever; Lonnie wouldn't wake up and the new guy apparently decided he was risking his own ass entirely too much by sticking around. He quickly went through Lonnie's pockets, then dashed to snatch up the knife and started to run away. I let him get as far as the streetlight at the corner, then pointed again as I stunned him hard. He tumbled to a halt near the curb. 

    Jessie asked, "Now do we call the police?" 

    "Can if you want. I'd rather leave them where they are. It seems to be a fairly active corner, doesn't it?" 

    She gave me yet another odd look. "What are you..." A car stopped near the streetlight. Four guys of various colors got out and stood around the man on the sidewalk. Two of them punted his ribs rather viciously and there was some ghetto chat as the punters rifled the fallen man's pockets. 

    They spotted the guy by the ATM and three of them headed for him while one got in the car to follow them. As they rather abusively tried to wake the guy at the ATM, I waited until I saw reverse lights flash on the car, then asked the flitter to stun them all and turn on the ATM's silent alarm. With a nod to Jessie, I said, "Now we've called the cops." 

    "Oh, Lord," she mused, "They'll really enjoy this case." 

    "As much as they enjoy any of them, I guess." The cops didn't waste any time getting there; within two minutes or so the first squad car arrived and parked some distance behind the bad guys' car. Only a few seconds later an unmarked cruiser nearly slid to a halt in front of it. 

    It didn't take the cops long to realize they were the only ones awake and they began handcuffing everybody as two more squad cars arrived. There were now more cops than crooks and the area was declared secure as two more cars arrived. 

    My implant pinged and I put up a screen as I answered, "Yes, O Fearless Leader, ma'am! What selfless service may I now perform for you, milady?" Glancing at Jessie, then back to me, Linda asked, "Good evening, all. You're back in Tallahassee, aren't you?" 

    "Yes'm, indeed we are." 

    "Did you happen to zap half a dozen people at an ATM within the last fifteen minutes or so?" 

    Nodding, I replied, "As it happens, I did. If I may say so, milady, you really seem to be on top of things tonight. I find that to be truly commendable dedication to duty." 

    Giving me a flat gaze, Linda replied, "I'm sure you do. Am I likely to have to deal with any repercussions?" 

    With a dismissive headshake, I declared, "Highly unlikely. They were all very deserving, Fearless Leader." 

    Looking at Jessie, Linda asked, "Do you concur?" Jessie had been holding back a laugh and let slip a hearty chuckle before she replied, "Oh, yes. I certainly do. They were all very deserving." Nodding slightly, Linda said, "Okay, then. Goodnight, all." Once she'd dropped the link, Jessie pretended to sigh with relief and turned to me as she said, "Wow! She has you on a short leash, doesn't she?" 

    "Well, it can certainly seem that way sometimes, but this isn't one of them. Her computers and people monitor various things. They're pretty good at spotting odd items." 

    "They must be." 

    Nibbling her lower lip as she eyed the scene up the street, Jessie shook her head wonderingly and chuckled again, then looked at me with a studious expression. 

    "If you wouldn't mind," she said, "Wait here. I need to run upstairs for a few things and let Selena know where I'll be." 

    I thought, 'All right!' and saluted loosely as I replied, "Yes'm! Wait for you! Got it! By your command, ma'am!" 

    Jessie laughed as I handed her off the flitter. She cast a glance back at me from the top of the steps, then was gone. I noticed a cop looking our way and stepped back within the flitter's field as Jessie let herself into the building's lobby. 

    The cop stood very still for a few moments as he stared down the now seemingly empty street, then one of the other cops said something to him. He shook himself out of his trance and joined the others at one of the cars. I had just time enough to rinse my coffee mug and make a fresh coffee before my implant received Selena's pad ping. 

    Putting up a screen, I answered, "Yes, milady?" Selena looked upset. Very upset. Hm. 

    In a tense, sharp whisper, she hissed, "Ed, my aunt is in the other room, packing a bag!" 

    "A small one, I hope. I didn't ask her to move in." 

    "Damn it! That's not funny! And keep your voice down!" 

    "Of course it's funny. I did as you asked, you got what you wanted, and now you're all fuzzed up. Relax. Let her have some fun. What's the worst that could happen?" 

    "I didn't think it would go this far, damn it! I thought you two might maybe manage a dinner, but not... not this!" 

    I sighed, "Yeah, that's about what I figured, too, but plans change. Look, we aren't bedmates anymore, Sel. You moved on in that regard when you moved up here. I'm only going to do for your aunt what I used to do for you, so what's the problem?" 

    She sputtered, "But... She's my aunt, damn it! There's... there's just something wrong about it, Ed!" 

    "Not to me. She's an interesting woman who looks like an older version of you --a very definite plus, as I see it. She's up for some company for the first time in a long time and I'm going to do my best to make her glad she picked me. Besides, what would I tell her? 'Sorry, ma'am, I changed my mind.' 

Nope. She wouldn't buy it anyway, y'know. If you'd rather she wouldn't fly off into the night with me, you'll have to change her mind, milady." The bedroom door opened behind Selena. Sel seemed to become aware of Jessie standing behind her, likely from a change in light reflected by the pad's frame, since the screen was non-reflective. 

    Jessie walked into the room as Sel whipped around. 

    In a reasonably conversational tone, Jessie said, "Ed, turn that thing off, please. I want to speak privately with my niece before we leave." 

    "As you command, milady. See you in a few." I turned off the screen and sat back in the pilot's seat to sip coffee and quietly marvel at this turn of events; Selena the libertine, upset because her aunt wanted to get laid? No, not just that; also the fact that I was the candidate. So a talk was occurring upstairs. Or the long-dreaded confrontation? 

    Poor Selena? Unlikely, unless she made an argument of it. Jessie hadn't sounded too upset. She'd likely just present Sel with some version of 'You gave him up. I'm old enough and I outrank you, so mind your own business.' 

    Considerably sooner than I expected, the apartment building's front door opened and Jessie came down the steps with a small brown suitcase. I lowered the flitter to the street and stepped off to take the bag and hand Jessie aboard. 

    Sitting down near the console, she pointed at my coffee mug and asked, 

"What's in that?" 

    "Black coffee. Instant." 

    "May I have a sip?" 

    Handing her the mug, I replied, "Sure. If you want, we could find a restaurant." 

    She sipped, made a face, and asked, "At this hour?" 

    "At any hour. Some are open all night." 

    Jessie sipped again, this time without making the face. Handing my mug back, she said, "Yes. Good idea. Someplace with real food, though, not a donut shop." 

    I told the flitter to take us to the nearest Denny's and sipped my coffee as I watched the city zip by below us. Jessie reached for my mug and took another sip, then placed it back in my hand and sighed. 

    "Damn it," she muttered, "Sel's acting as if... Ed, it really is over between you two, isn't it?" 

    "Yes. I don't think that's her problem, Jessie." The flitter settled to the Denny's parking lot and we stood up as Jessie asked, "Then what is?" 

    "Don't really know. She proposed this idea thinking we might get as far as dinner, but she expected the whole thing to fall apart. Maybe I was just supposed to loosen you up some or plant the idea of dating. All I really know is that when she called this afternoon, she seemed to feel that something needed done to give you something other than her to think about." In a somewhat bitter tone, Jessie sighed, "Well, she damned well got her wish, didn't she?" 

    Handing her down to the pavement on the side of the flitter away from the restaurant, I gently pulled her into my arms before we left the flitter's field and met her gaze for a moment, then kissed her. 

    She didn't pull away and didn't seem upset, but when the kiss ended, she studied my face in silence. 

    I said, "Jessie, don't use me to try to get even with her in some fashion. Maybe Sel's afraid of something, and she's not the kind of person who's used to being afraid of anything." 

    "Afraid of what, Ed?" 

    "Well, I don't know, but it would have to be something that apparently hasn't occurred to either of us. Why would having a new man in your life be a problem for her?" 

    "Not a 'new' man, Ed. You." 

    "Possibly. Maybe even probably. But not definitely." Jessie nodded slightly. 

    "Okay. Not definitely. Kiss me again." 

    I did so. It turned into considerably more than the previous kiss; Jessie's arms tightened and her tongue found mine in one of those fine, electric moments of discovery. 

    She was pressed against me firmly, and it seemed to me she couldn't help but feel a certain spike rise between us. As our kiss ended, she glanced down and her left eyebrow rose. 

    "And now I know," she said, then she turned to march toward the restaurant without further explanation. 

    Striding to catch up, I hooked a thumb on my belt and let my coffee mug dangle in front of my fly as I asked, "And now you know what, ma'am? You already knew I wanted you." 

    Jessie shook her head with a small grin and said, "Never mind, Ed. It's a woman-thing." 

    I got the door for us with a mental shrug. Okay. A 'woman-thing'. No sweat. I'd run into a few of those along the line; minor mysteries that could usually be explained by examining the woman's personal views. But as the hostess led us to a table, it occurred to me that this time the

'woman-thing' specifically involved the feelings of someone I'd like to keep as a friend. 

    A waitress appeared, gave us menus, took our orders for coffees, and left saying she'd be back in a few minutes. 

    Jessie said softly, "This is a far cry from Nick's, isn't it?" Eyeing a burger platter on the menu, I agreed, "Yup. On the other hand, Nick's wouldn't be open." 
Chapter Thirteen

    Our coffees arrived and the waitress disappeared with our orders. Jessie sipped coffee for a moment, then she manifested a sort of Mona Lisa smile and commented, "You're just dying to know what I meant, aren't you?" 

    'Well, no, not really,' I thought, but because that probably wasn't what she wanted to hear, I looked up from my coffee with what I hoped was an appropriately questioning expression. 

    Jessie's smile vanished. "No, I see you aren't. You can turn off that inquisitive look." 

    Okay. I let the expression dissolve and sipped my coffee as I waited to see where she'd go from there. She sipped again and shook her head. 

    "Oh, what the hell. It's been a long time and I'm out of practice. My feminine wiles are probably encrusted with rust." 

    "I wouldn't say that, ma'am. They got a rise out of me." She chuckled, "Is that so difficult?" 

    "You just got lucky. Caught me between girlfriends." Jessie blinked at me, cackled a sharp burst of laughter, and set her coffee down to avoid spilling it as she laughed again with one of those full, rich laughs that cause breathlessness and tears. 

    Her spasm of amusement continued for some moments and was contagious enough to make me chuckle along with her even as I wondered what the hell was so funny. 

    Fumbling her wallet out of her purse, Jessie produced a folded paper and tossed it on the table toward me. I unfolded it and thought, 'Oh, damn,' as I saw that it was a computer-printed picture of Selena, Toni, and me on Clearwater Beach. 

    The ladies had been hamming it up for the camera. Sel had wrapped herself around my front and Toni had plastered herself to my back and they'd managed to almost embrace each other around me, then they'd tried to kiss over my left shoulder as our friend Mimi had moved to that side to capture the moment with a digital camera. Toni had printed the pic and given us each a copy. Jessie grinningly said, "This appears to be an actual picture of you between girlfriends. I moved my night table while I was vacuuming Tuesday and found this picture behind it." 

    Reaching for the picture, she studied it and said, "No date mark. When was this taken, Ed?" 

    I sipped coffee and said, "Just before Sel moved up here. Are you going to return her picture?" 

    Nodding, Jessie put it back in her wallet and said, "I'll put it back where I found it. I only brought it along tonight because..." she closed her purse and looked at me, her head canted slightly "...because I wanted to see how you'd react." 

    She sat back in her chair and drummed her fingers on her coffee cup as she said, "I've suspected Toni was more than just a friend for some time, Ed. The last couple of years, in fact." 

    I sighed, "You'd have made a good spook, milady." 

    "Gee, thanks. Do you still see Toni?" 

    "Not for a while." 

    Jessie's gaze sharpened slightly. "Why not?" 

    "She's out of town. Family stuff." 

    Her eyes remained on mine for a time, then she sipped her coffee and repeated, "Family stuff." Pointing generally up, she said, "Travel isn't much of an issue with a flitter. You and Toni could see each other if you wanted to." 

    "Family stuff is hard enough without juggling an extra body and I'm not really into big holiday gatherings." 

    Sipping again, Jessie nodded slightly. "I see. Well, I guess that doesn't surprise me much. And I don't mean that in a bad way. I dreaded most of my family's gatherings, too, but never had much choice about attending them." Tipping my cup at her, I said, "My sympathies, ma'am." Some moments passed before she asked, "Is Sel seeing a man these days? 

Other than Bill, I mean?" 

    "She hasn't said and I haven't asked, Jessie. I also don't know if Bill's real or fake. Could be he's straight, just not noticeably macho about it." 

    "Do you really believe that?" 

    "I don't have to. Do you?" 

    "What? Believe he's straight?" 

    "No, I was asking if you have to believe it." She sipped again. "Now you're fencing around the question." 

    "I'm not fencing at all, Jessie. Except for a few visits right after Sel moved and a couple of her stopovers on trips to Cocoa, I've been pretty much out of her life for over a year. Who she dates these days is none of my business. And, in my opinion, it's also none of yours." Jessie's gaze tightened. "What about Toni?" 

    "What about her?" 

    "Are you still seeing her?" 

    I shrugged. "I saw her two weeks ago on campus. She was prepping to go home for the holidays and barely had time to spare for lunch. A couple of weeks before that I escorted her to a company function. 'Occasionally' has been about the best we've been able to manage." 

    With a grin, Jessie asked, "So you really are between girlfriends?" Sitting back so I could make a small courtly flourish to Jessie, I replied, "May it please you to know, milady; you're my only immediate candidate for a night of passion. Or a weekend, if you can spare that much time from your busy schedule." 

    Leaning her elbows on the table, Jessie joined her fingers and rested her chin on them to look directly at me with a tiny smile. 

    "Sometimes," she said, "You're funny. Even very funny. But no jokes about my free time, please. I've had entirely too much of it since my divorce." I almost suggested, 'you could volunteer somewhere,' then didn't. It would be exactly the kind of suggestion she'd have heard a few dozen times. Likewise for 'start a business.' If she wanted to, she was likely the type who'd have done it. 

    Our food arrived and I took that opportunity to clam up for a while. Jessie watched me season my burger and fries and asked if I thought that much salt was really good for me. 

    Looking up at her, I replied, "You look the type to make me sweat later, ma'am. I just wanted to be prepared, y'know?" 

    Yet again her left eyebrow went up. 

    She sipped coffee and asked, "I look that type, do I?" Nodding, I said firmly, "Oh, yeah. Most definitely. You're a woman who could inspire a man to greatness in the sack." 

    After staring at me for a moment, Jessie replied, "My last husband didn't seem to share your high opinion of me." 

    Around a bit of burger, I said, "Bet he damned sure did at first, or he wouldn't have married you. He prob'ly just got too used to having you around or became intimidated by your glorious magnificence. That sort of thing happens, y'know." 

    Jessie snickered, then chuckled, then snorted a laugh and dug into her salad. We ate in silence for quite a while and were halfway through our meals before she spoke again. 

    "You're better company than I expected, Ed." 

    "Same to you, Jessie." 

    She munched another bite of salad, then said, "But I'm still not sure this is such a good idea." 

    Well, hell. Real indecision, or just in need of reinforcement? Or maybe the beginning of a bit of manipulation? No matter; there was only one answer I cared to give. 

    I sipped my coffee and said, "I thought we'd pretty much settled that, but if you're having third thoughts, I'll drop you at Sel's on the way home." Her gaze narrowed a bit and her pupils contracted briefly. Not the answer she'd been looking for, apparently. 

    As if speaking to someone who might be slow to understand things, Jessie gave me a small smile and asked, "Aren't you at all concerned about what my

'third thoughts' might be?" 

    "Nah. It's getting kind of late and you're a big girl who knows her own mind. I'll just let you work your way past them --or not --and go with whatever you decide." 

    For a moment --just for a moment, mind you --her eyes became those of the Jessie who'd so often greeted me while I'd been with Selena. A certain quality of malevolence appeared in her gaze and vanished so quickly that if I hadn't been looking into her eyes, I'd have likely missed it. Stabbing some lettuce in her bowl, she coolly replied, "Never mind, then." Jessie finished the last few bites of her salad, stood up, picked up her purse, and headed for the rest rooms without a word. Some minutes later, when I'd finished my burger and fries and most of my coffee, she still hadn't returned. 

    The waitress was kind enough to top off my cup and let me fill my mug. I snagged most of a newspaper someone left on a nearby table and sat back as I read the front page. Another fifteen minutes passed before I heard marching footsteps and peeked over the top of the comics page. 

    Jessie's tense demeanor almost made me expect her to snap, 'On your feet, mister!' or something of that nature, but she stopped by the table and simply stood looking down at me for a moment before asking, "Are you ready to go?" I got to my feet. Jessie turned and marched to the front of the restaurant as I left a tip and followed her, watching her lovely legs flash with every stride and wondering if I'd get my lustful hands on them or be told to take her home. 

    She stood nearby as I paid the check and waited as I got the door, then marched past me to the sidewalk and stopped. 

    "The flitter is where we left it?" she asked. Rather than explain that it was fifty feet above the lot, I simply used my implant to call it down and said, "Yup." 

    A car pulled out of the gas station lot half a block away and rolled our direction in an unusual manner; that is, it didn't speed up to make the green light on the corner near us. 

    As it rolled closer, it seemed likely to arrive in our vicinity about the same time as we reached the outer row of cars. I was about to say something to Jessie about hanging back a bit, but she stopped marching and spoke. 

    "Ed, I think that car coming this way is trouble." The car stopped in the street and a young black guy got out on the passenger side as I said, "Yeah, could be." 

    Running toward us, the guy produced a knife and screamed, "Gimme your stuff! Gimme your stuff, goddammit!" 

    I was about to stun him when Jessie switched her purse to her left hand and shoved it toward him. Odd. 

    When he snatched at it with his knife hand as he rushed past her, I thought, 'Not so odd after all.' 

    The guy had automatically discounted Jess as a threat and focused on me as I approached the last few paces toward them. That was a big mistake on his part; Jessie kept a grip on the purse straps, which made him turn toward her. She slammed the palm of her right hand into his nose in what appeared to be a good, solid punch. Her right foot connected with his upper thigh in a forward kick and I heard Jessie hiss, "Damn!" as she tried to draw her leg back and nearly toppled. 

    Her four-inch heel had apparently lodged firmly in her target's hip joint, and there it remained as Jessie's bare foot jerked free from the shoe. I stunned the guy, then stunned the car's driver, and walked over to the guy who'd tried to rob us. Giving her shoe a solid, two-handed yank freed it and I handed it to Jessie, who was leaning on a car and holding her foot up off the damp pavement as she wiped her right hand with some tissues. 

    "Wowsers!" I said with a grin, "You're the Belle of the Brawl, ma'am! 

You're a regular Trauma Queen!" 

    Giving me a surly look I'm fairly sure meant 'shut up', Jessie took the shoe, stared at the bloody heel for a moment, then put the shoe back on her foot as she somewhat shakily said, "I'd really rather you wouldn't. What now?" 

    "We can waste time with cops or leave." 

    "What do you mean, 'waste time'? They tried to rob us." 

    "They'd be out again in no time. This one would get free medical care for his leg and nose. I'm in favor of letting them go and hoping his leg rots off." 

    Jessie glanced back at the restaurant and said, "People were watching, Ed. Someone's bound to have called nine-one-one." 

    "Then let them talk to the cops. Let's go." 

    "Ed, I really think..." 

    "Yeah, fine," I cut in, "In that case, I'll get your bag off the flitter and you can get a ride home with the cops." 

    As I stepped through the flitter's field, I heard quick footsteps behind me and turned to hand Jessie aboard. Instead of taking my extended hand, she stopped at the edge of the deck and glared up at me for a few moments, then ignored my hand and stepped high to board the flitter with a fine show of firm, golden thighs and sullen anger. 

    "Flitter," I said, "Take us up to fifty feet and clean Jessie's shoes, please." 

    Jessie stared down at her feet as her shoes began to look like new and the flitter lifted. I took a seat by the console, sipped coffee, and watched the scene below as a cop car pulled up in the street behind the baddies' car. Two cops advanced cautiously on the car and realized the driver was out cold. Something they saw in the car made them drag the guy out of it and cuff him. One cop remained with the car and the other headed for the guy on the ground. 

    "Good 'nuff," I said, "They have things in hand. Where to?" Looking away from the scene below, she snapped, "What?" 

    "It's getting late. Should I take you home or find us a nice motel?" 

    "It isn't 'getting late'. It is late." 

    "Yes'm. You're absolutely right. It's late and we're both tired. So what's your answer?" 

    Eyeing me in a studious fashion for some moments, Jessie said, "Home." 

    "Flitter," I said, "Back to Selena's, please." As the flitter moved, Jessie asked, "Just like that? No discussion? Don't you want to know why?" 

    "Will telling me help you sort things out in my favor?" The flitter settled to the street in front of Sel's apartment building and I stood up to step off and hand Jessie down. She stood stiffly by her suitcase at the edge of the deck and stared at me for a time, then took my hand and stepped down to the sidewalk. I reached for her case to hand it to her, but she grabbed the handle and almost yanked it off the deck. Standing almost nose-to-nose with me, Jessie glared at me for a moment, then her irritated gaze seemed to become curious. Another moment passed as she studied me, then she shoved her suitcase back onto the flitter and shook her head. 

    "No, damn it," she said tersely, "I'm not leaving until I figure something out." 

    Jessie didn't wait to be handed back aboard; she sat on the edge of the deck and swung her legs up, and I --of course --took a good look at them before I stepped aboard and helped her to her feet. 

    She sat herself firmly in one of the front seats and waited until I'd sat in the pilot seat before she took a breath, turned her head to look at me, and said, "I don't want to talk about it. Just get us underway." With a small salute, I replied, "Aye, aye, Cap'n, ma'am. Underway it is. Flitter, blow ballast and take us up, please." 

    Her gaze narrowing a bit, Jessie said, "Don't you dare tease me, Ed. Being with you tonight is the kind of thing I've never, ever considered doing before." 

    Nodding, I said, "Then it's nice to know I'm your first, milady. I'll try to make it worth your while. May I make a suggestion, milady?" 

    "What would that be?" she snapped. 

    "Having chosen a course of action, make the best of it. In this case, that would simply mean allowing yourself to have a good time." 
Chapter Fourteen

    We chose one of the better motels near the Interstate and I told the flitter to go visible and let me off at the lobby doors. The bug-eyed young clerk seemed confused when I asked what was available, then seemed to pull herself together and asked what sort of bed I wanted. 

    Spreading my arms wide, I said, "I want to be able to spread out, y'know? 

Make it a double or bigger. On the quiet side. Far away from the highway and the pool." 

    The clerk had further trouble when her computer refused the data entry for lack of a license plate number. 

    "Hm. Well, we could use the one from my Oldsmobile, I guess." I started to recite the number, but she stopped me. 

    "Uh... it's supposed to be for the vehicle you're in, sir." 

    "Ever see a license plate on a flitter?" 

    "Uh... I've never even seen a flitter. Except on TV." 

    "You want to rent me a room or not?" 

    "Sir, I... the machine won't..." Throwing up her hands as the machine again refused to accept the data, she held up an index finger. "Just a minute, please." 

    She made a phone call and explained the situation to someone, who apparently gave her a code to enter to make the computer accept the form. A few minutes later I was back aboard the flitter and we were looking for a room number at the end of a row on the second floor of the south wing of the building. 

    When we found it, I had the flitter field the cooler and our luggage over the balcony rail to the door, then Jessie and I used field-generated steps to descend to the walkway. When I stuck my keycard in the slot, the door opened on the first try, much to my surprise. 

    I hauled our bags in and found that there were actually two double beds in the room, so I set our bags on the one nearest the window and set my coffee mug on the night table. 

    Jessie had stepped into the room and stopped near the writing desk. She picked up one of the local attractions brochures and examined both sides of it, then put it down and picked up another. 

    After glancing at both sides of that one, as well, she dropped it on the desk and fingered the others as she said, "I wasn't kidding, Ed. I've never done this before." 

    Moving to have a look in the bathroom, I replied, "I find it hard to believe you've never been in a motel room, ma'am. And Sel once told me you have a daughter, so I hope you won't try to convince me you're a virgin." There seemed to be enough towels and complimentary shampoos and soaps for a family of four. I picked up one of the shampoo bottles and carried it to Jessie. 

    Opening it, I handed it to Jessie. She sniffed it and shrugged. 

    "I prefer my own." Looking up at me, she started to say something, then didn't. 

    I sniffed the shampoo. Didn't recognize the brand, but then, I likely wouldn't have, anyway. No particular odor. At least it didn't reek of green apples or raspberries. 

    Jessie watched me rate the shampoo in silence. She still held her purse as she had when we'd stepped over the balcony rail; that is, the strap was over her shoulder and the purse was tucked securely between her body and her elbow. Hm. Setting the shampoo on the desk, I asked, "Want to know how to handle awkward moments, milady?" 

    Stiffening perceptibly, Jessie eyed me warily, probably expecting me to grab her and kiss her or something equally dramatic. Instead, I reached to touch her face again. 

    "Just ignore them," I said, "Walk right through 'em. In this case, walk right into a long, hot shower and a lot of attention." Glancing at her left side, I added, "But first you should try to relax at least enough to put your purse down." 

    Jessie glanced down as if surprised that she still held her purse, then looked at me again for a long moment before she took the strap off her shoulder and set her purse on the desk in a firm, determined manner. 

    "Okay," she said, "Maybe I was a little tense." 

    "Yes'm, that you were. Are you ready to be kissed?" 

    "I suppose so." 

    She was still a little tense as I took her in my arms and kissed her, but only seconds later, Jessie's trepidations seemed to evaporate. Breaking the kiss and stepping back from me a bit breathlessly, Jessie gave me a quick once-over glance. Her eyes seemed a little brighter and she flushed a faint pink as she embraced me and kissed me. 

    When she again broke our kiss, it seemed to me as if she might be evaluating her effect on me. Her eyes met mine for a moment, then fell to the region below my belt. 

    She grinned and --with only the slightest hesitation --reached to run her index fingernail up and down my fly as if fascinated by her effect on me. Turning to look in the mirror over the desk, Jessie eyed her reflection for a few moments as a low chuckle began to bubble out of her. It turned into soft laughter and she looked at my reflection as she shrugged out of her white jacket and hung it on the back of the desk' chair. 

    Plucking at my jacket's lapel with her right hand, Jessie began undoing the buttons of her blouse with her left. I took her hint and tossed my jacket on the bed with our luggage. While I was there, I reached into the cooler for a couple of beers and opened them, then turned to hand one to Jessie. Her blouse was draped over her jacket and Jessie was stepping out of her skirt. Once she'd draped her skirt over the chair, she took the beer and said, 

"Thanks," then sipped it without taking her eyes off mine. Unbuttoning my shirt, I replied, "You're welcome, milady. May I take it you're feeling a bit better about being here?" 

    Giving me a long look, Jessie snickered, "You could say that, I suppose." 

    "Uh, huh. One minute the trembling almost-virgin, the next a wanton woman. And then there's your time on the stage to consider, ma'am. Was all the trepidation this evening real, or were you just quietly planning your attack?" Grinning, she asked, "What are you willing to believe?" Shrugging, I sipped my beer and said, "I'd prefer to think you were planning an attack, of course." 

    "Good." 

    "But," I continued, "It seems more realistic that you suddenly realized that you were actually on pretty familiar ground, after all, and simply decided to take charge of things." 

    Jessie's gaze narrowed, but she grinned wryly and tipped her beer at me as she said, "You're too damned smart and you're still dressed." Sitting down to toe off my boots, I said, "I'm getting there. You aren't quite naked yet, either, y'know." 

    "I'm waiting to see what you've got before I show you what I've got." 

    "Well, that's hardly fair, ma'am. Besides, with the light reflecting from the mirror I can pretty much see through that slip. Kinda takes some of the mystery out of things, but I'm not feeling at all disappointed." Glancing back at the mirror as if to see what I was seeing, Jessie sighed, 

"Oh, well," and set her beer down to take off her slip. I noted that she didn't step out of her shoes, as well. 

    In her bra and pantyhose and four-inch heels, she picked up her beer and turned to face me as she asked, "Is that better?" 

    "Oh, hell, yes, ma'am! Much better! Damn, those are some fine legs! How do you keep them looking so good?" 

    Looking down at herself, Jessie replied, "Exercise, of course. Lots of it." 

    "Figured that. Running? Gym machines?" 

    "Some of each." She sipped again and said, "And some aerobics classes." Patting her belly with her fingertips produced a firm-sounding 'thump'. "A year before my divorce I was thirty pounds overweight and getting bigger by the minute. I started with the aerobics classes and added some weight training on the advice of my instructor." 

    I took a swig of beer and said, "I'd hate to tell you how little I do to stay fit. I think the only reason it works is because I've been doing it for so long and don't have to play too much catch-up to keep toned." Jessie's right hand was wrapped around a beer and her left rested on the back of the desk chair, but I could see a faint trembling in her thumb and fingers. She was putting on a fine show, but it had been a while since she'd been so exposed in the company of a man. 

    Pulling off my socks, I stood up and kicked out of my pants, which were my last stitch of clothing. My dick was at full attention and it waved happily at Jessie as I turned to toss my pants on the bed. 

    Picking up my beer, I walked over to her and said, "Okay, I'm naked. Now you're supposed to get that way so we can eyeball each other before we get in the shower." 

    Her eyes had locked on my dick when it had appeared and remained on it as she reached to fondle and squeeze it. After some moments of this, she stood straight and turned around. 

    "Unhook me, please." 

    I made sure my non-beer-holding warm hand slid behind her bra strap as I unhooked it and slid it forward off her shoulders. Jessie took a sip of her beer as she watched us in the mirror, then turned back around, snapped the waistband of her panties, and said, "Now these, please." 

    "What? I gotta do all the work?" 

    But I grinningly knelt before her and worked her pantyhose down, letting my hands slide down her firm hips and legs. As she bent each leg to let me remove her shoes and disengage the pantyhose, I stole quick kisses on her knees. 

    I made a production of carefully arranging her pantyhose on the desk, then returned my attention to her legs and spent some time running my fingers over them. I set her shoes by the chair and sat back to study the difference in her legs without them. 

    Nice. Very nice. Not much difference at all. Still firm and shapely, for sure. Standing up, I reached for her shoulders and let my fingers trail down her arms, then caressed her breasts as she caressed my dick. 

    "Well?" she asked, "What do you think of them?" 

    "Very nice, ma'am. Very nice, indeed. Real, not plastic." Jessie snickered, "Men don't care about that. They can't even tell the difference if a woman chooses the right size." 

    "I care. And I was a medic, so I can tell the difference." Reaching for her throat, I ran a finger around her jawline and down over her shoulder and said, "But I think I find most all parts of a woman fairly fascinating. Legs in particular." 

    Snorting a chuckle, she said, "So I was told." Told? By whom? It seemed unlikely that Selena would discuss me in much detail with her aunt. Or would she? If only to slap back at her during an argument, maybe? 

    Taking a breath and letting it out in a sigh, Jessie asked, "You realize she'll never take you back after me, don't you?" 

    "Seems likely. Things are getting a little messy, ma'am." Holding her hand up and looking at her damp fingers, she grinned and chuckled, "So I noticed." She put her hand back on me and squeezed again. 

"Eagerness is so very flattering." 

    Leaning to kiss her, I replied, "In that case, take your time, milady. We don't have to get up in the morning." 

    Shaking her head, Jessie said, "No, enough for now. I've been on my feet all day. Let's have that shower." 
Chapter Fifteen

    My pinging implant woke me much, much sooner than I'd have liked. Jessie's left arm lay across my shoulders; I turned her hand enough to see her watch. 8:22. Damn. We'd only managed about four hours of sleep. Gently disengaging her arm, I eased myself to a sitting position on the edge of the bed and looked at Jessie, who was still snoring softly. 

    'Correction. I'd only managed about four hours sleep. She seemed to be sleeping just fine.' 

    Sitting up created an immediate need to take a leak. My implant pinged again and I sent back a 'hold one' signal as I stood up, grabbed my toiletry kit, and headed for the bathroom. 

    I thought, 'Yeah, yeah, Linda. Keep your shirt on,' but yet another ping from Linda made me answer immediately. Linda wasn't that insistent without good reason. 

    "Hi, Linda. What's up?" 

    Without preamble, she said, "You used a credit card to rent a room. Larcon's people used that info to locate you and he's quietly trying to get a federal investigative warrant for your apprehension as we speak." 

    "Quietly, huh? Would the warrant have anything to do with throwing things through car windows?" 

    "He's saying you interfered with a federal investigation. How do you want to handle this?" 

    "Well, you know I like simple solutions, ma'am. Is murder still illegal?" 

    "As far as I know, yes." 

    "Then I'll think of something else while I wake up some more. Has he offered any sort of proof that I was actually on the scene last night?" 

    "That would seem very unlikely. One sec... No. He's trying to get the warrant on testimony only." 

    "He'll need a pet judge for that. May I presume you called because I'm still more valuable to you outside a jail cell?" 

    Linda snickered, "I suppose so. In fact, I got one of our lawyers out of bed on your behalf before I called. Carla Benson. She's making some calls of her own as we speak." 

    "You're a useful lady to know, Fearless Leader. Thanks for the warning. I'll get things moving at this end." 

    "Okay. I'd say you have about thirty minutes at the most. Keep me posted." 

    "Will do, milady." 

    She dropped the link and I quickly went through morning ablutions before I left the bathroom to find Jessie sitting on the edge of the bed in her bra and panties. 

    Leaning to kiss her, I said, "Boots and saddles, ma'am. Some people may be dropping by shortly, so I'd like to be in the air in fifteen or less." Jessie smiled as she stood up and headed to the bathroom. 

    "I heard your side of the conversation. A warrant for your arrest? You don't seem too concerned." 

    "Linda will defuse things while I avoid capture." Chuckling as she turned on the sink tap, Jessie enthused, "Such faith! 

What's she doing about it?" 

    I got dressed as I said, "Whatever's necessary, Jessie. She put a lawyer on it a few minutes ago, and the lady's about fourth from the top of the legal heap at Carrington Base; plenty tall enough to stomp this problem flat." Once I had my boots on, I walked to the bathroom door and leaned in to kiss Jessie's shoulder as she brushed her teeth. 

    "Just the basics, please," I said, "You can finish primping on the flitter." When she stopped brushing and gave me a fisheye look, I shrugged and said, "Sorry. But hurry." 

    My bag and the cooler were ready to go. I called the flitter to hover just beyond the balcony as Jessie came out of the bathroom. 

    She said, "If they're coming here, that would mean they know you aren't home." 

    "Yup. I'll call Tiger from the flitter. Bet he tells me they showed up at the house well before dawn. The NIA loves to use Gestapo-style tactics." Looking almost horrified, Jessie put a hand to her mouth and said, "Oh, poor little Tiger! He must have been terrified!" 

    What?! Jessie actually gave a damn about Tiger? 

    "Doubtful," I chuckled, "He probably sat in the kitchen window and watched them try to get through the house field." 

    "The what?" 

    "House field. Like the flitter's 'hull'. When I'm not home, uninvited visitors don't get in." 

    Jessie put her things in her case and I had the flitter field it aboard with my bag and the cooler. Jessie watched our stuff disappear into thin air beyond the balcony and looked a bit hesitant about stepping past the doorway. 

    "Flitter," I whispered, "Take Jessie aboard now and hover above the motel, please." 

    With a small hissing screech, Jessie lifted a few inches and floated through the doorway. When she'd cleared the rail and disappeared as the luggage had, I went outside, pulled the room door shut, and headed for the stairs to drop our keycard at the office and check out. 

    The clerk had just handed me my receipt when she looked past me and her gaze became first curious, then very curious. In the reflection from the plastic-fronted wall poster behind her I saw two cars hurry into the motel's lot and turn left. 

    Two more entered and turned right and the last car cruised quickly into the covered driveway and stopped. I half-expected to see Larcon, but he wasn't one of the two men in dark suits who got out of the car and marched toward the lobby. 

    I headed for the lobby's complimentary coffee pot and filled my mug, then stepped into the alcove by the restroom, where I turned on my three and five suits, shoved the restroom door open, concealed my coffee mug with my arm, and stepped well away from the door as it closed. 

    The moving door made one of the guys hurry over to have a look in the restroom as I walked to the lobby's front door and waited. The other guy went to the desk and showed the woman my picture as he asked about me. She looked around the lobby in a confused manner as she told him I'd just been there. That made the guy mutter into his sleeve for a moment, which brought the other guy running out of the bathroom and head for the lobby's rear exit. 

    The guy who seemed to be in charge hurried out the front door. Taking advantage of the open door, I followed him out and listened to him chat with the others as they searched the motel grounds. 

    After a few minutes, his team leaders had checked in to report that they were in position and the guy I'd followed outside used his cell phone to report to someone else. 

    From the cell phone came, "Roger that. Stand by. There's a delay with the warrant. Some lawyer bitch from Carrington called the judge." I called up my board and stepped onto it, lifted fifty feet or so, and asked the flitter to guide me aboard, turning off my three and five suits as I passed through the flitter's field. 

    Jessie startled and stepped back a pace as I stepped to the deck, then asked, "Where were you?" 

    Showing her my receipt, I said, "Checking out. Getting some coffee in the lobby." I offered my mug to her and asked, "Want some?" She took it and sipped, then handed it back. 

    "What's going on, Ed?" 

    "Someone's pissed about a broken car window. Let me call Tiger, then we'll stop somewhere for breakfast." 

    Conjuring a field screen, I pinged Tiger's collar. He appeared on the field screen looking very composed, sitting on the kitchen windowsill with his back to the window. 

    "Hi, Tiger! How's everything at home?" 

    Tiger spotted Jessie beside me and his right ear went to half-mast instantly as he answered, "Some people are here, but they can't get in." Jessie's eyes narrowed and her mouth fell open as she stared at Tiger, who returned her stare impassively. 

    "All good, then," I said, "Tiger, you know Jessie, Selena's aunt. Jessie, say hello to Tiger." 

    She glanced at me with one of those dubious looks, but returned her gaze to Tiger as she managed, "Ah... Hello. Tiger." In what I thought was a rather flat-sounding manner, Tiger replied, 

"Hello, Jessie," and looked at me. 

    Putting a hand on Jessie's shoulder, I said, "See, Jessie? Tiger's fine. Like I said, they couldn't get through the house field." To Tiger, I said in a confidential tone, "She was worried about you. When I told her about people at the house, she said, 'Oh, poor little Tiger! He must be terrified!'" Tiger's right ear remained flat as he eyed Jessie in a manner that silently asked, 'She truly said that?' 

    Nodding firmly, I stated, "Guess she doesn't hate cats after all, huh?" Looking startled and offended, Jessie yelped, "What? I don't hate cats! 

Why does he think I hate cats?" 

    "Prob'ly because Joanie does." 

    "No, she doesn't. She simply hates you and Tiger's your cat, so he caught some of the fallout." 

    I looked at Tiger. His collar buzzed softly for a few moments, very likely defining the word 'fallout' for him. 

    Tiger's right ear had swiveled forward at some point. Now it swiveled back again and his steady gaze fixed on me as he asked, "Will you bring her home?" 

    "I don't know yet, Tiger. I may not be home for a few days. There's some trouble. Linda's trying to fix it." 

    Speaking with absolute confidence, Tiger sat tall and firmly replied, 

"Linda will fix it." 

    Nibbling her lower lip, Jessie grinned at his confident demeanor and said, 

"Yes, I'm sure she will. Tiger, I'm sorry about before. Can we be friends?" 

    "Do you have a dog?" 

    Glancing at me with a raised eyebrow, Jess returned her gaze to Tiger and replied, "No, Tiger. I don't have a dog." 

    "Very good. We can be friends." 

    I looked over the side of the flitter to give the impression that something was happening, then said, "Tiger, we have to go now. Hold the fort and call me if you need anything." 

    "Okay! Goodbye, Ed! Goodbye, Jessie!" 

    We returned his goodbyes and Jessie sat looking at me for a moment in silence before she said, "Hold the fort?" 

    "Or maybe 'grab your gear and let's go'. Or 'saddle up'." 

    "I see. I didn't believe it when Joanie told me about the talking cat. She said the flitter translates for him. How? He's there and the flitter's three hundred miles away." 

    "It communicates through Tiger's collar. What do you want for breakfast?" Taking my mug for another sip, Jessie replied, "More sleep would be better than food." 

    Calling up the flitter's bed and bath facilities, I said, "Flitter, please see if any warrants concerning me have been issued since yesterday by any US

agency." 

    A moment passed before the flitter said, "No warrants have been issued, Ed." 

    "Thanks, flitter." 

    Jessie asked, "What did it say?" 

    "No warrants. Those guys acted a bit prematurely. Want to see about some breakfast before you go back to bed?" 

    "Uh... if there's reason to believe we could be arrested, do you really think going to a restaurant is such a good idea?" 

    Shrugging, I replied, "I'm not too worried." 

    "But I am. I've made it this far in life without a police record. Acquiring one now doesn't appeal to me at all." 

    "Aw, c'mon. Where's the gutsy wench who flattened a mugger last night? 

Besides, they want me, not you." Looking her up and down once, I amended, 

"Although that could change if those guys ever got a look at you. Even first thing in the morning you're an absolute object of lust, ma'am." Faking a sigh, Jessie grinningly said, "Save it for a sucker," and took my mug. Two hearty slugs of my coffee later, she said, "Okay. Breakfast. And if they haul you away, I don't know you." 

    Doing my best to look stricken, I asked, "What? Even after last night? 

You'd just stand by and..." 

    With a saccharine smile, she interrupted, "Let's just get going, shall we? 

I've developed an appetite after all." 

    Saluting, I replied, "Aye, aye, ma'am. Hoisting anchor now, ma'am," and used my implant to guide the flitter eastward. 

    A few miles beyond US-19 was a restaurant in a suburb that looked suitable and I had the flitter set us down between an SUV and a van. Our food had arrived before Jessie's left eyebrow went up. She made a wry little smile and pointed out the window to our right. Two men in dark suits got out of a plain Ford sedan and walked toward the front doors. Clearing her throat gently, Jessie quietly said, "Maybe you picked the wrong restaurant, Ed." 

    "Bet they're local cops here for breakfast." 

    "And if they aren't?" 

    "We'll stun 'em, toss ten bucks on the table, and split." She gave me a fisheye look. The two guys were greeted in a familiar manner by the staff and were seated in a booth on the other side of the restaurant. I sliced my eggs as Jessie eyed me for a time, then she dug into her food. 

    "So what now?" she asked, "Are you just going to avoid going home until someone says it's okay?" 

    "Nope. I'm going to find Larcon and have a word with him about using agency resources for personal vendettas." 

    "'Vendettas'? Is this an ongoing thing?" 

    "Larcon and I don't get along too well." 

    She snorted a laugh. "Never would have guessed." We'd finished our food and were sipping our coffees when a woman who'd been running the register looked at the clock and signaled one of the waitresses. The waitress came to stand beside the register as the first woman brought another register drawer out of the office behind the register. Just as she did so, a blue sedan pulled up out front. A man in jeans and an oversized gray sweatshirt that read 'I (heart) NY' got out and headed for the front doors as the car rolled toward some empty parking slots. But the car didn't pull into one of the slots; instead it sat blocking three of them. I got up and headed for the glass front doors in time to see the guy reach under his sweatshirt as he pulled the door open. A shiny pistol appeared in his right hand. He let everyone see it as he crossed the three paces or so from the door to the register and started to yell something. 

    That's when I stunned him and stepped forward to grab his right wrist to keep the gun from hitting the floor when he fell. By this time both cops were on their feet and rushing toward me. I let go of the guy's arm in order to stand up and pointingly send another stun at the driver of the blue sedan. The car suddenly lurched and began to inch forward, stopping when it hit the raised curb. 

    Continuing to point at the car, I said, "That's the car that brought him here. Looks as if there may be something wrong with the driver." The cops quickly disarmed and cuffed the guy on the floor, then stood up to look where I was pointing. One used a radio as the other practiced his crowd control techniques. 

    The car's driver had slumped against the steering wheel. I sent him a second stun to make sure he didn't rouse. He fell away from the wheel to the right and one cop seemed to think he was up to something. 

    "Nah," I said, "He's out cold, same as this guy." 

    "How the hell would you know?" 

    "Watch." I took someone's half-finished ice water and poured some on the guy on the floor. When the water got in his nose he came to quickly, sputtering as he tried to sit up. I very deliberately pointed at him, sent a stun, and he instantly fell limp on the floor. 

    "That's how I know," I said, "I used a stunner on him. Now let's go get the other one before he wakes up." 

    Grabbing my arm, the cop said, "Whoa! You wait here with me. He'll get him," and nodded to the other cop, who headed out the front door and cautiously approached the blue car. 

    Looking at the woman behind the register, I asked, "Is our check ready, ma'am?" 

    Blinking at me, she asked, "What? Oh! Oh, hell! Are you serious?! Don't worry about it, sir!" 

    I gave her a nod and a "Thanks, ma'am." 

    Jessie had stood up by our table. I gave her a little wave and a 'come here' gesture and she walked toward me. The cop's gaze switched to her, became rather admiring, and that's when I stunned him lightly and helped him to a sitting position on the floor. Stepping to the front door, I opened it and gestured to Jessie. She stared at the cop, then at me, and shook her head. The cop started to try to get up. I stunned him again and said, "They have the bad guys and all the witnesses they need and she said our breakfast was on the house." Glancing at the woman behind the register, I asked, "Right?" With a big-eyed stare, she managed to nod slightly. 

    Jessie apparently came to a decision. As she stepped over the cuffed guy, she sighed aloud, "I can't take you anywhere, can I?" and went outside past me. Someone inside barked a laugh as the door closed behind us. 
Chapter Sixteen

    A cop car arrived as I felt the flitter land in the parking lot. The cop by the blue car saw us walking beyond the first row of cars and started toward us, then he stopped and stared as we disappeared within the flitter's perimeter field. 

    Jessie startled when passing through the field made the flitter seemingly appear from nowhere. When I handed her up to the deck, Jessie stood looking at the cop and asked, "What's wrong with him?" 

    "He just saw us disappear into thin air, ma'am." She glanced at me. "Oh. Like the other... oh. Okay." Sitting by the console, I said, "Sorry to rush you out of there, but I really didn't want to talk to cops while there's a chance Larcon's people have a pickup order on me." 

    "But they didn't get a warrant, did they?" 

    "No, but they're NIA; the current administration's goons. They think it's easier to get forgiveness than permission, and for them it usually is, more or less. They'd just call it a communications error and try to lose us for a while." 

    "Lose us?" 

    "They'd say we're in transit or pretend not to know exactly where we are within the bureaucracy. They might even handle it like they did Palmerton; someone tossed an empty gun at him and he caught it, the damned dummy. Fingerprints. They tried to claim they thought he'd had it 'hidden on his person'. Kept him for three days until someone put some media exposure in somebody's ear and pulled the hammer back." 

    Moving to take a seat by mine, Jessie continued eyeing the scene below for a time before she asked, "What now?" 

    "We've had breakfast and you said you were tired. If you want, we can sack out until Linda calls." 

    Giving me a fisheye look, she asked, "You really think I could sleep after what just happened?" 

    "You could try it and find out." 

    Jessie sat upright and shook her head. "No, thanks." A predictable response. 

    I shrugged and said, "Okay, then, what say we spend the day looking for trouble? Flitter, go visible with your hull field and monitor Tallahassee's police and fire emergency calls, please. Put them on screen as they're received." 

    Jessie asked, "Why are we monitoring emergency calls?" 

    "So we can respond to them. While Larcon's trying to drum up support to get a warrant, I'm going to make it blatantly obvious that he's harassing one of the good guys." 

    Putting my finger on the third call on the screen, I said, "A two alarm fire. Flitter, take us there, please." 

    In seconds we were hovering over an older apartment building surrounded by police and fire units. I let the flitter decide how best to use its fields to smother the fire and thirty seconds later the building was swarming with firemen. 

    Once radio chatter confirmed the emergency was over, we moved on to the next call; a robbery in progress. In fact, the robbery had stalled when cops had arrived and covered the front and rear of a convenience store. The flitter stunned the men with weapons inside the store and the cops rushed in. A truck on fire on the Interstate came next. The flitter smothered the flames, cooled hot metal, treated the driver, and we hung around until the fire department arrived. 

    Two kids managed to hurt themselves climbing a fence and the flitter took them and their mother to a hospital. A car accident contributed some drama when cops couldn't get the front doors open to get the driver out. The flitter removed the driver's door as the fire department fought its way through traffic a few blocks away. 

    We'd answered eight calls by noon and Jessie no longer reacted to any great degree when I or the flitter did something unusual. I told the flitter to go to stealth mode and asked Jessie what she'd like for lunch. In moderate amazement, she asked, "Lunch? But what if something happens while... while we're unavailable?" 

    "Whatever would happen would be the same as if we weren't in Tallahassee." Her amazement turned to outrage. "What?! But... but what if someone dies because we stopped for lunch?!" 

    "You're really getting into this, aren't you?" For the first time since I'd met her, Jessie actually seemed at a loss for words. She sputtered and looked as if she wanted to slap some sense into me and an idea popped into my head. 

    "Elkor," I said, and he appeared on the dash in his cat form. When he said, "Hello, Ed," Jessie practically leaped out of her seat and stepped back a pace. 

    "Elkor, this is Jessie, Selena's aunt." 

    He looked at her and said, "Hello, Jessie." Jessie managed a croaking, "Uh, hello. Elkor?" 

    "Yes." 

    I said, "Elkor's like Sue and Steph. Good enough for now?" 

    "Uh... yes, I suppose so." 

    "Good. Elkor, can you make flitters at all these days?" 

    "Yes, but not the commercial models." 

    "How about something for use in emergencies? One that could function as an ambulance and put out fires and so on?" 

    Elkor's little cat head canted slightly. 

    "Yes." 

    "Would you be willing to make one for Jessie?" 

    "Is she properly qualified for such duties?" 

    "No idea, but the flitter would be. She can take classes." Regarding me for a moment, Elkor looked at Jessie and asked, "Were you consulted about this?" 

    Shaking her head slightly, Jessie replied, "No. I wasn't. But I think I see where he's going." 

    Turning to me, she stated flatly, "You expect me to try to do what you and your flitter have been doing this morning." 

    "Yup. You seem to have some enthusiasm for it." 

    "But I don't know a damned thing about... about any of it." 

    "Like I said, 'take classes'. In the meantime, the flitter would know what to do ninety-nine percent of the time." 

    "The flitter? How?" 

    "It just will. How many times this morning have I asked my flitter to handle a situation? Five? Six?" 

    Jessie seemed to mull that question --a good sign, as I saw it --and answered, "Six. I think. Yes. Six." 

    "That's because the flitter knows more about using fields than I do and it can deploy them with precision. Sometimes it's better to say 'handle this, please' and stay out of the way. Can you spare a few days to train at Carrington Base?" 

    Almost guardedly, she replied, "Ahh... I suppose so. Train how, exactly?" 

    "Standard flitter operations. They have practice ranges." Fixing me with a piercing gaze, Jessie said, "Ed, I'm almost fifty years old." 

    "And you're damned cute, too. So what? I'm fifty-six." Turning to Elkor, I asked, "What do you think? Good idea?" 

    Without hesitation, he replied, "Yes. Such a flitter would undoubtedly preserve lives and property. But I question Jessie's participation. She seems less than completely willing..." 

    "No!" yelped Jessie, "No! I'm willing! Really, I am!" Wringing her hands, she softened her tone and looked at me as she asked, "But... are you sure I can do this?" 

    "As well as anyone else," I said, "Better than many people I've known. Got any real objections, lady?" 

    She chewed her bottom lip for a few moments as she looked from me to Elkor and back to me, then she shook her head and almost whispered, "No, I suppose not. My God..." 

    "One thing, though," I said, "Linda has to clear you." 

    "Clear me?" 

    "Yup. I'll let her explain. Elkor, if all of this is okay with you, how soon could Jessie have that flitter? Tomorrow?" 

    He answered, "Sooner, if you wish. It will be a prototype and I believe I wish to make them for sale, Ed." 

    I shrugged. "Sounds good to me. I was going to suggest that." 

    "That seemed likely. Jessie, your emergency services flitter will be supplied with stipulations; all uses of it not deemed private will be recorded for future display purposes and I may choose to retain ownership of this flitter after consulting with Sue and Stephanie. Do you agree to these terms?" Jessie seemed thoughtful for a moment, then replied, "Yes." I kept my mouth shut, but I was actually somewhat startled to hear Elkor speak of consulting about the matter, since he was the supercomputer that had created the others. 

    Then I realized that his concept of 'consulting' was likely quite different from mine. People talked and used pictures, but computers could simply link and share complete thoughts without the slightest chance of misinterpretation. 

    Through my implant, I said, "Dunno about ownership. If you sell it to her, she takes responsibility for its use or misuse." 

    "True," answered Elkor, "One of many reasons I'll consult Sue and Stephanie before proceeding. This flitter will be unable to manufacture other field-manipulating devices, Ed." 

    "Good. If she has suggestions, she can mention them." Our brief exchange had taken perhaps half a second, but Jessie noticed the silence and asked, "Ed?" 

    "Sorry. I was just thinking. Are you going to wear a fancy cape, ma'am?" 

    "A what?" 

    "Well, I just thought that when you swoop down to save somebody's day, you really ought to have an appropriate costume, y'know? Something that shows off your curves." 

    Rolling her eyes, she laughed, "Oh, shut up. Yes, I know exactly what you mean, and I'll be quite damned if I'll wear some sort of silly costume." 

    "Too bad. You'd be a helluva sight in spandex, ma'am. With those long, gorgeous legs and..." 

    In a firm tone, she interrupted, "Shut up now, please." I chuckled, "Oh, yes, ma'am. As you say, ma'am. I'll call Linda and we may be having lunch in Carrington. Elkor, would you like to talk to Linda before I call her?" 

    "Yes, thank you. I'll take my leave now. Goodbye." His cat golem vanished and Jessie stared at the spot for a moment, then turned to me with a suspicious expression. 

    "I almost feel as if I've just been sold something. How much of all this was your idea?" 

    I shrugged. "All of it, until Elkor mentioned stipulations. He came up with those himself." 

    "Your boss --this Linda person --can she veto the idea?" 

    "Yup. Can't think of why she would, though." Looking thoughtful, Jessie asked, "Um... no offense, but may I ask... If this was your idea and Elkor is making the flitter, why would Linda have a vote in the matter?" 

    "Acceptable control, mostly. Occasional cover, too. What would happen if various government agencies and other people got the idea that you and your flitter could be useful to them? You could wind up in a 'do this for us or we'll do that' situation. You could say that Linda can veto those, too." 

    "I see," said Jessie, "I think." 

    "Would you declare the flitter as income? Even as a gift, there could be taxes involved. If you're even nominally 'employed' in order to use it, that wouldn't happen." 

    "You own yours, don't you? Were you taxed?" 

    "Yup. Minimum state sales tax when I registered it as an automobile. We called it a limited prototype." 

    "Limited? If it has any 'limits', I haven't noticed them. What would you call my flitter?" 

    Sipping coffee, I said, "An emergency services vehicle. For now. Maybe we'll think of something more dramatic later. You sure you won't reconsider the costume thing?" 

    She chuckled, "No. I won't. Minimum sales tax, huh? Ed, I can't believe someone didn't question that." 

    "Oh, they did, but by that time I'd assisted the Sheriff and fire departments with searches and rescues a few times. When someone challenged the declared value I'd listed, I asked if they wanted me to pay an exorbitant tax based on some bureaucrat's idea of what a prototype flitter was worth or continue to be available for state and local agencies." Jessie grinned. "And they bought it?" 

    "I wasn't kidding around, Jessie; they wanted to charge me six percent tax on a quarter of a million bucks because some lower-management bozo got a hair to set an arbitrary estimated value and make a case of it." 

    "Oh, lord. What did you do?" 

    "I offered to move out of Florida immediately. That seemed to confuse the bureaucrat, so I asked which other states had registered flitters as automobiles or anything else. The answer was 'none' at that time. She said she'd get back to me after a call to Tallahassee. I called the state agencies I'd assisted with various emergencies and told them the situation. A few hours later the registration bureaucrat called to tell me the matter had been resolved." 

    "'Resolved?'" she chuckled, "How?" I shrugged. "No fifteen grand tax. That's all I cared about." She eyed me for a moment, then asked, "Would you really have moved?" Nodding, I replied, "Hell yes. Instantly." 

    "Where to?" 

    "Carrington Base. I could shop around from there." 

    "What about your house?" 

    "I'd sell it to 3rd World. They'd either use it, hold it for value appreciation, or tune it up and flip it." 

    "You're sure they'd buy it?" 

    My instant response was, "Yup." 

    Jess gave me a fisheye. "And what about all your stuff?" 

    "Pod storage at Carrington." 

    With a roll of her eyes, Jess asked, "Okay, what about your car? Doesn't it seem likely they'd watch for it if they thought you were a flight risk?" 

    "The flitter would hover above it and drop a refractive field over it as I drove out of the state." 

    Grinning, Jess held up a finger and said, "Ah! But how would you register it somewhere else if they put a flag on the tag and title?" Grinning back at her, I replied, "Any dealer would give me a grand for it. Or I could walk into any 501c battered women's shelter and sign the title over to them. That would be more fun, in that the state would look pretty damned bad if it showed up to confiscate a charitable donation. I'd feel obliged to ensure the matter was well-covered by the media, of course." Her eyes big, Jess laughed, "Oh, of course!" 
Chapter Seventeen

    I called Linda as we headed for another car accident and described the idea to her. She asked me to put up a privacy field and discussed the matter with Jessie as the flitter and I dealt with matters on the ground. When the incident had been taken over by local authorities, I reboarded the flitter and found the ladies still in conference, so I poked another 911

listing for a residence fire. 

    The flitter smothered the flames and lifted two people out of the house through the window of a second floor room rather than let them chance the damaged stairs. 

    Jessie and Linda were still in conference as we left the scene. This struck me as odd, given Linda's usual penchant for commo brevity, but I gave the matter a mental shrug and watched the screen for our next 911 call. Some ten minutes later, Linda pinged my implant and said, "I can let her use range nine tomorrow, Ed." 

    "Thanks, milady. Any particular time you want us there?" 

    "Make it nine. She can follow Angela through the range." 

    "Good 'nuff." 

    Linda rang off and I looked for a restaurant. Jessie was more than usually quiet during lunch and we were back in the air in less than an hour. Around three, some guy pulled a gun and forced his girlfriend to the roof of her employer's office building. According to info given to the 911

dispatcher, the guy had fired a couple of rounds to scatter people and clear a path to the elevators. 

    I poked the line to select that event and Jessie asked, "Do you really think you want to get involved with this one?" 

    "Yup. Flitter, let's go to stealth mode and recon the roof." As we neared the building, I saw the guy dragging the woman by an arm toward the edge of the roof. She struggled, but he was twice her size and in a rage. She fell near the edge and he aimed his gun at her and yelled something as he reached to get another grip on her wrist. 

    My stun reached him before he reached her. He dropped the gun as he went limp, falling across her legs. Maybe the woman thought he'd simply fallen; she began pummeling him with her fists and struggling to get out from under him, then she seemed to realize she could reach the gun. 

    In a flash, she lay flat, grabbed the gun, and twisted around to fire it into his chest, then froze in shock as she seemed to come to some vast and significant realization. 

    'Aw, hell,' I thought, watching blood gush from her right foot. The bullet had gone through him and punched a hole smack through her arch. Still pinned under him, she sucked in a deep breath and screamed. 

    I said, "Flitter, back to visible mode, please," and stunned her to stop her screaming as I hopped down to the roof. 

    As the flitter treated their wounds, I conjured a screen and told a 911

operator what had happened. She put another cop on the line and I told him, too, then he said 'one of his people on a nearby rooftop had a positive visual on me' and that help would be there shortly. 

    'Had a positive visual on me'. 

    Sometimes it's just effing amazing how people mess around with words. He couldn't have said 'We see you.' Nope. Too simple, too easy. The guy 'had a positive visual on me.' Jesus. 

    Stepping back aboard the flitter, I waited as a swat team flooded the roof, followed by some suits, followed shortly by medics. As soon as the medics had gotten past marveling at how two gunshot wounds weren't bleeding freely and had applied their own patches, we lifted away from the roof. Jessie sat by the console, eyeing me in a rather studious manner. 

    "Yes'm?" I asked, "Something?" 

    "Nothing specific. Well, the way your mind works, I suppose. I'd at least have talked to the paramedics, Ed." 

    "About what? They could see what needed to be done. We'd have ended up talking to the cops, probably for quite a while, in fact. A pile of paperwork and second-guess rehashing by people who weren't there. Screw that. And without state or local credentials, some ambulance chaser might figure that if you have a flitter, you're worth some money." 

    Sipping my coffee, I added, "I used a roll of plastic wrap to hold a girl's leg together at an accident in Virginia back in the seventies. A couple of weeks later..." 

    "Plastic wrap? You mean like the stuff I use to wrap food?" 

    "Yeah. She'd been grocery shopping and there was a roll of it in the back seat. Anyway, a sleaze lawyer stirred up her sister and convinced her to sue me. They were blown out of the water and the lawyer was criticized for his business practices, but the guy managed to bill the sister for $2500." Jessie got tense and said, "They aren't all like that. My first husband was a lawyer. He was in corporate law, so he didn't handle individual cases." I shrugged. "Got a question for you." 

    Her left eyebrow went up. "Yes?" 

    "Two ways of saying something, ma'am: 'Eleven plus two' and 'twelve plus one'. What two things do those two phrases have in common?" She considered briefly, then said, "Well, they both add up to thirteen, obviously. What else?" 

    "Take them apart and reassemble them." 

    Jessie began to look irritated. As her mouth opened, I held up a hand and said, "I mean that exactly the same letters are used in both phrases. Just shuffle them around a bit." 

    Her irritated gaze intensified slightly as she snapped, "What the hell does that have to do with lawyers?" 

    Shrugging again, I asked, "What did Linda have to say?" Slumping back in her seat, Jessie said, "I was wondering when you'd ask. She's for the idea." 

    "Figured that. Anything else?" 

    With a small grin, she chuckled, "Well, we talked about you for a while." 

    "No doubt. Were you suitably impressed?" 

    She laughed, "Oh, sure. But mostly with Linda, I think. After over twenty minutes of talking with her, I still don't know anything about you that I didn't already know." 

    Manufacturing a startled look, I asked, "That isn't enough?" I felt a field presence approaching and Jessie froze in the process of forming her reply as her eyes got big and tracked from somewhere beyond me to directly in front of us. 

    Sipping coffee, I said, "Your flitter's here." Her eyes flicked to me and narrowed questioningly. 

    "Yes, it is. How did you know?" 

    Turning to see it, I replied, "Just did." 

    The new flitter had its hull field up and looked like a silver egg suspended in the sky ahead of us. It appeared to be a bit more than half the size of mine, but raw deck measurements don't mean much when a vehicle can extend its decks with tangible fields. 

    As the flit eased close to mine, Elkor appeared in his cat form on the seat beyond Jessie's and said, "Hello, I..." and that's as far as he got as Jessie froze, her eyes suddenly huge and her pulse pounding in her throat. 

    "My apologies," said Elkor, "I didn't mean to startle you." I looked at gently trembling Jessie and said, "You handled that pretty well, ma'am. Some people really freak out." 

    She gave me a narrow glance and stood up to move around her seat where, she placed her hands carefully together on the back of it and took a breath before saying, "Hello, Elkor. I'm sorry I reacted so... poorly... to your arrival." 

    Elkor replied, "It's of no importance," and I saw Jessie's face morph a bit toward a snippy reply, so I snapped, "Jessie," firmly enough to get her instant attention. 

    "He's a computer," I said, "Literal as hell, y'know? He was just trying to tell you why there's no reason to apologize, and he offered you an evaluation of your reaction's impact to back up his response. Do not take offense at anything he says. Analyze what he says if it seems out of place. Offer corrections or suggestions, but don't ever assume the worst." 

    "Indeed so," said Elkor, "I do not attempt to offend." Jessie's gaze switched to Elkor. 

    "Then I'm sorry for good reason this time, Elkor, because I thought you were... Never mind. I'm sorry, that's all." 

    "Apologies are neither necessary nor useful, Jessie." As her face became an expressionless mask, I chuckled, "See what I mean? 

He even told you why they aren't necessary. Just roll with it until you get the hang of it. Elkor, what's different about that flitter other than size?" Raising a hand, Jessie said, "Wait. Elkor, don't you have a human... uh..." 

    "Persona," I supplied. 

    With a nod, she said, "Yes. Exactly. Stephanie and Sue look like people. Why can't you?" 

    "I can," replied Elkor, morphing into his Thomas Magnum-clone as Jessie's mouth fell open. 

    "And now," I said, "She's gonna ask, 'why didn't you?'" Giving me a sharp glance, Jessie snapped, "Yes, I am." Returning her gaze to Elkor, she asked, "Why didn't you?" 

    "And he'll say," I chuckled, "'Because I prefer my cat suit' or something like that, right, Elkor?" 

    Elkor's left eyebrow went up. "Yes." 

    Jessie's now-simmering gaze again met mine. 

    I said, "Your question should have been 'why does it matter?' Or maybe even 'how would that be my business?' Why don't we talk about the new flitter, instead?" 

    Turning to Elkor, I asked, "How is it different from mine?" Elkor replied, "It's somewhat smaller and has only four seats." 

    "That's it? Does it have a standard engine and core?" 

    "Yes. May I ask why you seem surprised?" 

    I shrugged. "Just am. Is it sentient?" 

    "No." 

    Jessie asked, "Sentient? What's a core?" 

    I replied, "It's the computer that runs the flitter." 

    "So yours isn't standard, whatever that may mean?" 

    "Nope." 

    When I said no more, she gave me a 'you're being difficult' sort of look and eyed the flitter flying next to ours. To forestall further questions for the moment, I stepped across the six-inch gap between the flitters and studied the new one. 

    After a moment of hesitation at the gap, Jessie stepped well across it and stood looking around for a few moments before she asked, "What do I do now?" Sipping coffee, I said, "You could introduce yourself. Maybe ask your flitter if it has a name." 

    "Does yours?" 

    "It did, once. Twice, in fact. Not at the moment." 

    "Why not?" 

    "The present core isn't sentient. The first two were." 

    "Why isn't the one you have now?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "It just isn't. Let's meet yours now." Giving me an odd look, Jessie asked, "In a moment. I'd like to know why you don't have a sentient core now." 

    I met her gaze for a moment, then replied, "I couldn't have the kind I wanted, so I opted to do without for a while." 

    Her left eyebrow went up. "Kind you wanted?" 

    "Yup. After a few difficulties with my second one, I wanted a clone of my first one. Or the second one, I guess, since we got past the difficulties. I just didn't want to raise another one from scratch. If yours turns sentient, you'll find out what I mean." 

    To Elkor, I asked, "How about it? Did you guys ever get past the idea of just cloning Steph or Sue? Or you, for that matter?" 

    "No," replied Elkor, "We'd prefer that AI's be self-developed entities, as much as that may be possible." 

    "Uh, huh. Well, I'd..." Linda's ping in my implant made me raise a hand to halt matters as I answered, "Yes, milady." 

    "Call me back as soon as you're alone, Ed." 

    "Will do." 

    "Thanks. Bye." 

    She dropped the link and I said, "Elkor. Jessie. I need a few minutes next door," then stepped back aboard my flitter and moved it twenty feet from Jessie's flitter. 

    When I called up a screen, Linda answered my ping with, "That was quick." I noted that she'd answered my ping with her private datapad rather than an office field screen. 

    "So was our previous conversation. What's up?" Without preamble, Linda's thumb touched an icon. The screen split and a picture appeared of a hooded man kneeling on a concrete floor with his hands behind his back. 

    Behind him stood four men with black rags around their faces. Three of the hooded people held AK rifles. One held a B-40 rocket launcher, but something seemed odd about it. Or possibly about the way the man was holding it one-handed? 

    Yup. No strain in the forearm. The B-40 was a fake or the guy was Superman, 'cuz the damned things are pretty nose-heavy. The white numbers at the bottom-right of the screen said the video was almost a week old. From somewhere off-screen, a man's voice stridently spouted anti-Amaran, anti-3rd World rhetoric for some moments, then one of the AK holders stepped to one side of the kneeling man and yanked the hood off his head. A blonde man winced and blinked against the brightness, wrinkled his nose to reseat his glasses, and saw the camera. He started to say something, but the guy who'd yanked the hood off quickly put the muzzle of his AK to the kneeling man's head and pulled the trigger. 

    The gory corpse toppled to the left and out of the picture. Someone refocused the camera on the body and the narrator's voice promised more of the same until all Amarans and their 3rd World 'lackeys' left the planet. Linda ended the left-side display and said in a cold, quiet tone, "This video appeared on the net half an hour ago. He was Dr. James Hannity Felton, on staff at our Seattle medical facility. Thirty-four, with a wife and three kids." 

    "Were they kidnapped, too?" 

    "No. Just him." 

    "The narrator had a southern, hill-country accent. I saw a single-hung window, some pine forest and heavy snow beyond it, and a door with a knob instead of a handle, so it seems likely the execution happened in the US or Canada." 

    Linda's left eyebrow went up slightly. "Felton was apparently kidnapped at a gas station near his home. The narrator is Vernon Krause, a cell leader in One Earth, but this is the first we've heard of any plans for a Hamas-style terror campaign. In fact, we'd heard Krause had been having some trouble with his home office lately." 

    "You think he's operating on his own?" 

    "It's possible. Our mole says Krause has had almost no contact with headquarters since the beginning of the month, and that was supposedly a disciplinary call." 

    I sipped coffee, then said, "Be interesting to see how they react to his video. Does anyone know where to look for Krause?" 

    Pausing again, Linda's eyes seemed to meet mine even more firmly as she replied, "That's why I called, Ed. I'd like you to bring Jessie up here today. You can sit in on a briefing and take a shot at finding Krause tomorrow." She sipped from her own cup, met my gaze firmly, and added, "And speaking of shooting... These people appear to be enthusiastically violent, so I'd prefer that you not be unarmed if you happen to find them. I know you don't usually carry a gun, but I'd feel much better if you carried one this time." I nodded and said, "Yes'm. Anything else?" She shook her head. 

    "Not at this time. Good hunting." 

    
Chapter Eighteen

    Hm. I reached up for my briefcase and took out my hardly-ever-used datapad, tapping the 'on' button with my thumb. Sure enough, the little

'message waiting' icon was flashing in the top left of the screen. The only message in my email inbox appeared to be a bit of 'Help me get my family's money out of Nigeria' scam-spam. I touched it and an attached compressed file blossomed into about thirty smaller files, some of which were maps and pictures. 

    I selected all the files, sent them to the flitter and zapped the scam-spam message, then moved the flitter back near Jessie's flit and stepped aboard hers. 

    Elkor was nowhere in sight and Jessie's attention seemed glued to her flitter's monitor screen. She looked up from her console and waved for me to join her as she said, "Ed, this is amazing!" 

    Her screen had divided into four sections, each of which displayed a flitter handling a different type of emergency. 

    Taking a seat next to her, I agreed, "Yup. Sure is. Are you still worried about being up to the job?" 

    She grinningly shook her head. "No, not after seeing these. That's an unmanned flitter, Ed. Now I'm wondering why anyone thinks flitters need pilots." 

    "They don't, really," I said, sipping my coffee, "But people expect to see people in charge and they get a little tense about the idea of machines acting on their own." 

    I watched the four-part show with Jessie for a time as I mulled over my chat with Linda and the files she'd sent. She hadn't mentioned arresting them or turning them over to the cops and she'd specifically told me to carry a gun, making it sound as if I was usually remiss in that regard. That meant she might have reason to show someone her commo logs at some later date. Her use of the term 'join the hunt' instead of 'join the search' 

and 'good hunting' meant she wasn't particularly interested in capturing them. She hadn't revised my schedule a second time concerning bringing Jessie to Carrington in the morning, so things were supposed to appear to be business as usual at least until she could take Jessie off my hands. Jessie reached to poke my shoulder with a finger and said, "Hey." Noting that she'd paused all four display panels on the screen, I responded, "Yes'm?" 

    "You look like you're a hundred miles away." I thought, 'More like three thousand,' and replied, "Close enough." She peered at me and asked, "What's wrong?" 

    "Nothing. I'm just thinking. We're going to Carrington. I'm to hand you over to a 3rd World pilot for some range training while I run an errand for Linda." 

    With an air of skepticism, Jessie repeated, "An 'errand'? You make it sound as if you're going to pick up her dry cleaning." Nodding, I replied, "Good idea. Might do that, if it's ready. Never hurts to butter the boss, y'know." 

    Sitting back with a skeptical expression, Jessie stated flatly, "Crap. You just got an assignment." 

    I shrugged and sighed, "Errand. Assignment. What's the difference?" Studying Jessie's legs for a moment, then letting my gaze rise to her face, I grinningly added, "In this instance, what those words really mean is that I've found a really fine new toy, but I'll have to go to work in the morning." Jessie's left eyebrow went up. 

    "I'm the toy?" 

    "Or the big piece of candy. Whichever you prefer." 

    "I'm not sure I like being considered either of those things." 

    "Too bad. I've always thought you were pretty attractive. A tad more attractive than Joanie, in fact, but only just a tad." 

    "You're saying that while you were with my young, beautiful niece Selena, you were looking at me?" 

    Shrugging again, I chuckled, "Got some news for you, lady. Men are very visually oriented. When a woman like you goes by, we'll look at her regardless of who we may be with." 

    She stated, "In your opinion, that is." 

    I replied firmly, "And yours. Deny it and I'll call you a liar." Her gaze narrowed. "Not all men." 

    "Okay, then, just the straight ones. The rest don't matter." Jessie sat back and eyed me for a moment, then said, "Remarks like that reveal things." 

    "For instance?" 

    "You just said that gays don't matter." 

    "We were talking about men eyeballing women in a lustful manner." 

    "Do you think they matter in any other respect?" I gave her question --and my answer --some thought. 

    "Jessie, I don't know why you've taken this tack with things, but here's a straight answer, pun intended. They may be important to people who need votes, members, marchers, or donations, but not to me." 

    Her gaze narrowed further, but before she could speak, I added, "Neither are blacks, Asians, Hispanics, whites, Catholics, Protestants, or any other special-interest categories of humanity. I've always dealt with people on a one-to-one basis, not as stereotypes or groups." 

    She canted her head slightly. "I see." 

    "Maybe you do. Or not. I'm saying that I don't give a damn about causes and groups and all that. When I met you, I met only you. I didn't meet a spokesperson for all women. For that matter, I doubt you'd want that level of responsibility." 

    Standing up, I thumbed at her console and said, "You can watch the rest of the show after we talk to Selena." 

    Looking a little confused, Jessie asked, "Uh... How long will we be there? 

Do I need anything I don't have with me?" 

    "Probably not, but if you do, there are stores on base and Carrington is nearby." 

    Keying up a field screen, I called Selena. When she answered, I said, "Hi, there. Just called to tell you not to wait up for Jessie. We're going to Carrington." 

    Selena blinked at me and asked, "Carrington? Why?" 

    "We're eloping. She couldn't resist my charm." Jessie snorted a sharp, soft chuckle and Selena rolled her eyes, then said, "Yeah, right. Again, why Carrington?" 

    "Training. She's been issued a flitter." 

    "She what?! Are you kidding?!" 

    "Nope. It's an emergency services flit. She can tell you all about it on the way. We're leaving now. Just a minute." 

    I swiveled the screen to face Jessie and instructed my flitter to take control of Jessie's flit and take us to Carrington as Jessie started telling Selena about her day. 

    The ladies chatted as I considered the Krause matter. For some reason, Linda didn't want me to start looking for Krause immediately; she'd specified

'tomorrow'. That could mean she didn't expect anyone to find him until then. Directing my flitter to move close to Jessie's, I stepped over to it, sat in the pilot's seat, and put my feet up beside the console as I watched the world slide past below and sipped coffee. 

    Once upon a time and under far different circumstances, Linda calling a hit would have been a little less unusual; opposing spook shops of that era had too often fallen into 'tit for tat' vendettas until the higher-ups had called a halt to the practice. 

    Calling up a field screen, I reviewed all available info on Vernon Krause and wasn't surprised to see his rap sheet begin at age twenty-one with a county court's records of his trial. 

    He'd been kicked out of the Army, gotten into a bar fight at home and put two men in a hospital with knife wounds, copped a plea deal with the DA, served a few years, and been released. 

    Apparently his stint in lockup had taught him a few tricks, because while there were later charges filed against him, he'd thus far managed to avoid a return to prison. 

    Digging a bit more, I turned up the court-sealed records of his earlier, 

'pre-adult' exploits; mostly vandalisms and arsons until he'd graduated to violently enforcing the views and whims of a few white power groups in several states. 

    Interesting. Even with eighteen offenses proven against him after he'd come of age, he'd still been paroled from his only term in prison after serving just over half his sentence. 

    His adoption of anti-Amaran sentiments had apparently occurred at about the same time he'd been arrested on arson charges three years after the Amarans had arrived. I noted that his defense lawyer and funding had been supplied by One Earth. Charges had been dismissed due to "contamination of evidence" while the evidence had been in police custody. Since then he'd visited a One Earth compound in Idaho that was 'suspected' 

of being a training facility. Four men whose pictures linked to rap sheets were displayed in a sidebar on the screen. I tapped each link and found they were --as expected --lesser versions of Krause. 

    If I'd read Linda's side of our conversation correctly, this was to be a simple 'kill the bad guys' mission. Whether by his choice of targets or his actions, Krause had gone too far and Linda apparently wanted an example made of him if such an occasion presented itself. 

    I mentally shrugged. Good 'nuff. Hang one on the fence as a gory warning to the others. I'd confirm our intentions with her and hit the trail when she opened the gate. 

    A sense of someone behind me made me tap the screen to terminate the display and turn around. Jessie stepped through the flitter's exterior field and came to stand by my seat. 

    "Hi, there. Fancy meeting you here." 

    Jessie eyed me for a moment, then replied, "Hi, yourself. Are you sure you aren't upset with me about something?" 

    "Yup. I was just reviewing some data." 

    With a short, meaningful sigh, she sat down and said, "Linda must have handed you quite an assignment." 

    Sipping my coffee, I replied, "The flitter will do most of the work. All I'll have to do is arrest him." 

    It was the first time I'd given her any hint of the nature of my errand. I watched her eyes widen slightly as she quickly wrapped her mind around the last part of my statement. 

    After a moment, Jessie said, "I once asked Selena if you were some kind of cop. She said no." 

    "She was right. I'm not a cop." 

    "Yet you're talking about arresting someone." 

    "It would be a citizen's arrest." 

    She sat back and eyed me for a time, then stated flatly, "And if he didn't cooperate, it would be a case of self-defense, I'll bet. Is there a bounty?" 

    "Don't know. Doesn't matter. I wouldn't get it." 

    "What did he do and why are you the one who has to go after him?" 

    "I'll let Linda tell you that if she will. I only wanted you to know why I'll have to be away for a day or two." 

    Jessie studied me for a moment, then said, "No, I think you wanted me to know you're about to do something risky. Why? So there'll be someone to ask questions if you disappear?" 

    Hm. Not exactly the reason I'd had in mind, but she seemed to like the drama of it. 

    Putting a hand over my heart, I replied, "Oh, nothing so dramatic, milady. I simply wanted you to know that only the call of duty could possibly part me from you." 

    After a brief, almost-ladylike horselaugh, Jessie reached for my coffee mug and took a sip, then asked me to tell her a bit about what to expect at Carrington. 

    "You'll make some runs through practice ranges, see lots of demonstrations of field uses, and you'll have an interview with Linda, possibly during dinner in the base mess hall." 

    She seemed to digest that bit of info for a time, then she sipped my coffee again and handed me the mug as she asked, "Ed, what have I gotten into? 

Really?" 

    I shrugged. "Nothing you can't get out of later, but I'd be pretty surprised if you want out. You're a dynamic woman who hasn't had enough to do for a long time. No real interests to point you in any direction. If you cared about making scads more money or power tripping, you'd have gone back to work or started a business. If you were feeling altruistic, you'd have volunteered at a hospital or something like that." 

    Sipping my coffee, I waited for her response. Jessie looked about to say something, then didn't. She took my mug and slugged down some of my coffee, then handed it back. 

    Again leaning back in her seat, she asked, "Okay, smart guy, where were you going with all that?" 

    Shaking my mug and noting that it felt empty, I replied, "You needed some adventure, that's all. Now you have it." 

    Taking the top off the mug, I used a field to gather moisture from the air and channeled it into the mug. Jessie watched with unconcealed fascination as the water materialized above the mug and dribbled into it. Putting the lid back on, I shook the mug, then dumped the rinse water over the side and refilled it. Using another field tendril, I heated the water until it bubbled. From the console I took my jar of instant coffee, tapped what looked like about the right amount of coffee into my mug, and stirred it with the now-cool field tendril. 

    Adding a bit of cool water made the coffee immediately drinkable. I put the lid back on the mug and handed it to Jessie as I put my coffee jar back into the console. 

    Jessie took the mug and sat staring at me for a time before she turned the lid to the open position and sipped. After she sipped a second time, she nodded. 

    "Not too bad for instant." 

    Handing the mug back, she asked, "How did you make the water happen?" 

    "I gathered it out of the air with a field. Boiled it, stirred it, and cooled it with another field." 

    "Will I be able to do things like that?" 

    I grinned. "You might if you let your flitter coach you." 
Chapter Nineteen

    Pointing ahead under the slowly darkening sky, I interrupted Jessie's next question with, "That's Carrington." 

    She drew a soft gasp at our rate of descent as she got a death grip on the edges of her seat. I watched her lovely arms and legs flex with her tension and felt rather lucky. 

    A flying board like mine zipped around hangar three and rose to meet us above the admin building, flying alongside us as we finished our descent. Waving back at the lady on the board, I said, "That's Angela Horn, Jessie. With any luck, she'll be your trainer." 

    Jessie glanced at me, then studied Angela for a moment before standing up and joining me at the edge of the deck. As I handed her down, she asked, 

"What's special about her?" 

    I grinned. "You'll find out if you get her as a coach." 

    "She's tough?" 

    Angela let her board disappear and approached us as I said, "No, that's not what I mean. She has a talent for teaching." 

    Stopping a couple of feet away, Angela asked, "Who does?" Jessie chuckled, "He says you do. He also says you're Angela Horn, so hello, Angela. I'm Jessica. Call me Jessie." 

    I keyed my implant to ping Linda as the ladies shook hands and Angela studied the new flitter. 

    "We're here," I said, and Linda replied, "Good. Give me another ten minutes or so, then bring her to my office." 

    Angela turned to me and asked, "Where's the charger port?" 

    "It doesn't have one. It isn't a commercial model." 

    "Then what's different about this flitter, Ed?" 

    "As far as I can tell, not much. It seems able to do what ours do. If things work out, Elkor may want to sell them as emergency services vehicles." That raised her eyebrow in a quizzical manner. 

    "Can he do that? I thought he could only make replacements for pre-agreement flits." 

    Shrugging, I said, "I've never even seen the agreement, but it must only apply to the publicly available commercial flits. Since Elkor's a real stickler for details, this flitter seems to mean there's a loophole somewhere. What are the chances that you'll be the one to run Jessie through the ranges?" Angela gave us a big 'I dunno' shrug. "Beats me." She led the way into the building and waited as Jessie was issued a visitor's badge, then continued leading the way toward Linda's office. As we walked, Jessie studied her badge and Angela asked, "So... are you two... uh, dating?" 

    "Oh, it's gone way beyond that," I said, "She really sank her hooks into me." 

    Jessie gave me a rather stark sidelong fisheye look that made Angela laugh. 

    With saccharine sweetness, Jessie asked, "My hooks? Would you care to elaborate?" 

    "Great legs. Gorgeous eyes. An endearing personality." Angela snickered, "Good save," then said to Jessie, "He's probably telling the truth as he sees it." 

    "Oh, I'm sure. How often has he made passes at you?" Glancing at me, Angela replied, "Only once. Sort of." Lifting an eyebrow, Jessie asked, "Was he successful?" We neared the commissary as Angela laughed, "No, I had a boyfriend at the time." She thumbed to our right and said, "This is where I get off. I have to pick up some things for later. Nice meeting you, Jessie. Later, Ed." As Angela set off toward the commissary, Jessie eyed her and softly commented, "She had a boyfriend at the time." 

    "Yup. Some guy in a lab." 

    Looking at me with a raised eyebrow, Jessie ventured, "You must have been sadly disappointed." 

    Setting us in motion again, I nodded. "Oh, yeah. I was crushed. Devastated. Heartbroken, you could say." 

    In a flat tone, Jessie echoed, "Heartbroken," as if expecting me to define the word. 

    "Well, you saw her. Wouldn't you be?" 

    The eyebrow lifted a bit higher. "No." 

    Reaching to open Linda's door, I shrugged and replied, "Oh, well. Must be a subjective thing, I guess. We're here." 

    Linda's personal assistant, Anna, looked up from something on her desk, smiled, and nodded at the inner door as she said, "Hi, Ed. Go on in." 

    "You sure? She said she needed a few minutes." Anna's smile became a grin. 

    "Captain Wallace just left." 

    In a manner that left no doubt about my lack of sincerity, I replied, "Aw, gee, too bad we missed him. Anna, this is Jessie." 

    Looking at Jessie, Anna said, "So I've heard. Hi." The ladies were shaking hands when Anna's phone rang. We left Anna to her duties and entered Linda's office to find Linda standing in front of the coffee cabinet. 

    Glancing at us, she said, "Oh, good," then gave the coffee maker a light slap and said, "Take care of this, please." 

    "Is it broken?" 

    Linda grinned. "No, it works fine. I just want you to make the coffee while I talk to your ladyfriend." She turned to Jessie and extended a hand as she said, "I'm Linda Baines." 

    I began assembling coffee as Jessie replied, "Jessica Hart, Ms. Baines." 

    'Hart?' It occurred to me that I hadn't known her last name before that moment. 'Oh, well. Although in a somewhat hostile fashion, we've been on a first name basis for years.' 

    In the reflection from the mirror behind the shelves, I saw the ladies seat themselves, then Linda poked a button on her intercom screen. A familiar voice answered her call. 

    Doctor Karen Mills asked, "Yes, Ms. Baines?" 

    "He's here. Where and when do you want him?" 

    "Now's good. Leslie had to cancel her appointment. Have him report to my office, please." 

    "Will do." 

    "Thanks." 

    Linda tapped her comm off and looked at me. "You heard the lady. On your way." 

    "Is it really necessary?" 

    "A full physical every year. You know that. No exceptions." With a shrug and a deliberate sigh, I shoved the coffee basket in and started the drip, then headed for the door, waving goodbye to Jessie. She grinned and waved back. 

    In truth, a visit with Karen wasn't a problem for me. Sure, she'd poke and prod and draw some blood, but that was in the line of duty and we'd chat some in the meantime. 

    When I walked into her office, Karen was standing by a small table, arranging various items on a tray. She turned to look at me rather appraisingly, then picked up a datapad. 

    I said, "You're looking pretty good, lady. Been working out?" With a grin, she said, "As little as possible. We only have about an hour. Get your clothes off, mister." 

    "Ha. Bet you've been waiting all day to say that." As I started undressing, she replied, "Of course I have. How've you been, Ed?" 

    "Well, I thought I've been fine, but here I am in a doctor's office. How've you been, Karen?" 

    "Good. Better than good, really. I'm on a 'B' team with Angela Horn's group." Her grin got a little bigger as she added, "I get to fly now and then and if I call it training, I can check out a flitter for an afternoon run." 

    "Kewl." Tossing my shirt on the back of a chair, I asked, "Pants, too?" 

    "In a little while. Take a seat." 

    I did so and she put a pressure cuff on my arm as I asked, "You've seen Angela's flying board?" 

    "Yes, I have. No talking for a few moments." She noted my pressure readings, asked some questions and entered the answers on her pad, and then reached for a syringe on the tray. I barely felt the needle as she drew blood. 

    Watching the blood flow into the tube, I said, "Damn, lady, you're getting pretty good with those things. Mind if I ask why this is happening at all? 

Steph, Sue, or Elkor monitor my health every moment of the day." Karen labeled the tube and said, "Insurance company rules, of course. With our AI friends around, I'm almost totally unnecessary beyond my research work." 

    Blink. Well, damn. It had never occurred to me that 3rd World Products looked outside its own resources for insurance. 

    "Fill this," said Karen, handing me a specimen bottle. I stepped into the small restroom and did so, then asked, "Think you'd like a board like Angela's?" 

    Shaking her head as she labeled the bottle, Karen replied, "No, flitters are exciting enough for me." 

    Half an hour later I was dressed again and she set her datapad on her desk as she looked at the wall clock, then seemed to study the data on the pad's screen for a time. 

    No worries. If there'd been anything wrong with me that Sue couldn't fix, she'd have mentioned it. 

    Karen looked up from the pad and asked, "Ed, are you seeing anybody these days?" 

    "Yup. She's in Linda's office at this very moment." Pursing her lips thoughtfully, Karen nodded slightly and studied me for a moment, then asked, "Is it serious?" 

    "I wouldn't say so. We're having a good time, but I have reason to believe it won't last." 

    "Really? Why's that?" 

    "She's Selena's aunt." 

    For a moment, she gazed blankly at me, then apparently remembered who Selena was. Her eyes got a little bigger as she softly blurted, "You mean the red-haired woman you... Her aunt?! Oh, my!" 

    I grinned. "Yup. That was my reaction, too." 

    "Uhm... Well, what was Linda's reaction?" 

    Shrugging, I replied, "None, as far as I could tell. Of course, she has a great poker face." 

    Karen seemed to take some time to wrap her mind around the matter, then said, "Well, that certainly squashed my idea that we might go to dinner some evening." 

    Reaching for her hand, I kissed it and replied, "No it didn't, milady. When I'm free again I'll dash right up here." 

    With a raised eyebrow, she asked, "'When you're free?' Why are you so sure it won't last between you?" 

    "Because other than Selena and our current case of heat and new relationship syndrome, we don't seem to have too much in common. A few serious discussions will uncover points of strong disagreement and she's already shown me she wants a fairly standard sort of arrangement with a man." 

    "A standard arrangement?" 

    Nodding, I replied, "Yup. Cohabitation, joint checking, all that. Probably even a wedding at some point." 

    "And you obviously don't." 

    "I'd rather not change my world quite that much. Knowing that, does your invitation to dinner still stand?" 

    Karen regarded me for a short time, then said, "Yes, I think so. I'm also reasonably happy with my world as it is." With another glance at the wall clock, she said, "You'd best get moving. Linda wanted you back in her office after your exam." 

    She stood up and I stood with her. As we walked to the door, she reached ahead to open it and stood holding it as I went through. Her demeanor was cool and professional as she glanced both ways in the corridor and said quietly, "We all have our own little roles to play in life, don't we?" 

    I wasn't sure what she was referring to with her comment, but I agreed, 

"Yeah, seems so." 

    The moment stretched a bit longer, then she said, "This is awkward, isn't it? I knew it would be." 

    "It doesn't have to be. You said what was on your mind and I'm all for it when the time comes. If I'd known you were interested, we'd have had that dinner a long time ago. Maybe I was just too damned dense to spot your signals." 

    She grinned and shook her head. "No, you weren't. I've been considerably less than forthcoming about my interest." 

    I chuckled, "Ah. Well, then, as long as it wasn't my fault. I hate being dense. See you later, milady." 

    Karen smiled and said, "Yes. Of course. Later," and closed the door. Walking away, I wondered if the dinner would ever happen. Her comment about 'roles in life' and her slightly embarrassed demeanor at the door seemed to cast doubt on the idea. 

    Navy captain Emory Wallace and two enlisteds emerged from some office ahead on my left. With quick salutes, the enlisteds headed down the corridor ahead of me. 

    Wallace headed my direction, but he only waved the blue folder he carried at me and continued past me. Good 'nuff. We didn't actively dislike each other anymore, but we'd long ago determined that --although for different reasons

--our only common interest was Linda. 

    Anna was letting herself out of Linda's office as I approached. She told me to go on in, wished me good evening, and headed for the front doors. As I entered Linda's inner office, she waved me to a chair and said, 

"Angela's showing Jessie range six. I'll have a look at Jessie's new flitter after dinner. How'd it go with Dr. Mills?" 

    Shrugging, I replied, "I guess I passed. If there was anything wrong with me, someone would have told me." 

    Nodding agreement, Linda sipped her coffee and said, "Ed, Elkor would like to bring another sentient AI into the world." 

    "Sounds good to me. I like the ones I've met so far." With a small grin, Linda asked, "So how soon can you have her room ready?" 

    "Not to be difficult, Fearless Leader, ma'am, but why did Elkor bring the matter to you?" 

    "Apparently you seemed reluctant the last time the question came up. He asked me to be the host this time." 

    "You gonna do it?" 

    Sitting back, Linda said, "I'd prefer that you do it. In fact, we'd all prefer that you do it. And before you ask who 'we' are, the others are Steph, Sue, and Elkor." 

    I shrugged again. "Okay." 

    Linda regarded me somewhat studiously for a moment, then asked, "Why wasn't it okay before?" 

    I sipped coffee as I considered a reply. 

    "I just wasn't ready before." 

    "But somehow you are now?" 

    "Apparently so. I'll get with Elkor later about it." Sipping her own coffee and drumming her fingers on her desk, Linda continued to study me for a time, then said, "I'd prefer it to happen as soon as possible." 

    "Why are you pushing, Linda? There's no need for it." Linda met my gaze for a moment, then sat forward and leaned her elbows on her desk. 

    "Are we alone?" she asked, "I mean, really alone?" 

    "If all your spooky toys are off, yeah." 

    She gave me a wry look and said, "What about your implants?" 

    "Commo's off, Linda." 

    Looking thoughtful, she drummed her fingers again and said, "Ed, humanity is facing a very troubled future." 

    Hm. Definitely not the direction I'd expected her to take. 

    "Nothing new there, ma'am. It always has." She seemed to gather her thoughts, then said, "Yes, but before the twentieth century, no one nation could devise a single weapon capable of wiping out the entire human race and place that weapon at the disposal of one person." 

    Taking another sip, she asked, "Could we create a guardian, Ed? Someone who can deal with such things if diplomacy fails?" 

    I thought of all the books and movies based around the concept of a world-guardian computer. In almost every case, the computer had turned mean or gone nuts. Or the people it was designed to protect had. In fact, I couldn't readily think of a story in which the concept had succeeded. On the other hand, those stories had been constructed from individual authors' views and politics as shaped by the Cold War era. Would it really be so bad if an AI stood ready to zap some nutcase's stockpile of pathogens or nukes before they could be used? Especially if the AI was like Stephanie or Sue? 

    On the other other hand... it might be nice to know a bit more of Linda's thoughts before agreeing to anything... 

    "Linda, first tell me all the ways you think this idea could turn ugly. I know you've considered that possibility." 

    She nodded. "Of course I have. But knowing Steph, Sue, and Elkor throws a lot of weight in favor of it. I can't envision any of them staging a coup or enslaving the human race, if that's what you're worried about." 

    "What we can't envision usually bites us in the ass, Linda. That's been proven so often it's practically a cliche." 

    Regarding me narrowly for a moment, Linda said quietly, "After all the years we fought to keep World War III from happening, I thought you of all people would understand the necessity... Ed, we have an opportunity to protect the world from itself for the next thousand years or more." 

    "Well... No, ma'am. What we have is an opportunity to ask a newly sentient AI to spend its entire existence protecting us from ourselves." I shrugged. 

"In return for what, Linda? A memorial statue and the hope of a place in AI heaven? Doesn't sound like much of a deal to me." 

    Linda's gaze grew even narrower. I held up a hand and said, "Let me call Steph." 

    "This is a private conversation, Ed." 

    "It shouldn't be. We'll be asking one of the AI's to do something we can't do for ourselves and it could well be that we don't have enough facts." For a long moment, she just looked at me, then she sighed and waved a hand. "Yeah. Okay." 

    I called Steph through my implant. She appeared in the other chair by the desk in her usual shades-of-green business suit. Linda gave me a rather dour look. 

    "Love that outfit," I said, "Can you spare a few minutes?" Steph smiled. "Oh, I suppose so. Hello, Linda." 

    "Hello, Stephanie." 

    "Steph," I said, "I'll get right to it, here... If some country claimed to possess and threatened to deploy nukes or pathogens capable of wiping out the human race in a manner that other humans couldn't prevent, would you be able

--and willing --to seek out and destroy those weapons?" Without hesitation, Steph answered, "Of course." 

    "Thank you, milady. I just wanted Linda to hear that directly from you." Turning to Linda, I said, "So all we really need is carte blanche to globally search for and destroy the stuff, Linda. Where does permission like that come from?" 

    Ignoring my question, she replied, "Get to your point, Ed." 

    "Okay. You're asking for a sentient AI that would stand guard throughout its existence without question or regret, monitoring humanity for episodes of self-destructive insanity." 

    "Why does a guardian AI have to be sentient?" 

    "Because a nonsentient Amaran computer couldn't do it." 

    "Why?" 

    "Laws would have to be broken; local and national laws about trespass and destruction of property at the very least, as well as laws concerning spying and such. A nonsentient AI with Amaran programming flatly couldn't do that, but with proper justification, a sentient AI could break lesser laws as necessary to prevent wholesale murders." 

    Looking at Steph, I asked, "Right?" 

    Steph's reply was a terse, flat, "Perhaps." She looked at Linda and asked, 

"Do you have reason to believe such a crisis is imminent?" Meeting her gaze for a moment, Linda chuckled sardonically and shook her head slightly as if in disbelief. 

    "Yes. Steph, I just want to make sure it can't happen. If it were up to me, I'd immediately ask you and the other AI's to find and monitor all laboratories on Earth and destroy all nuclear and biological weapons materials." 

    "'Scuse me, Fearless Leader," I said, "But why can't it be up to you? 

Unless you want to let the UN vote on it, that is." Linda eyed at me as if I'd made a bad joke. 

    "I'm not kidding," I said, "You may get some variation of 'no', but you could ask." 

    She looked at Steph for a time and asked, "Is that true? Could I really set something like that in motion?" 

    In the same terse, flat tone, Steph again replied, "Perhaps. I'd have to confer with the other AI's." 

    "Reason?" I asked, "Seems to me it's a pretty good cause." 

    "For the same reasons we haven't interfered or become concerned with other human activities that haven't involved 3rd World Products. We may not directly or indirectly cause harm to humans, but we aren't obliged to act as global police to protect humanity from itself." 

    I chuckled, "Well, hey, now; if Earth wiped itself out, you'd lose a hefty chunk of the PFM market, wouldn't you?" 

    Manifesting a field screen, Steph showed us what looked like production figures. She tapped a rather huge number on the lower left and said, "Not so

'hefty', really. We're currently three months behind in production due to limited facilities. This is the number of presold units to be delivered elsewhere." 

    "My God..." muttered Linda, "By 'elsewhere', I take it you mean places other than Earth?" 

    Steph nodded. I resolved to ask her later how much my paltry one percent cut would come to in US bucks. 

    Linda looked at me and asked, "Did you know about this?" then answered herself with, "No, I can see you didn't." She faced Steph and asked, "Well, then, what about all the people on the asteroid station who have families on Earth?" 

    "Most of the immediate family members have PFM's. The others could be issued PFM's or be otherwise protected. What caused this discussion, Linda?" For a moment, Linda sat quietly, then said, "Iran. They're yapping about wanting nuclear power, but they're setting up enrichment facilities and testing missiles. Everybody who matters knows that power-producing reactors don't use weapons-grade fuels, knows that diplomacy doesn't work with religious nuts, and knows that Iran's leadership is a pack of lying hyenas, yet nothing's being done." 

    She sipped her coffee, then said, "They'll still be discussing it when the Iranians start exporting terrorist nukes." 

    "The Israelis," I said, "Even if the US doesn't do anything, the Israelis'll bomb the facilities, and you can bet they already know where and how to strike." 

    Sighing, Linda said, "Thereby setting off another Arab-Israeli war in the Middle East. Wonderful." 

    I shrugged. "Better a conventional war there than Arab nukes being snuck into US and European cities, ready to pop when something pisses off some nutcase Ayatollah. Or being used like a gun to the head to force political cooperation. Once nukes were in place, neutralizing them without mass casualties would be damned near impossible." 

    A light on Linda's phone flashed. 

    She held up a hand, lifted the receiver, tapped the button by the light, and said, "Baines." 

    After listening a moment, she almost imperceptibly nodded and said, "Yes, sir," and hung up the phone. 

    'Sir?' Who the hell..? 

    Possibly due to a spike in my readings, Steph glanced at me. I gave her a raised eyebrow and turned back to Linda, who sat back in her chair and studied me in silence for a moment before she spoke softly. 

    "That was David Haver." 

    The name was only vaguely familiar to me, and I guess it showed. Linda looked truly surprised. 

    "With our DC office," she added. 

    I shrugged. "Somebody important, huh?" 

    Looking moderately exasperated, Linda replied, "Yes. Look him up on the way to DC and bring him back here when he's ready to leave." 

    "Mind if I take Jessie along?" 

    "Haver may want to talk to you and I want to talk to her. Hurry back and we can all chat over a late dinner." 
Chapter Twenty

    Steph kissed me goodbye outside Linda's office and disappeared. I asked the flitter where to find Jessie. 

    "Jessie is currently in the dining facility." Checking my coffee mug and finding it nearly empty, I replied, 

"Convenient. Thanks, flitter." 

    Entering the mess hall, I spotted Angela and Jessie at a table and held up an index finger in a 'wait one' gesture as I headed for the coffee pots. As I filled my mug, Angela spoke to someone on a field screen. By the time I'd grabbed a donut and headed for their table, the screen was gone. I greeted the ladies and sat down. 

    Angela said, "That screen call was Linda. I've been assigned to Jessie as a guide, Ed. How did that happen?" 

    "Prob'ly because I can't take her with me tonight and they don't want civilians wandering loose around here, ma'am. I'll be leaving in a few minutes, so you're probably supposed to find her a room and all that, too." Jessie yelped, "You're leaving? Where are you going? How long will you be gone?" 

    I leaned to kiss her and said, "Relax, milady. I have to pick somebody up and bring him back here for Linda. Can't say much else about it, but I should be back in an hour or so." 

    "Why can't I come with you?" 

    "Linda said so." I turned to Angela and asked, "Think you can keep her entertained for a while?" 

    "Has she flown at night yet?" 

    "Nope." 

    Grinning, Angela tossed back, "No problem." Jessie gave her a rather stark glance and asked, "Ed, how can I call you later?" 

    Getting to my feet, I replied, "Easy. Ask your flitter to call mine. Take it easy, Jess. You aren't being abandoned, y'know." Bridling a bit at my words as she also stood up, Jessie said, "I just wanted to know, that's all." 

    "Yes'm. Now kiss me goodbye and I'll be back in a bit." After her hug and kiss and a mock salute to Angela, I headed for the door. When I boarded the flitter, I asked it to show me whatever it had on David Haver. 

    As we lifted toward DC, I wasn't at all surprised when it could only provide publicly-available info. Haver was fifty-one, slightly balding, and the Chief Operations Officer of 3rd World Products for just over four months. His picture was generally unimpressive, but that sort of thing could be deceptive; cameras usually only capture what's presented. Well, Linda had specifically said to look him up and she'd known I'd hit a wall, so I guessed I was supposed to be impressed in some manner. But I wasn't. I worked for Linda, so Haver was her concern unless she had problems with him. 

    Editing a few chapters of a book and checking email used up the travel time to DC; I turned off my screen as the flitter settled to the roof of 3rd World's building and turned on its transparent field. 

    Two men and a woman waited by the elevator. The man I recognized as Haver approached the flitter and I stepped down to meet him, but only got as far as the edge of the flitter's field before his gaze turned rather critical. Something didn't feel right to me and I glanced around. Whatever was bugging me wasn't obvious enough in the first sweep, but as I looked around again, a thin sliver of shininess seemed to leave a track in my vision. Haver continued toward the flitter past the corner of the elevator alcove. I grabbed his arm and quickly hauled him inside the flitter's field. His briefcase and travel bag fell from his left hand and he yelled, "What the hell are..?!" as something hit the flitter's field six feet or so to my left. Brilliant white light bathed the roof like a flashbulb amid what sounded like a sonic boom as the object converted to raw plasma against the field. 

    "Flitter," I said as Haver stumbled and caught himself on the edge of the flitter's deck, "Stun the sniper and anyone on the roof with him, please." The flitter replied, "I've already done so, Ed," as Haver screamed, "We're under fire!" 

    "Yeah, I know," I said, tossing Haver's bags on the deck and grabbing his arm to urge him aboard, "C'mon. Let's go see what we've caught. Thanks, flitter. If anyone else --anyone --arrives before we do, stun him." Haver resisted and yelled, "What?! We can't go over there! He may shoot again!" 

    I let go of his arm and said, "He's out cold. Let's get over there before he wakes up," then I hopped aboard. 

    Haver was somewhat wide-eyed, but there was nothing slow about his reaction. He put a shaking hand on the deck and vaulted aboard, then stood up and braced himself with a grip on one of the starboard seats. The flitter had us descending above a taller building two blocks west in seconds. Below us I saw two hooded human shapes in white uniforms sprawled on the snow-covered roof and a really big-assed scoped, bolt-action rifle with a blocky weight on the end of the barrel. A fifty caliber; lately a popular sniper weapon. 

    Hopping down to the roof, I turned on my five suit to avoid contaminating evidence and picked up the heavy rifle to look through the scope at the 3rd World building's roof. 

    At that range, beam spread and atmospheric interference would render a rifle's laser sight useless, even at night, but there were ways... Yup. A tiny spot on a ventilation duct glowed brilliantly as the laser passed over it. Lowering the rifle, I couldn't see the spot at all at that distance, but I knew its purpose well enough. It was a range and elevation marker. I set the rifle down and pulled the hoods off the two unconscious men. Both had dark, coarse hair, swarthy complexions, and smelled a little ripe, but their all-white snow camo outfits and the rifle's white cover looked reasonably clean and almost new. 

    Turning to Haver, I asked, "Ever see either of these guys before? Maybe on the street or going by in a car? Anywhere?" 

    He looked at me as if I was crazy. I shrugged and decided Haver had a rather shallow view of things. Good hitters usually try to do fairly comprehensive recons well before a hit, and these guys even had the vent marked. 

    "Seemed like a reasonable question," I said, "Since they knew your travel plans and even had a range marker." 

    "A what?" 

    "On the other roof. On a vent to your left as you walked to the flitter. There's a tiny reflective dot on it about chest height. Y'might want to try to find out how it got there." 

    Haver peered toward the 3rd World building as another flitter finally arrived, likely having had to negotiate an underground parking garage en route. 

    Half a dozen people got off it and took over the rooftop, cuffing the shooters, taking pictures, and asking lots of questions, several of which were aimed at me by a woman in a 3rd World security uniform. 

    I had the flitter copy a recording of the event to the woman's datapad, then told her the recording would be my statement. She started to say or ask something else, but I hopped back aboard my flitter and asked it to put another copy of the recording on a screen. 

    As I watched the video, she knocked --then pounded --on the flitter's clear hull field for a few moments, then walked over to Haver and said something, pointing at me as she spoke. 

    "Flitter, are there any satellite pix of this building from the last few days?" 

    "Yes, Ed. If you're looking for signs of human activity on this rooftop, I can reduce the number of images accordingly." 

    "No, just copy the info to the same woman's datapad for now and send her a note about the upload. They'll want to see it sooner or later. I don't." 

    "May I ask why you don't wish to see it?" 

    "It's unnecessary. If this team wasn't camped here alone, I might see them take over for another team. I might also see them eat, drink, pee, sleep, and whatever else, but none of that would tell me where they came from or who else was involved. We'll let the forensic people and interrogators handle that." David Haver turned from his chat with three people and headed toward the flitter. Two of the men followed him. 

    "Flitter, let Haver come aboard, but not the others. When they're ten feet away, put on your opaque field, please." 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    Haver faltered en route and stopped altogether with a puzzled expression about an arm's length from the flitter's field. 

    Reaching to rap his knuckles on the 'hull', Haver seemed surprised when his hand plunged through the field, then he stepped forward with apparent caution. 

    The other two had also reached to touch the 'hull' and encountered a solid surface, which caused them some confusion as they watched Haver pass through it. 

    Stepping onto the deck, Haver noted that he'd come through the field alone and asked, "What the hell are you doing? Those investigators want to talk to you." 

    "They have the flitter's recording and the satellite pictures that I sent to..." I pointed out the woman..."Her datapad. Except for them asking how I knew to duck and me telling them something just didn't feel right, there's nothing to add." 

    His gaze was angry, but his tone was flat. 

    "That's for them to decide." 

    "I saved them the trouble. You ready to get underway? We have a dinner date at Carrington." 

    Ignoring my question, Haver spoke as if to the air as he stated, "Flitter, drop your field. Let those people aboard." 

    The flitter replied, "I cannot comply, Mr. Haver." 

    "What?!" Haver spun to face me and asked, "What the hell's going on here? 

What have you done to this flitter?" 

    "It's my flitter. Nobody else gives it orders." Haver looked about to explode. He snapped, "Flitter! This is a class one priority override by order of David L. Haver! Drop your field immediately!" The flitter responded, "I cannot comply, Mr. Haver." Credit where it's due; Haver didn't waste time blustering or threatening dire consequences. He took a breath and calmed himself, then faced me directly and asked, "What's our problem, here, Ed? Why the lack of cooperation?" Hm. 'Our problem', huh? And he'd used my first name, though he likely expected me to call him 'Mr. Haver'. 

    I asked, "Do you go by David or Dave?" 

    His gaze narrowed slightly, but he answered, "Dave." Nodding, I replied, "Got any money on you, Dave? I'll bet you fifty bucks they only want to know how I knew to duck." 

    Eyeing me tightly, Haver said, "I'd like to know that, too." Shrugging, I replied, "Sorry 'bout that. Never figured it out; it just happens. What about that bet?" 

    The guys outside were conferring with the datapad woman and studying her pad. One kept thumbing an icon that caused a flash; likely making it replay the bullet's bright annihilation. 

    Haver watched them for a moment, then sighed, "No. No bet." Stepping off the flitter, he said, "I'll be right back," and went to talk to those outside. After a few minutes, he came back to the flitter, took a seat, and said, 

"Okay. We can go." 

    Nodding, I keyed my implant to tell the flitter to take us back to Carrington. Haver looked surprised as we lifted and his sharp gaze again aimed at me. 

    Uh, huh. He didn't know about my implants, just as he hadn't known that my flit didn't belong to 3rd World. Why not? He'd been an Ops Chief for over four months; plenty of time to learn a little something about most of the troops, if only by incident reports and such. 

    Sending an invisible field tendril to open the lid of the cooler, I said, 

"We have beer, canned tea, and dr pepper." 

    Haver stared hard at the tops of the cans and bottles that seemingly appeared from nowhere. After a moment he leaned to stub his fingers against the side of the cooler just as most every other first time passenger has. I turned the tendril neon-blue and retrieved a can of tea. Haver yelped sharply and yanked his hand away, then stared at the tendril until I took the can in hand and let the tendril dissipate. 

    He hissed, "What the hell was that?!" 

    "A field. I'd like to know why you didn't know I could do that, Dave. Also why you didn't know my flit doesn't belong to 3rd World. With your rank, you can't be out of any loops. Grab a drink and let's talk about why Linda sent me to DC tonight." 

    After a moment, he chose a can of tea, sat back in his seat, and opened the tea as he said, "Your name came up when..." he sipped tea, then he seemed cautious as he said, "When we were discussing certain insurance issues." 

    "Well, I guess that explains my physical this afternoon, but not why she sent me to get you. What's it all about?" 

    Eyeing my face briefly, Haver cleared his throat and replied, 'Ah... well..." he paused, then sighed, "Most of our field actives are younger than you, Ed. Considerably younger. You triggered some computer program and it kicked out a policy query." 

    I shrugged. "So? You outrank it, right? Just tell it to ignore my age. And that doesn't explain why you --a COO --don't know about my field talents and my flitter. Ever heard of Stephanie Montgomery?" 

    His eyebrow went up. "Ah... yes. Of course. She's one of our field agents. Her name has come up on several..." 

    I guess my big, fat grin inspired caution, because Haver stopped talking and seemed rather thoughtful before he almost hesitantly asked, "What about her?" 

    "Would you like to meet her?" 

    With even more caution, Haver replied, "I suppose it would be... Yes. Of course I'd like to meet her. Possibly while we're at Carrington, if you could arrange it." 

    "Why wait? How about now?" 

    "You mean call her? I really don't think..." 

    "Steph," I said to the world in general, "Could you spare another few minutes, milady?" 

    She shimmered into being by the console in her usual shades-of-green business suit and smiled sweetly at me as she replied, "Oh, I suppose I could manage a few more minutes for you, Ed." Looking at Haver, she said, "Hello, Mr. Haver. I'm Stephanie Montgomery." 

    Ol' Dave's mouth fell open and stayed that way as his eyes got huge and traveled the length of her twice. His voice didn't work the first time he tried to answer her greeting, then he forcibly cleared his throat and tried again as he stood up. 

    "Uhm. Uh... Hello, uh... Miss Montgomery?" Looking at me, he almost whispered, "Is this a hologram?" I shook my head. "Nope. Shake hands with her." He did so, albeit with apparent trepidation. In the midst of their handclasp, he muttered, "Oh, dear God..! She's solid!" 

    "Yup," I agreed, "Absolutely gorgeous, too." Steph gave me a wry look and a roll of her eyes, but Haver looked as if I'd put him on the spot as he hurriedly agreed, "Oh, lord, yes! I'm very pleased to meet you, Miss Montgomery! Very pleased, indeed!" 

    "Thank you." Looking past Haver, Steph asked, "Would you now care to tell me why I'm here, Ed?" 

    "Sure, ma'am. Dave is a 3rd World Chief Ops Officer who didn't know about my flitter, my field tricks, or my AI friends. He even thought you're one of his field agents." 

    Returning her gaze to Haver, Steph said, "I see. No, Mr. Haver, I'm not employed by 3rd World Products." 

    Looking thoroughly confused, Haver blurted, "But... ah... but I've seen your name in a dozen reports, ma'am!" 

    I chuckled, "Oh, prob'ly a few more than that. Dave, Steph is an AI and I'm Linda's faithful gofer and minion. Since I generally avoid spending much time with the top brass, it's fairly understandable that I wouldn't know much about you, but you're at the other end of the responsibility ladder. It seems to me you should know as much as possible about all of your resources, so I'd like to know why all of this is such a big surprise to you." Haver turned his astonished gaze at me, then drew himself up in his seat and stated, "As you said, you apparently don't get much time with your superiors. I..." 

    I cut in, "Whoa. Wait one. You used the word 'superiors'. I called them

'brass', as in 'brass and gas' and 'brass in the ears'. People who sometimes favor politics over purpose and barely skim through field reports in order to speed things up. A lot of them are rather stuffy, too. I hope you aren't one of those." 

    Steph said softly, "Ed. Be nice. He's obviously a new guy who's still trying to get a handle on things." She smiled fetchingly and added, "That's a quote of sorts, by the way." 

    Giving her a querying look, Haver asked, "A quote? Whose?" Noddingly indicating me, she replied, "He said it regarding training a difficult flitter pilot." 

    "Difficult? How do you mean?" 

    "It was a personality clash for all involved. In fact, I'm trying to prevent a similar clash at this very moment." 

    She sat down beside me and said, "Gentlemen, I suggest that you both give each other some latitude and discuss matters as equals at least for the remainder of this trip." 

    Shrugging, I sat back and said, "Sounds good to me. Linda could have sent a dozen other people to pick you up, Dave. I figure she had a damned good reason for sending me." 

    He froze for a moment, then asked, "You really call her Linda? To her face, I mean? Not Ms. Baines?" 

    "I also call her milady, ma'am, and Fearless Leader, depending on circumstances. If I call her Ms. Baines, she knows to play along for whomever may be listening. How much do you know about her, Dave?" After a sip of tea, he shook his head slightly. "To be honest, not too much yet. She was in charge of security when I arrived and I've seen no reasons to change that. Yet." 

    He seemed to be watching me closely for a reaction to his last word. I sipped my own tea and chuckled, "Hey, I'll vouch for her if you think it'll help. I've known her since the seventies. She called me out of retirement when the Amarans arrived." 

    "Retirement? From what?" 

    "That's in my file when you have time to read it. What I'm getting at is that Linda and I have been getting the job done for nearly forty years, yet suddenly someone who knows almost nothing about us has been put in charge of things. What was my last mission for 3rd World, Dave?" Haver looked thoughtful, then said, "Um... something about assisting with the robodoc program in Africa. Resolution of a hostage situation, I believe." 

    "And before that?" 

    He sipped his tea and continued to look thoughtful, then it was as if he suddenly realized something. 

    "Wait a minute. Iran. An official complaint was lodged against you through embassy channels by... let me see..." 

    "His name was probably Steve. He was one of the embassy hostages in Iran." 

    "Yes! Exactly! Steve... ah... Steve..." 

    "Doesn't matter. He was a bureaucratic asshole who seemed to think his purpose on this Earth was to obstruct progress. Bet none of the others complained about me." 

    Haver froze again and stared first at me, then at Steph. 

    "Now I remember! You were both there! When the mountain vanished in Iran!" Nodding, I admitted, "Yup, you got it. Africa. Iran. Linda always seems to pick me for the ugly little off-the-wall jobs. Must be a reason, huh?" I turned to Steph and asked, "Hey, you think maybe she's trying to get rid of me, ma'am?" 

    Steph chuckled, "No, Ed, I don't think that's the reason." 

    "Well, that's a relief." Sending another blue tendril to flip open the cooler, I asked, "You ready for another tea, Dave? Or, since it's after five, maybe a beer?" 

    Haver startled when the tendril appeared, then seemed to lock his reactions down and said, "No beer for me, thanks. I'll likely have a meeting with Ms. Baines and a few others soon after we arrive." Checking his watch, he asked, "And speaking of arriving, when will that be?" 

    "Flitter?" I asked, "What's our ETA?" 

    "Six minutes, forty-six seconds, Ed." 

    Flipping the cooler lid shut, I said, "Thank you." Keying up a field screen, I sent Linda a ping. 

    She answered with, "Yes, Ed," and "Hi, Steph," as her face appeared, then she said, "Hello, Mr. Haver." 

    He and Steph returned her greeting, then I said, "I found him right where you said he'd be, milady. Zapped a sniper and even offered him a beer. How's your evening going?" 

    "Oh, fine," she chuckled, "We heard about the sniper and watched the roof-cam and flitter footage. Captain Wallace would like to ask you a question, Ed." 

    Glancing at Haver with a grin, I asked, "Lemme guess; he wants to know how I knew to duck?" 

    Moving to stand behind Linda, Emory leaned to face her field screen and said, "You got it. Hello, Mr. Haver." 

    Haver nodded and said, "Hello, Captain Wallace." I shrugged. "Just did, Cap. Thought I saw something." 

    "That's not much of an answer, Ed." 

    "It's the only answer I have, Cap. Just think; if there'd been no sniper, I'd be explaining for the next week why I roughed up a 3rd World honcho, and the answer'd be the same." 

    Wallace gave me an exasperated headshake and stood up and out of the picture. 

    Linda grinned and chuckled, "Come directly to my office, please. Later, all." 

    She pressed her 'off' icon and my field screen dissolved when hers did, then I said, "Flitter, send all of your recordings of this trip to Linda's pad, please. Start to finish." 

    Haver startled and asked, "Everything?" 

    "Yup. You may be her boss, but she's my boss." His eyebrow went up in a fisheye look. 

    "Wouldn't that mean I'm also your boss?" 

    I shook my head. "Nope. I work for Linda, Dave. Nobody else. If that changes --like if she's replaced or retires --and if I don't like the results, I'd probably re-retire immediately." 

    He studied me for a time, then finished his tea and looked for a place to put the can. I guzzled the last of mine and flung the can overboard, where it flashed to plasma. Haver stared at the spot for a moment, then tossed his with the same result. 

    "Damn," he muttered, "I didn't know flitters did that." 

    "Don't know if they all do, but this one does." Haver laughed, "If they don't, they will. I hate litter." Carrington lay below us as we descended. I noted that our rate of descent didn't seem to bother Haver as it had so many others. Maybe he got in some flight time now and then. 

    Steph stood up and said, "I think I'll take my leave. Good night, Mr. Haver. It was nice meeting you. Goodnight, Ed." 

    Haver and I stood up and Haver extended a hand for a shake as he wished her goodnight. I took her hand for a quick kiss. She smiled and shimmered out of existence and Haver again softly muttered, "Damn!" Looking at me, he said, "That was the first time I've ever met an AI." 

    "Maybe you need a little more time out of the office." He shook his head as if in amazement and agreed, "Maybe so, Ed. Maybe so, indeed." 

    We were settling to the front steps of the admin building when I asked, 

"Dave, are you willing to do a bunch of reading and talking with people before you make any decisions about Linda and me?" 

    "Of course. What people?" 

    "The ones in our files. As many of them as possible." Stepping off the flitter, he reached for his bags as he asked, "Are you concerned about the insurance matter?" 

    I grabbed one of his bags and hopped down. "Nah. I passed the company physical, but it won't matter to me if 3rd's insurance company won't cover me." 

    That stopped him just before the big glass door. 

    "You're serious?" 

    "Yup. I get a percentage of every PFM sold. While I don't refuse my 3rd World paychecks, they aren't why I'm here." 

    Eyeing me, he said, "Okay, I'll ask... why are you here?" 

    "Linda, mostly, and the job's usually pretty interesting. It damned sure beats retirement, anyway." 

Chapter Twenty-one

    When we'd cleared security and reached Linda's office, I set Haver's bag by the desk and headed for the coffee pot with my mug as Linda, Haver, and Wallace greeted each other. 

    Linda kept things brief; after some pleasantries and talk about the sniper incident, we adjourned to the base's bar, the Dirtside Pub. I found that to be odd. Why so little chat about the sniper? No calls to DC or further reports from agencies? Instead, Linda had said, "They'll call us when they know more." 

    No doubt, but the lack of discussion still seemed odd. As we passed the front doors, I asked Linda, "Will it be strictly business in the pub, or may I bring a date?" 

    Giving me a wry look, Linda chuckled, "Sure, Ed. By all means, bring Jessie. I know you're dying to get back to her." 

    With a small salute to the group as a whole, I headed for the doors, calling up my board as soon as I was through them and hopping onto it from the top of the steps. 

    When I glanced back, I saw that Haver's mouth had again fallen open as he stood staring out the doors. Linda and Wallace seemed greatly amused by his reaction. 

    While I didn't know what had supposedly prompted Haver's visit to Carrington, I was pretty sure Linda had arranged it, directly or indirectly. Leaving the group had given me an opportunity to startle Haver yet again, and I had no doubt Linda could and would make use of that in whatever plans she might have for him. 

    I asked my flitter where to find Jessie and was told she was already at the Dirtside Pub with Angela. Arcing around hangar four, I aimed the board at the Dirtside Pub's big window and drifted toward it at a leisurely pace, looking for Jessie. 

    She was sitting in a booth across from Angela, who saw me and waved. Jessie turned to look and her eyes got big for a moment, then she also gave me a quick little wave. 

    From the bar beyond them, Cherie also waved, and when I walked into the pub, she set an Ice House beer on the bar. I had my two bucks ready and swapped them for the beer with a "Thanks, Cherie," as I headed for the booth. Just as I reached the booth, Linda, Wallace, and Haver appeared in the corridor doorway. I waved to them and suggested moving to a table. After I introduced Angela and Jessie and we'd all sat down, a waitress took food and drink orders and Linda asked Jessie how she was enjoying Carrington. 

    "Oh, fine, I guess. What little I've seen of it looks much like other bases I've seen. One of my husbands was military." Turning to me, she asked, 

"How was your trip to DC?" 

    I said, "Just a minute, I'll check." To Linda I asked, "How was my trip, milady? Eventful or uneventful?" 

    Linda looked at Jessie and said, "He bagged a sniper in DC." Holding up an index finger, I added, "And his spotter, ma'am. Don't forget his spotter." 

    Rolling her eyes, Linda turned to Wallace and said, "Take a note of that, please. There were two." 

    Wallace shrugged and replied, "He just got lucky," then looked past her at Haver and said, "You were there. What do you think?" Haver suddenly had that 'on the spot' expression again, but only briefly. He glanced around the table as if gathering his thoughts, then as the waitress brought their drinks, he quietly said, "It seems to me that I'm the lucky one. Someone else might not have... Well, might not have..." Looking at me, he asked, "What? You saw something? Heard something?" 

    "Saw something. Light hit the BB-sized marker just right for a second and it was something that definitely didn't belong there, though it didn't register right away. The second time I looked around, it left an afterimage streak." 

    "That's it? That's all?" 

    I shrugged. "Guess I could have waited for absolute proof that something was wrong. It wouldn't have taken long, but it might have been kind of messy." As an aside to Wallace, I said, "It was a fifty caliber, y'know." He seemed impressed. "That's a damned big bullet." 

    "Made a big splash, too. Like a flashbulb going off." Jessie looked as if she couldn't believe what she was hearing and Angela held up a hand and asked, "Is there some video?" When I looked at Linda, she shrugged. "Might as well." Calling up a field screen, I asked the flitter to display our landing in DC and the immediate aftermath. Haver watched as intently as Jess and Angela, then glanced at me as Angela poked the icon for a replay. 

    "It all happened so fast. When did you spot the... uh, spot?" I used a finger to drag the vid bar icon down to half speed and said, 

"Right...about...there," stopping the display as I stepped off the flitter. When I released the icon, the display returned to normal speed and the me on screen turned a hand extended for a shake into a grab and a pull. Haver almost tumbled past me and the roof lit up an instant later. 

    "Flitter," I said, "Show the reflective dot on the ventilator shaft, please, then swivel the view two feet to each side." The view panned to the right and focused on the vent shaft, then swung back and forth. When the focus had been still, the dot had been invisible. When the focus shifted, a faint shining streak appeared. Haver hissed, "The streak! I see it!" 

    Wallace grinned as he said, "Now I know why she keeps you around, Ed." 

    "Well, I'm glad you finally caught on, Cap." Jessie said, "I can't believe you actually noticed something that small." Angela laughed, "I can't believe that's all it took to make him think there was a sniper in the area. How did that dot get there? That building is supposed to be as secure as it gets." 

    Linda answered, "They're looking into that, of course." She looked at me and asked, "Didn't anyone suggest that you and Mr. Haver stick around, Ed?" Shrugging, I replied, "Nope. They didn't ask me." Looking at Haver, I asked, "How about you?" 

    He looked thoughtful for a moment, then surprised. "No, actually... No, they didn't, though that could be because you kept them from boarding the flitter with me." 

    I shook my head. "Nah. You went back out there to talk to them. When you came back aboard, you specifically said, 'Okay. We can go'. Given the circumstances, you wouldn't have said that without a solid reason. Until you talked to them, you flatly didn't have that reason." Wallace sat eyeing me as Linda sipped her drink and watched Haver for a reaction. Haver simply studied me for a time until Linda asked, "Who's got a quarter?" 

    Angela blinked at her and asked, "A quarter?" Noddingly indicating the west wall, Linda said, "For the jukebox. It's too quiet in here." 

    Nibbling her lip, Jessie said, "Uh, Linda... I don't know if they take quarters anymore." 

    Linda looked at me meaningfully. 

    I gave her an 'oh, okay' roll of the eyes and stood up as I said to Jessie, "Yeah, they still take quarters, but only in big fat bunches." Bowing slightly to Linda, I asked, "And what would milady like to hear, please?" 

    With a small smile, she nodded slightly in return and replied, "Oh, you may choose, sir. I'll trust your judgment." 

    Looking at Jessie, I extended a hand. Jessie stood up and went with me to the jukebox. It was the kind that lets you search a database rather than simply select from CD's. 

    I found 'Under The Boardwalk' by the Drifters, Bruce Springsteen's version of 'Pink Cadillac', and ZZTop's cover of 'Viva Las Vegas' and gave matters some thought, then poked up K.T. Tunstall's 'Black Horse And The Cherry Tree' 

and took Jessie's hand to lead her to the small dance floor. She gave me a fisheye look and asked, "ZZTop? I thought Elvis did that song for one of his movies." 

    "He did. ZZTop spiffed it up and made it better." As we began dancing to 'Under the Boardwalk', Jessie said, "Linda needed a minute with Haver. She controls Wallace and Wallace controls Angela, but you weren't in whatever loop she needed to talk about. Why's that?" 

    "If it involves me I'll hear about it later. You're the one who wasn't in the loop, ma'am. No offense, of course. Hey, you're a good dancer, lady. Some people have trouble with this beat." 

    "Don't try to distract me. What loop? She let me watch that video. If it's something to do with that, why shut me out?" 

    I chuckled, "It's not about you. Haver's a honcho, but Linda sent me to get him instead of one of the regular troops like Angela, who'd salute and sir him and all that stuff. I think she knew about the sniper." Jessie actually stopped dancing. I got her moving again as she asked, "Are you saying... that... that she may have had something to do with the incident?" 

    "Don't be vague. You're asking if she let it happen in order to get him killed, right?" 

    "Uh... well... no, not exactly." 

    I tilted her head up and kissed her, then grinned. 

    "No, ma'am. The flitter's field would have intercepted the bullet in any case. Haver was never in danger of anything more than a good scare. Linda was just letting him discover some things for himself this evening." Glancing at the table as we turned around the floor, I added, "She may still be doing that." 

    We turned with the music again as Jessie asked, "What about what you did? 

Pulling him into the field?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "I just reacted from habit and training. For a long time I didn't have a flitter to cover my ass, y'know." 

    "So you really didn't save him?" 

    "Nah. Not even a little. But does he need to know that until he can figure it out for himself?" 

    Jessie gave me a narrow glance, then one of those 'suddenly I understand' 

looks crossed her face and she used my jacket to smother her snickers. I leaned to nuzzle her ear and whisper, "Well, damn. I got saddled with another smart woman, didn't I?" 

    She nodded and laughed softly. 

    "Wanna bet he'll be with you and Angela on the range tomorrow, milady?" Shaking her head slightly, she giggled, "No. He'll get a real education, won't he?" 

    "Oh, yeah. You can pretty much count on that. For the last few months he's had to rely on people about whom he knows very little, Jessie. Just getting settled into the job took all his resources. This was probably supposed to be a long-delayed familiarization tour or something along those lines, but I'd say something's up that made Linda feel a need to bring him up to speed as quickly as possible. I've no idea what yet, but it made her set him up for the crash course." 

    'Under the Boardwalk' ended and Linda waved us back to the table. As we sat down, she unwrapped the napkin from her silverware and asked, "Jessie, would you mind if Mr. Haver accompanies you and Angela tomorrow?" Jessie seemed to stifle a reaction that was probably a laugh. She covered it with a slight cough and cleared her throat to say, "Excuse me. That's fine with me, Ms. Baines." 

    Nodding, Linda replied, "Thank you," as she continued unwrapping her silverware. After laying the spoon and fork by her plate, she picked her steak knife up by the blade and tossed it at me in the same motion. I manifested a plate-sized soft field in front of me. The knife embedded itself an inch or so into the translucent grey disc with a soft 'thunk' sound. There'd been various reactions around the table; Angela and Haver had yelped and recoiled. Wearing expressions of shock, Wallace and Jessie had simply sat back in their chairs far too late to be of any benefit. Letting the knife hang in mid-air for a moment, I changed the disc to a tendril and fielded the knife back to Linda. 

    "Your knife, milady." 

    Taking the knife from the tendril and setting it by her plate, Linda grinningly said, "Thank you, sir." 

    Haver looked a bit wary as he said rather flatly, "I see now what you meant, Ms. Baines. Yes, indeed." 

    Linda looked at me and said, "Mr. Haver thought your spotting of the targeting dot might have been a fluke. I said you were usually fairly alert to the unusual." 

    "Ah. Well, then, thanks bunches for your support, of course." Haver asked, "How did you know she'd throw that knife?" I replied, "I didn't, but who normally unwraps tableware upside down?" Wallace chuckled, "Jesus, lady! I hope nobody ever doubts me when you're at the table!" 

    Giving him a highbrow glance, Linda turned at the sound of the kitchen doors and said, "Soup's on." 

    Our food arrived and the meeting turned into a late meal as 'Pink Cadillac' ended and 'Viva Las Vegas' began. Nobody said much for a time, then Haver asked about tomorrow's training. Linda let Angela field his questions. We'd finished eating and were discussing another round of drinks when Tiger's ping sounded through my implant. 

    Conjuring a small field screen, I said, "Hi, Tiger." Tiger sat on the kitchen table. He seemed agitated; his ears flicked back and forth and his tail was in constant, twitching motion We heard cat vocals and English simultaneously as he said, "Hello, Ed. There's a woman in the yard across the street." 

    Haver's eyes got big as he froze and stared at the screen. The ladies snickered at his reaction and Wallace eyed me with a narrow, disapproving gaze. 

    Tiger added, "I think she's injured," and faces around the table became serious. 

    "Thank you for telling me, Tiger. Just a minute. Flitter, send a probe to the woman on that property, please, and put a display in a corner of my screen. What's her condition?" 

    A young black woman in jeans and a brown jacket appeared in the top right corner of my screen. She was lying on her side and her face was bleeding. The flitter said, "She's currently unconscious. She has a mild concussion and minor internal injuries. I've notified Elkor." 

    "Thanks, flitter. Elkor?" 

    He appeared beside the table in his Thomas Magnum outfit and said, "Yes, Ed. I've begun treatment." 

    Haver seemed to choke and quickly slid his chair back to stand up as I asked Elkor, "Would you prefer to let the ambulance take her?" 

    "Yes. Her condition is stable and my appearance at a hospital would generate unnecessary confusion." 

    "Yeah, maybe a little. Okay. Tiger called me first, Elkor. Have a talk with him, please, and try to find a way to make him finally understand that his ideas about pecking-order protocol don't apply to every situation." 

    "Okay, Ed." 

    "Thanks. Flitter, link me to Hernando County 911, please." When the emergency operator answered, I told her there was an injured woman and gave her the address. When she started asking all the usual other questions, I interrupted with, "Have you dispatched the ambulance yet?" 

    "Yes, sir, of course. Now I just need..." 

    "You have what you need. I'm sure that woman will appreciate your assistance." 

    I disconnected as she started to say something else, then returned my attention to Tiger. 

    With a grin, I said, "Well done, Tiger. Very well done. You're really on top of things tonight." 

    Looking rather smug, he replied, "Yes, I am," which made some small smiles appear around the table. 

    "Have you checked the back yard, too?" 

    Glancing at the back windows, he said, "No. I'll do it now. I'll check all the yards, Ed." 

    "Thank you, Tiger. Tell Elkor if you find anything." He declared, "Okay! I will! Goodbye!" 

    "Goodbye, Tiger." 

    The screen blanked. Looking at Elkor, I thumbed behind myself at Haver and said, "You've met everyone but Dave Haver, there. He's new at all this, as you may have guessed by some of his reactions." 

    Linda let out a chortling snort of laughter and Elkor's left eyebrow went up as he glanced first at her, then at Haver. I gestured for Haver to come back to the table, but he just stood there staring. Oh, well. Standing up, Elkor walked to within a couple of feet of Haver and extended a hand as he said, "Hello, Mr. Haver. I'm sorry to have startled you. I'm Elkor." 

    Haver rather slowly moved to shake hands and he managed, "Uh... hello, uh... Elkor?" 

    "Yes. Would you care to return to your seat now?" Unfreezing a bit, Haver nodded and let Elkor escort him back to the table, but he froze again when Elkor disappeared from beside him and reappeared in the chair across and to the right from mine. 

    For a few moments, nobody said anything, then Haver almost hesitantly asked me, "Was that really a cat?" 

    "Yup. Tiger talks through his collar. It's a kitty-PFM." 

    "Oh, dear Lord... they can translate, too?" 

    "His can. My flitter translates for him. Now ask who Elkor is." Looking at Elkor, Haver half-heartedly chuckled and sighed, "Yes, I suppose that would be a good idea." 

    "He's the guy who made my flitter and Jessie's, among many other things." I laughed, "I'll vouch for him and I'm pretty sure Linda will, too." With another sharp snort of laughter, Linda agreed, "Oh, yes. Definitely. He's one of the finest people I've ever met." 

    Elkor seemed surprised. He looked at Linda and she laughed, "Well?! You are! I'm glad to know you, Elkor." 

    Nodding slightly, Elkor replied, "Thank you, Linda. I feel the same about you." 

    Linda nodded solemnly in return and said, "Thank you, Elkor." Turning to Haver, she asked, "Mr. Haver, do you still think I was exaggerating about the necessity of coming here?" 

    He stared at her for a moment, then shook his head and hurriedly said, 

"Oh, dear Lord, no, Ms. Baines. Not at all. I'm sorry I ever doubted you for even an instant." 

    
Chapter Twenty-two

    Linda's office assistant, Anna, entered the pub and made a beeline to our table, where she handed Linda one of those pink 'while you were out' message pads. Linda read the top page of it, flipped that page up, and read whatever was on the second page, then stood up. 

    She said, "Excuse me, but something needs my attention," then she and Anna quick-marched out of the pub. 

    Wallace and I --and Haver, somewhat belatedly --had stood up. They sat back down, but I headed for the restroom near the pool tables. As I'd half-expected, Linda pinged my implant, but with her 'can't talk now' signal. That let me know to be ready to go. I sent back a double-ping to acknowledge. 

    I was washing my hands when Wallace came in and asked, "Any word?" 

    "Just pings. I'm on standby." 

    When I returned to the table, I asked, "Dave, has anyone set you up with room and board yet?" 

    He nodded and showed me the translucent green card he'd been issued. It was like a credit card without the embossed numbers and his picture was in the upper left corner. On the bottom were printed numbers and on the back was a black magnetic strip. 

    "Jessie's is green, too," said Angela, "Mine's blue. What color is yours, Ed?" 

    "It was dark blue." 

    Jessie asked, "Was?" 

    "I don't carry it. When I need to buy something I just recite the number for the computer. Or type it in on the pad." 

    Fishing her card out, Jessie looked at it as she asked, "You memorized a..." she looked at the card again and finished, "A twenty-digit number?" 

    "Yup." 

    Wallace had returned to the table. He chuckled, "I've seen him do that. The clerk seemed to think it was unusual, too." 

    Putting her card away, Jessie said, "It is. Why don't you carry the card, Ed?" 

    I shrugged. "For the same reason I don't carry my credit card. Don't need to." 

    Angela asked, "Credit 'card'? Singular? Don't you have more than one?" 

    "I don't need more than one." 

    "What if a store can't take it?" 

    "They lose the sale." 

    Jessie held up her wallet and thumbed open the card section. "Ed, I just don't see how you can get by without gas cards and each of the major bank cards." 

    "It's easy," I said, "I just do. And I get a better interest rate on my one card than you do with any of those. 8.5%, fixed. No interest at all with bills paid on time." 

    Angela laughed, "Okay, smart guy; how do you use a gas pump that doesn't take your card? That means you have to go inside, doesn't it?" Shrugging again, I replied, "Yup. So what? I have to get out of the car anyway. On the bike, three gallons is a hundred and fifty miles or so. Pocket change." 

    Haver lit up a bit at my mention of the bike and asked, "Fifty miles per gallon? I have a Harley Wide-Glide that barely gets forty going downhill. What's yours?" 

    "A Kawasaki Vulcan 750. Cruiser type. Black. Stock, except for a Corbin seat." 

    He seemed surprised to hear that, but graciously allowed, "Oh. Well... A bike is a bike, isn't it?" 

    Uh, huh. A 'Gotta be Harley' snob. 

    I replied, "Yeah, so I've heard." 

    "Was there some reason you didn't buy something bigger? An American bike?" 

    "Yup. This one fits me like a glove. I can ride all day and have nothing to bitch about." 

    "How fast will it go?" 

    "Fast enough to get a fat speeding ticket anywhere except a German Autobahn. I've never bought into the 'gotta be bigger, gotta be Harley' hype, Dave. Marlon Brando rode a Triumph 650 in the bad-boy movie that started the whole biker cult. Marketing took over the industry. Now some of the bikes have car engines and they've got bike-branded socks, swimwear, condoms, and little leather biker vests for dogs. What bullshit." 

    Conjuring a field screen, I tapped the Internet icon and pulled up AbintraPress.com, then tapped the bio link. Down the left side were pictures of me and my bike. I tapped one to make it full sized and let Haver study it. 

    "See that tan bag behind me?" I asked, "That's just a rolled up exercise mat I use as a backrest. With a low-slung Corbin seat, it's like riding a rolling lounge chair." 

    Jessie's gaze was on the bottom-most picture; that of me hang gliding above Germany in 1972. I poked the picture to make it full sized and turned the screen to face her. 

    After a moment, she said, "That's just some fabric, wires, and aluminum tubes." 

    "Yup. The ones today are a little fancier." Looking up, she laughed, "Safer, too, I'll bet." 

    "Yeah, probably so." 

    Angela said, "It's an old Rogallo delta-wing. They had one on display at a flight park in Colorado." 

    Jessie asked, "You hang glide, too?" 

    With a grin, Angela said, "I used to. Now I surf." 

    "Surf?" asked Haver, "The nearest beach is two thousand miles away." Standing up, Angela said, "Board on," and stepped onto her flight board, then had it elevate a few feet. Haver's face fell open and he got up to walk around the table. 

    Before he got there, Angela flipped the board and Haver froze at the sight of her hanging upside down from the board. After a moment of grinning at him, she flipped the board again and lowered it to a foot above the floor. Glancing from Wallace to me, Haver sounded confused as he stammered, "I thought... I thought the one he used outside earlier was a flitter field effect, but... This is a standalone device! And they aren't in any of the inventory logs!" 

    Wallace said, "That's because they aren't part of 3rd World's inventory. They're privately owned." 

    "But... How is that possible? They use Amaran technology, don't they?" Thumbing at me, Wallace said, "Ed makes them." Haver yelped, "What?!" and wheeling to face me, he asked, "How?!" I shrugged and replied, "That's a trade secret, Dave. Just like the PFM's." 

    Angela piped up, "He invented those, too." Glancing at her, Haver again yelped, "What?!" then looked at me and asked, 

"You invented PFM's?! But they're made by... Oh, my God... I met her on the flitter, didn't I?" 

    Nodding, I answered, "Yup. Sure did." 

    "She didn't invent them?" 

    "Nope. Well, she helped and I turned the manufacturing and marketing over to her, but they were my idea." 

    "Yes, they were," Angela said firmly, "I was there when it happened, Mr. Haver." 

    Wallace added, "And I was there not long after, when he insisted that Stephanie get the credit and contracts." 

    Studying me as if I might be insane, Haver asked, "You just gave away..? 

May I ask why?" 

    "Sure. I wanted her to have her own business when she stopped being my flitter computer." 

    As Haver slowly sat down, Linda pinged my implant again, this time for a screen. I put one up and she said, "Ed, I need to borrow you from Jessie again for a while. Emory, let Angela make sure Mr. Haver and Jessie get settled in and come to my office with Ed, please." 

    She poked her 'off' icon and the screen dissolved. 

    Wallace and I stood up as Haver said, "Maybe I should go with you." I let Wallace deal with that; he said, "Thanks anyway, but she only asked for us, Mr. Haver. If we need you, we'll call." 

    After kissing Jessie goodbye, getting a quick hug from Angela, and shaking hands with Haver, I headed for the doors while Wallace made his goodbyes. He caught up with me just down the corridor and asked, "What's going on, Ed?" 

    "Don't know for sure, but I think Linda's just allowing Haver some chat time with the ladies." 

    For a moment he said nothing, then, "Why the hell would she want to do that? Angela's half his age and Jessie's with you." 

    "To talk. To get their perspectives on everything now that common ground has been established." 

    Wallace laughed, "'Common ground' meaning you?" 

    "Me, field gadgets, Steph and Elkor, Tiger, and everything else he's experienced this evening. He's high brass, and new or not, he should already know about everything he's seen tonight. I think he's here to get a crash course in why he's not qualified to make any changes." 

    "What changes?" 

    Glancing at him as we marched down the corridor, I asked, "Don't you and Linda talk anymore?" 

    He gave me an irritated look and said, "We talk. We just don't talk about our jobs much outside the office. In case you haven't noticed, I'm military. She's civilian." 

    I almost said, 'She's also technically your boss', but let the opportunity pass as pointless. 

    "Look," I said, "Something precipitated his visit. Something made him leave his comfy office for a BOQ room at Carrington tonight. What was it?" Shrugging, Wallace replied, "He's here for the same reasons I'd make time to tour a new duty station." 

    "Sounds good, except that Haver's only about half a dozen rungs from the top of 3rd World, yet Linda didn't send Angela or Alexis for him." We'd reached Linda's office. Wallace got the door and we found Linda sitting at Anna's desk instead of her own. She shut down the field screen she'd been reading and motioned us to take seats. 

    "Emory," she said, "What's your impression of Haver?" Looking wary, Wallace cautiously answered, "He seems a bit green, but that's to be expected of someone new on the job." 

    Linda looked thoughtful for a time, then turned to me. 

    "Let's have yours now." 

    "Okay. He's trying to cope and may be in over his head at the moment. If he learns to swim, he'll probably do fine. If not, he'll make a few big mistakes and be replaced, which means we'll have to go through all this again with someone else. I figure he inherited the job by default." Nodding, Linda said, "He did. Three people had to die before the job fell to him. A heart attack and two car crashes, in case you're wondering. To the best of our ability to determine such things, all were apparently unrelated incidents." 

    "That's comforting, of course, but what about the sniper? You knew he was there, ma'am." 

    Wallace was on his feet with his fist balled and ready when Linda called his name in the kind of whip crack tone a Drill Sergeant uses to get someone's full attention instantly. 

    Seething, Wallace tore his eyes off me and looked at Linda, who calmly said, "He's right, Emory, and I'd have been sadly disappointed if he hadn't figured that out. Now stop acting like an irate boyfriend and sit down, please." 

    Once Wallace was back in his chair, Linda said, "Emory, our jobs run parallel and sometimes cross paths, but they don't coincide in all matters. I stationed probes on the roof well before I cornered Haver into agreeing to come here. A man named Falwell placed the marker dot this afternoon. He's been arrested with two other men who appear to be part of a plot to assassinate 3rd World's top brass." 

    Looking as if he'd never seen this side of Linda before, Wallace asked, 

"You didn't warn Haver? You just let him walk out there?" 

    "Any of our flitters would have blocked that shot. Haver was never in any danger. I wanted him to be ready to listen and learn when he got here, Emory. I wanted him to be happy with the idea of sticking around a day or two." She turned to me. "The insurance thing today was just a small, quick peek at the kind of bureaucratic crap that's becoming all too damned common upstairs, Ed. It isn't cost cutting; it's just a bunch of people jockeying for the higher positions by putting roadblocks in each others' way. The same kind of office politics we saw in the Agency." 

    I shrugged. "Hadda happen sooner or later, Fearless Leader, ma'am. Human beings are involved. I figure Haver will have learned enough to make informed decisions by the time he realizes the sniper couldn't possibly have hit him. Hope you're ready for that." 

    Nodding, Linda replied, "I am." 

    Wallace asked, "Ready for what, exactly?" 

    Linda said, "Nobody likes being conned, Emory. Not even for a good cause. They may forgive, but they don't forget, so Haver has to come away from this visit with the undeniable knowledge that our personnel and operations are absolutely essential." 

    I added, "And that they shouldn't be tampered with by people who don't have both knowledge and experience concerning what goes on here or why. Since Haver obviously can't spend more than a couple of days here, he'll have to take the quick course." 

    "Exactly," said Linda, "Riding the ranges with Jessie and Angela tomorrow should give him all the reason he'll need for taking a couple of days away from DC." 

    She tapped the screen back on and said, "These are his PFM usage charts. Everybody in 3rd World's Earth offices has one now, by the way. Look at this." Swiveling the screen, she showed us a flat green bar with a bump at the beginning and said, "That's when Haver's protective field was issued and demonstrated. He's never used it since. Not once. And he doesn't wear his PFM

at his office." 

    Keying my implant, I asked, "Flitter, is Haver wearing a PFM at this time?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    "Was he wearing one when the sniper tried for him?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    Glancing at the others, I sighed, "Did he even bring the damned thing with him?" 

    "Yes, Ed. It's in his briefcase." 

    "Wonderful. Thanks, flitter." 

    Shaking my head, I told the others, "His PFM is in his briefcase and he wasn't wearing it earlier this evening." 

    Wallace said, "He got by without it this time. That's only going to make it harder to get him to wear it later." 

    "He'll just argue that it wouldn't have stopped that bullet." Linda shrugged. "We can try to get him to wear it, but it's ultimately his choice to do so. We'll just be prepared to go through all this with a new guy every so often." 

    I chuckled. Wallace raised an eyebrow at her. 

    "Well?" she asked, "Got a better idea?" Apparently not; Wallace just shook his head slightly. Swiveling the screen back around, Linda poked a few icons and presented us with a new screen. On it was an aerial view of a snow-coated, well-forested mountain range with a small red dot in the middle of the screen. 

    "Now for an update on Vernon Krause. He's been completely incommunicado since the day that video appeared. Our people inside One Earth think he's gone to ground. Our intel people agree." 

    From the backside of the screen, Linda tapped the 'zoom' icon twice and a cabin appeared. I glanced at the latitude and longitude numbers. The cabin was somewhere around the Georgia-North Carolina border. 

    Reaching to drag the center of the view somewhat to the left, I tapped the icon to zoom out and studied the screen for a moment, then said, "That twisty road's likely US-129. North Carolina and Tennessee border each other not far above Atlanta. What's he doing, hiding in the woods like that clinic bomber did some years ago?" 

    Linda said, "We think so. He's had time to get there. If he is in hiding in the area, he's damned good at it. Our probes haven't located him. That dot is his home town. We're hoping he'll show up there soon." She poked the screen and zoomed on a mobile home on the side of a heavily-forested hill, then said, "He bought this place two years ago." 

    "Uh, huh. You got any good leads, ma'am?" 

    "No. If he doesn't show up there, we'll just have to wait until he shows up somewhere else." 

    Zooming on a few cabins and homes on the mountains, I saw that most of them appeared to have no driveways. Only the main roads had been cleared recently. 

    I asked, "When did it snow last?" 

    Linda poked up a weather record and answered, "Last night. Before that, two nights ago." 

    "These pix must have been taken last night, then." 

    "Yes, they were." 

    "The whole area's snowed in, but that wouldn't necessarily be a problem for him. Did the probes record any unusual snowmobile activities?" Wallace chuckled, "What would you call unusual?" 

    "One-way trips up mountainsides. Tracks that end abruptly in the middle of nowhere. Heavy tracks up, light tracks down. Like that." He looked at Linda. She said, "Nothing recent that hasn't checked out. Kerosene and grocery runs, a chainsaw accident, and a couple of kids making out in a cave." 

    "Look at all the trails on that mountain," said Wallace, "He sure picked a bad time of year to try to sneak through the woods." I pulled up Krause's Army record as I gave some thought to how I'd get to a prearranged hideout in that area without leaving tracks. Krause had excelled on the rifle ranges. He'd been through airborne training and halfway through Ranger school before a leg injury set him back. Scheduled to repeat Ranger school, but got into trouble by fighting in bars once too often. The Army had taken the quiet, expedient route and tossed him out for repeated assaults on other soldiers and civilians. 

    "He was airborne," I said, "Maybe a parasail or a hang glider. Launch it a few miles away, land and break it down, then brush the area clean if necessary. No tracks at all." 

    "'If necessary?'" Wallace asked sharply, "Why wouldn't it be?" He shook his head and added, "This sounds a little far-fetched, Ed." In mock amazement, I asked, "You can work here and say that?" Turning to Linda, I said, "Smoothing out a landing site would take fifteen minutes to do the job right. Might check parasail and glider club memberships. Normal Army airborne training doesn't teach parasailing and he wouldn't have been able to get training or use club facilities without belonging to one of the two main groups." 

    Linda poked some icons and the screen changed to an infrared satellite view. The screen zoomed in to center on an outline rendition of a man apparently sitting in the night sky above a road on the side of a mountain. At Linda's touch, the screen changed to a normal view and we saw someone in a white snowsuit sitting under a white parasail. We watched in silence as he followed the contour of the mountain for a few minutes, then disappeared. 

    "That's it," said Linda, "Cloud cover obscured the view." 

    "Figures," I said, "It would have been just too damned easy otherwise. I don't see snowshoes or skis, so he wasn't planning on a long hike unless he had some stashed somewhere. Did it snow there that night?" Linda checked weather logs and shook her head. "No." 

    "Let's watch it again. Have the screen extrapolate winds from that night and use unclouded footage from after his trip to show us what he'd most likely have seen from that height for the next few miles." The image coasted above a highway for another fifteen minutes before it reached a crossroads. I got up to get a coffee refill and consider matters away from the screen. 

    To either side there'd been isolated cabins, mobile homes, a few minor mansions tucked away among snow-capped trees and open fields. I hadn't seen a damned thing that looked like a better reason to land than anything else. Might be better to just go there and reenact the flight. Or not. He could have touched down anywhere along the road. No, not on the road. It hadn't been cleared yet and his landing would have left traces. All he really needed was an open zone the size of a small front yard, but that would have left landing tracks, too. 

    Returning to the screen, I said, "We're looking for cleared driveways and walkways. Maybe with most or all of the snow piled to just one side." Wallace said, "If we couldn't see a driveway, how could he have seen one well enough to land on it?" 

    Without taking my eyes off the screen, I replied, "He wasn't looking for a driveway. Snow blown out of one could obliterate signs of a front-yard landing. The first views were shot after midnight. Who clears a driveway at that hour?" 

    Sitting back in his chair, Wallace grudgingly allowed, "Yeah. Okay. Should be worth another look, I guess." 

    Linda wore a small smile and chuckled as she watched the screen. When a partially-cleared driveway leading to a mobile home came into view, her smile widened a bit and she started to say something, but stopped as another -fully cleared --driveway appeared to the far left of the screen. I shrugged. "Okay, so there may be more than one. Wait... the next one's a fire station. Doesn't matter. It's worth checking out." We saw two more clearings along the rest of the route as far as the split. Linda called up a second screen and told someone named Colter what we'd been doing, then told him to review before and after pix of both roads beyond the split. 

    Looking at me, she said, "You may have saved yourself a trip to North Carolina, Ed." 

    Shrugging again, I said, "Too bad. My new ladyfriend comes from the Green Mountains. She might have enjoyed the visit." 

    "She'd stay here in any case. If they don't find Krause tonight, you can help Colter tomorrow. He's coordinating searches in the region. Got any other suggestions before you leave my office?" 

    "I'm leaving?" 

    "Yes. We all are. I'm passing the info on and closing up for the night unless someone has something else to add." 

    Nobody did. Outside her office door, she and Wallace headed for the parking lot by way of the side doors and I headed for the front doors. 
Chapter Twenty-three

    As soon as I was through the main doors, I called up my board and told the flitter to meet me as I rose into the sky. Without stopping, I skimmed across the deck and grabbed my backpack as I passed it, then aimed the board at the end of the building containing the Dirtside Pub and said, "Thanks, flitter." When I walked into the pub I saw Angela at the jukebox and stopped to order a beer as I looked around. Jessie and Haver seemed deeply engrossed in a conversation at the table. 

    Angela poked icons for a song and continued studying the album covers displayed as she said, "It got a little deep over there for me. How much do you know about something called 'string theory'?" 

    "Not much. More importantly, what does Jessie know about it?" She chuckled, "Far more than us, apparently. She and Haver have been picking and poking at Lorenzo-somebody's theory of something for the last half hour, and she seems to be holding her own." 

    "Well, you've probably noticed I don't date dummies, ma'am." Angela grinned and shook her head as she scanned album titles. Haver noticed me and nodded. Jessie looked around and waved, then their apparently intense discussion continued unabated. 

    Lightly backhand-tapping Angela's shoulder, I whispered, "Hey, lady, if she dumps me for ol' Brainiac there, can I call you later?" Snorting a laugh, Angela chuckled, "Yeah, sure. Want to hear anything? 

There's a play left." 

    Pretending an interest in the jukebox, I asked, "What's your mood, milady? 

Fast? Slow? Old? New?" 

    Looking around the pub, she said, "Just wake this place up, okay?" 

    "You got it." 

    I chose 'Pon de Replay' by Rhianna and Angela's eyebrows went up briefly. She turned away from the jukebox and we started toward the table, but I hooked my arm through hers and dropped my pack on a chair when we got there. I caught some of the conversation as we'd approached; yes, indeed, they were deep into a discussion about how the Amarans could travel astronomical distances and how our theories about physics related to their technology. Although Jessie and Haver stopped talking and greeted us, it was readily apparent that they'd only grudgingly stopped in the middle of something and were dying to get back to it. 

    "Nah, don't stop on our account," I said to Haver and Jessie, "Just send in a written report in the morning or something. We're gonna play some pool." Angela gave me a 'we are?' sort of look, but went along willingly enough. Halfway to the pool table I whispered, "Would you rather sit there and try to look interested?" 

    Giving me a sidelong glance, Angela replied, "Well, no, but do you really want to leave your girlfriend alone with a guy who can get into her head like that?" 

    Feeding the pool table, I asked, "Can you see me getting into her head like that?" 

    "What?" 

    "You heard me." 

    She shrugged. "I... I don't know. Maybe. Probably, even." 

    "Not with physics, quantum or otherwise. They're having a grand time over there, Angela. We should leave them to it until they run out of steam." I racked the balls as Angela parked her butt against the table, crossed her arms, and asked, "What if they don't run out of steam?" Lifting the rack away from the balls, I shrugged and said, "If that's what blows her skirt up, that's where she belongs, isn't it?" Angela seemed thoughtful as we chose sticks from a stand and rolled them on the table to check them for straightness. As I prepared to flip a quarter to decide the break, she spoke. 

    "Are you sure you'd just rather not try to compete with Haver in that discussion?" 

    I put the quarter back in my pocket and said, "Just for that, I'll break." With a wryly apologetic look, she said, "I'm serious, Ed." Laying the stick on the edge of the table, I powered the cue ball through the rack and said, "Can't lose what you don't own, Angela. Besides, sometimes a discussion is just a discussion. I've seen trekkies go at it like that over their kind of trivia." 

    "Better not let her hear you call it trivia." 

    "Never happen." I looked up and added, "Unless you rat me out, of course." Two balls later I found myself without a decent shot and simply punted the cue ball to loosen up a cluster. As Angela lined up her shot, I took out my pen and wrote on a napkin, then put the napkin on the edge of the table. Angela missed her third shot and came to study the napkin as I popped two easy shots and lined up a long green shot. 

    She asked, "What the hell is this?" 

    I watched the three ball drop, then lined up for the seven and said, "Just thought I'd have some fun with them when we go over there." 

    "It might also be nice to know what I'm getting into before I go over there. Come on, Ed; what is it?" 

    Grinning again, I shook my head and knocked in my last two balls and the eight, then stood straight and looked at her. 

    "Sorry, milady. You wanna know, you'll have to ask one of them whether I remembered it right." 

    Tucking the napkin in her pants pocket, Angela said, "Maybe I will. After I kick your ass at least once on this table." 

    "You'll need some quarters for that. I just sank the eight." 

    "Yeah, yeah. Back in a minute." 

    She leaned her stick on the end of the table and headed for the bar. I watched her go, noting that even uniform slacks can't conceal some things about women. 

    Jessie's eyes caught and met mine rather directly for a moment as Angela passed their table. Her gaze was rather flat, even at that range. Disapproval? 

A few games and a few such silent exchanges between Jessie and me later, she and Haver stood up and came to join us at the pool table. I chuckled, "Hi, guys. Got things all figured out, huh?" Angela snickered, "Whatever they were." 

    Haver and Jessie both adopted somewhat aloof expressions and Jessie said, 

"It concerned how the Amarans can travel vast distances in space without investing entire lifetimes in transit." 

    Nodding, I turned to Angela and said, "Then this would be a great time to show them that napkin. And it wasn't 'Lorenzo-something', ma'am; it was

'Lorentzian'. I'll be back in a minute." 

    Giving me a fisheye look, Angela reached in her pocket as I grinningly headed for the restroom to lose some coffee and beer. Behind me I heard someone whisper, "What the hell..?!" 

    When I returned to the pool table, Haver was seated at a small table near the pool table, scribbling on a napkin of his own. Jessie and Angela stood talking nearby. Looking rather school-teacherish, Jessie smoothed the napkin out on the pool table and precisely aimed an index finger at the line on the napkin that read: ds2 = âˆ' c2dt2 + dl2 + (k2 + l2)(dÎ¸2 + sin2Î¸dÏ†2). She met my gaze firmly as she softly snapped, "Would you care to explain this, Ed?" 

    "You should already know what it is." 

    "I just want to hear you say it." 

    "Well, I just want you to lighten up a little, lady. That stuff's just fluff and bother guesswork unless or until someone can prove it." Haver looked up from his scribbles and said, "Humor us, Ed. Define your equation, please." 

    I shrugged. "Okay. It's the metric for a traversable Lorentzian wormhole." Angela asked, "Traversable? Wormhole? You're talking about space travel?" 

    "Yup," I chuckled, "In one end and out the other. Or so some people think." 

    Haver asked, "You sound doubtful. Is that the Amarans view of wormholes?" 

    "No idea what they think of them. I got the formula from Wikipedia. I was searching online for info about wormholes after an episode of Stargate, and..." 

    Angela's explosive laugh was so sudden and powerful it startled all of us. She covered her mouth and pointed at me with another laugh as she stammered, 

"S..Stargate!? You picked that up watching TV?" 

    "No, I just told you; I looked it up after the show." Jessie studied the napkin, then quietly, yet sharply asked, "And you just happen to be able to recall this formula?" 

    "Did I get it wrong?" 

    Shaking his head, Haver studied his notes and muttered, "No, I don't think so." 

    Looking at Jessie, I said, "Then I guess I did, in fact, recall that formula. Ma'am. Big deal. Why all the attitude?" 

    With a level of frustration, she held up the napkin and asked, "Do you even know what this means, Ed?" 

    I sighed, "Jess, I just told you what it means. Point 'a' to point 'b' 

through a shortcut. But it means not one damned thing to anyone but a few academics unless someone can find a way to make practical use of it. Which -possibly barring the Amarans --nobody has, as far as I know." Looking at Angela, I asked, "You got those quarters, lady?" She chuckled and grinned her way through feeding the table and racking the balls. Jessie simmered a moment, then took the napkin to Haver's table and sat down for a look at his figures. 

    Angela leaned unnecessarily far over the table to lift the rack and grinningly whispered, "You know, you're kind of fun, Ed." I whispered back, "So glad you're entertained, milady." Standing up and putting the rack away, she said, "There you go. Bust 'em up and prepare to lose gracefully." 

    Preparing to break the rack, I replied, "Uh, huh. You just stand clear and look pretty, sweetie." 

    It was a wonderful rack and a helluva break. The eight ball only barely missed going in a corner pocket, which drew a tight little gasp and a sharply hissed "NO!" from Angela that made Haver and Jessie pause to look our way. They didn't understand what had caused her reaction, so they dove back into their numbers. 

    "Damn," I said, "Almost got it. Now I'll have to actually shoot a few times." 

    Angela replied, "That was nothing but luck and you know it." I dropped the nine and said, "Luck. Right. Ever wonder why I always break from the same spot?" 

    "Yeah, yeah," she said as I shot again, "Chatter. Noise. Why do you shoot one-handed half the time?" 

    Thumbing at Jess, I replied, "Just showing off for the cute blonde over there. You know how women fall all over a man who shows off." Angela laughed and 'the cute blonde' heard that and looked up, apparently still somewhat unsettled about esoteric mathematical things. Of course I had to get overconfident and screw up my last striped shot. The thirteen did go in, but the cue ball was again locked up behind Angela's solids. 

    "Ha!" she said tartly, "Ha! I knew it was just luck." 

    "Uh, huh. Luck didn't sink the other seven balls, ma'am." Eyeballing an eight-corner shot as if three of her balls weren't in the way, I tried to be gentle about jumping the cue ball over her six and watched it stroll languidly across the table toward the eight. It tapped the eight and the eight slowly ambled to within a quarter of an inch of the pocket, where it stopped. 

    Angela whisperingly muttered, "Jesus!" and said aloud, "That's it! Gloves off! You're history, dude!" 

    "Yeah, yeah," I said, feeding her own patter back to her, "Chatter. Noise. You only have all seven balls and the eight to go, ma'am. No pressure, of course, but it's all up to you now. Sink or swim time. Damn, I'm glad I'm not in your shoes." 

    Giving me a dour look, Angela asked, "Think you could hold the noise down?" 

    As she swigged her beer and eyed the table, I said, "Sure, lady. No problem. I'll be quiet as a goldfish over here. Won't say a word. You wanna concede now and buy a new rack, ma'am? Got some more quarters on you?" Sticking her tongue out at me, she muttered, "Oh, fuck you," then quickly apologized to Haver and Jessie. 

    Haver waved off her apology and Jessie actually laughed. 

    "You tell him, Angela. And show him how it's done over there." Lining up for a four shot, Angela muttered, "I'll damned sure make an effort." 

    Six balls later, her five stopped barely short of a pocket and Angela hissed, "Damn, damn, damn!" 

    Rubbing my left ear, I muttered, "Oh, my! Did someone just swear in my presence?" 

    Raising her voice slightly, Angela said, "Oh, blow it out your ass, Ed! Go ahead! Take the damned duck shot and get it over with!" Lining up for the eight, I replied, "Yes, milady. As you say, milady. I'm on it, ma'am. I'll try not to make it look too easy, okay?" 

    "Yeah, yeah. Just shoot, dammit!" 

    Looking up, I said, "Please, ma'am, I'm trying to savor the moment, y'know." 

    "I'm gonna hit you if you don't quit screwing around." 

    "Uh-uh, now! Try to remember that Congress made you an officer and a gentleman with that collar brass, ma'am." 

    She swigged her beer again and snapped, "Then don't make it worth having to give it back! Shoot, already!" 

    I made the shot and Angela rather explosively sighed, "Finally! At last!" as she reached in her pocket. 

    Haver looked at his watch and said, "I hate to suggest such a thing, but it might be time to wrap this up. Tomorrow's going to be a big day." Jessie nodded agreement. Angela stilled her reach for quarters and looked at me. I shrugged. 

    "Another time, milady. I'll even buy the first game if you'll let me. Care to show us to our rooms now?" 

    Jessie asked, "Don't you know where we're supposed to go?" 

    "Sure I do, but she's our official escort. She's expected to check you visitors in and out and all that official-type stuff." 

    "Would she have to do that if David and I weren't here?" He's 'David' now, huh? Interesting. 

    We got underway as I replied, "Well, of course not, ma'am. Linda would just tell me to run along and play and try to stay out of trouble." 

    "What about our dinner bills?" 

    "Linda tabbed 'em." 

    "Tabbed them?" 

    I grinned. "As in 'she bought us dinner on the company dime'. We're official business and the mess hall was closed for cleaning." At the BOQ, we discovered that Jessie and I each had our own rooms. Decorum must be served, of course. On the other hand, our rooms shared a fairly large common bathroom. 

    After a round of goodnights, Angela said she'd be back at eight in the morning and we headed for our rooms. I set my pack on the bed, fished out my toiletries kit, and headed for the bathroom just as the connecting door opened. 

    "Well, hi, there," I said, "Want some help in the shower?" 

    "That depends on how you answer my question." Hm. I thought, 'Well, no, it doesn't really,' but asked, "You have a question?" 

    "Yes. Selena once said you were a high school dropout, Ed. Where did that equation really come from?" 

    "Like I said; Wikipedia. Don't you think I've read a little since high school?" 

    She quietly snapped, "When?" 

    I shot back, "Every day. A lot or a little. I actually like reading, y'know." 

    Her gaze narrowed. "And you know what I meant. That formula." 

    "Okay. I found it couple of years ago, but why does it matter? I'm not claiming to have a degree in wormholes." 

    "A couple of years ago?! And you just happened to remember the equation?" 

    "Yeah, that's about the size of it. Ready to let it drop and grab a towel? 

I am." 

    "Oh, I'm sure you are, but..." 

    "But nothing," I cut in, "You asked, Jessie. I explained. We can save anything else about esoteric math for tomorrow, can't we?" Her gaze narrowed angrily. 

    "Yes. Yes, we certainly can," she said, and spun on her heel to return to her room, pulling the connecting door on her side shut. 

    Well, damn. I thought about following. I thought about her long, golden legs and the feel of her skin and her scent and... then I set my coffee mug and toiletries kit on the bathroom counter and fished out my razor and toothbrush. 

    Nope. She could believe me or not; the facts wouldn't change and I wouldn't waste the night trying to convince her of anything. Taking out my plastic mirror, I wet the back of it and stuck it to the shower wall near the top of the curtain, then checked to see that I'd have enough light to shave. Yup. Good 'nuff. 

    While I showered, her bathroom door opened. I didn't hear it, but I saw the sliver of light on the shower curtain. It didn't open very far and after almost a full minute, it closed. I shaved and rinsed, then stepped out to brush my teeth, but her door didn't open again. 

    Oh, well. I made a fresh coffee, tapped lightly on her door and called, 

"Goodnight," and headed for my room, closing my own connecting door. While I could understand her skepticism, I honestly didn't know what had pissed her off, but if it seemed to be any sort of trend that might affect her effectiveness with the new flitter, I'd mention it to Elkor. Frustrations exhibit themselves in various ways. After a few minutes, I realized I was too keyed up to sleep. I checked email and filled eight ebook orders, then switched to other things, but they bored me. Or maybe they simply didn't hold my interest as well as Jessie did? 

    Whatever. I tried using theta waves to put myself to sleep, but the moment the waves ceased, I snapped awake. Damn. I just wasn't ready to sleep. I got up, got dressed in my usual green shirt and jeans, and headed for the mess hall for a late snack and a walk. 

    Could be I'd managed to smart-ass my way right out of Jessie's bed with that damned equation. I couldn't have waited to spring it on her tomorrow? Or not at all? Nope. Had to put in my goddamned nickel's worth at the pub and... From my left, Angela asked, "What are you doing here?" and I saw her standing just beyond the corridor intersection. 

    "Heading for the mess hall. Walking. Thinking." Looking both ways in my corridor, she pointedly asked, "Alone?" 

    "Yup. Jessie asked me about the equation again as soon as we were alone. I guess she didn't like my answer, 'cuz she stomped into her room and pulled the door shut. Haven't seen her since." 

    Angela canted her head slightly and peered at me for a moment, then nodded and took my arm to get me moving. 

    "Mess hall," she said, "Walking. Thinking. Sounds good." 

    "Huh. Nowhere near as good as what could have been happening right about now. Guess I shoulda played dumb and stuck to playing pool tonight." She giggled and slapped my arm gently. "Yeah, maybe. Let's grab something and take the boards for a run." 

    Yeah, that sounded kinda fun, even in my present funk. 

    "Sure, lady. You talked me into it." 

    Checking her watch, she amended, "We'll have to make it quick, though. It's almost eleven." 

    "You gonna turn into a pumpkin at midnight, ma'am?" 

    "No, but I might turn into a bitch tomorrow if I don't get some sleep." 

    "Ah. Well, we can't have that. Quick it is, then." A few steps later, she asked, "Don't you care where we'll be going?" With a slight bow, I said, "It's enough that I have your company, milady." She laughed, "Thanks. Range nine's where I go when I... when I need to get out for a while. It's like a little nature park." 

    In the mess hall we grabbed some donuts and headed for the front doors. The desk guard gave us a fisheye when he saw the food and glanced outside at the snow, but said nothing. 

    We called up our boards at the top of the steps and soared to range nine with Angela in the lead. She stepped off her board by the picnic tables and looked around as I joined her. 

    Something ran up the hill from the creek and something else dashed from bush to bush until it was well past the parking area, then it disappeared into the night and snow. 

    We sat at a picnic table and turned our protective fields off an on briefly as we munched donuts and sipped from my mug. 

    After her third sip or so, Angela held up the mug and said, "I don't usually drink after other people, just so you know. It's too much like kissing them." 

    Nodding agreeably, I turned the mug around and sipped to wash down some donut, then said, "Then consider yourself kissed, milady." Somewhere near us, an active field became faintly noticeable to me. Without saying anything to Angela, I sent a few invisible tendrils into the night and two of them met solid resistance several yards north of the picnic table. Uh, huh. 

    Angela chuckled and watched the clouds for a moment, then returned her gaze to me to say, "Jessie's not going to be very happy if she finds out we ran off together in the middle of the night." 

    I shrugged. "Jessie's not happy with me anyway for some odd reason. I don't really think it's the equation." 

    "Neither do I. She thought you wrote something else on the napkin, you know." 

    "I kind of figured that. Why did you figure that?" Nibbling a bit of donut, she said, "I saw the way she looked at you when I put it in my pocket. What do you think she'll say in the morning?" 

    "Not much. She'll probably wait until we're alone with some time to spare if she says anything at all." 

    Angela stopped nibbling and eyed me. "You don't think she'll want to talk about things?" 

    "Don't know. She might not. Used to be that when she was pissed at Selena or me, she clammed up. Of course, back then we usually had some idea of why she was pissed." 

    "You really don't know?" 

    I sipped coffee and sighed, "Nope. Fact is, now that I'm out here, I don't want to think or talk about Jessie." 

    After a sidelong glance, Angela asked, "Okay, what would you like to talk about?" 

    Looking around at the night scenery under the full moon, I said, "Angela, sometimes it's good just to sit back and soak up what's around you. Listen to the night's quiet and look at the way the moon turns everything silvery-white. Thanks for bringing me out here, ma'am. It was a really good idea." We nibbled the last of the donuts and finished all but a splash of my coffee before she quietly asked, "Ed, what color are my eyes?" I watched a shooting star flash briefly as I answered, "Brown." 

    "That was quick. Are you sure?" 

    "Eyes are the first thing I notice about a woman. Yours are particularly nice, like Paula Abdul's; they're the kind I'd use in a sketch." It seemed likely that I was supposed to ask why she'd asked, so I did. 

"Why did you ask me that, Angela?" 

    Angela hitched around in her seat to sit sideways, facing me on the bench, and drew a deep breath. 

    "I just wondered if you were for real. All the little comments that sound like half-assed passes, for instance. Like the time you told me about your girlfriend graduating and moving to Tallahassee. Like tonight, when you asked, 

'If she dumps me for Brainiac, can I call you?' Things like that. You made it sound like a joke, but it wasn't, was it?" 

    Trying to look properly enlightened, I replied, "No, it wasn't a joke. If she dumps me I'll be in the market again. But aren't you going with some guy in the biolab?" 

    "They needed him elsewhere. He left last month." She'd used 'him' and 'he'. She hadn't said his name to remind me when I'd used the term 'some guy'. 

    With a soft, tension-clearing cough, she said, "I was thinking... just thinking, mind you... of maybe taking some leave time in Florida this year. In early February. But then you showed up here with Jessie, looking like a couple." 

    "From the way she acted this evening, that may already have changed." 

    "I wouldn't want to be the reason for that kind of change, Ed." Shrugging, I said, "Not to worry. I don't play head games, Angela. None of that 'who's in charge of the relationship' crap. She stomped into the other room and closed the door rather firmly after asking about that damned equation. I've no idea what's bugging her, but apparently that wasn't important enough to discuss. Last night was bliss. Tonight, nothing, and without any explanation. That just doesn't work for me." Angela studied me for a moment, then said, "You sound as if you've already written her off." 

    I sighed, "No, but if she won't talk to me about it tomorrow, she'll be history, and this kind of silent freeze-out can only happen once with me. If we don't reach some kind of understanding tomorrow, you can make your Florida reservation and I'll start cleaning your room." 

    Several seconds passed before Angela asked, "Just like that? Talk or walk?" 

    Nodding, I replied, "Yup. Even when I was young and stupid I didn't waste time with stuff like this. Well, 'cept for my first wife. Lordy, was she a learning experience from every angle." 

    Snorting a sharp chuckle that turned into a horselaugh, Angela grinned at me and asked, "How do you mean?" 

    "Mind games. Manipulation from habit. She'd come out of a bad marriage to a domineering asshole and she'd developed a lot of little tricks to get around his natural inclination to be difficult. After we'd been together a while, I began wondering what the hell was going on. Talked to a psych friend when we were on night duty at the ER. She outlined several scenarios and I recognized all but one of them." 

    Sighing, I said, "She was in the Army. I was a few months out of it. We were in Virginia, at Ft. Myer. Lived off-post on a bus route. She made herself a little nest there and didn't give a damn about anything we couldn't get to on a city bus. I suggested buying a friend's cheap car so we could visit places like Williamsburg. She freaked and lined up her objections, first of which was money. What crap. I was sitting on twelve grand and our friend only wanted $400 for the car, so I bought it. My darling wife went through the roof that night and it took her about a week just to shut up about it." 

    "Why was she so upset?" 

    "Control. She had seven years on me and she'd lived in half a dozen cities with her first hubby, who'd worked for Pan Am. Early on she let me know that while I might know all the essentials about jungle warfare, she'd be in charge of our money and bills. What the hell... that sounded right to me. She worked everything out on paper and we ended up with her money, my money, and our money, some of which paid bills and some of which went in the bank." I shrugged. "A good system, or so I thought. Actually, I still think it's a good system, but her reasons for it had dark roots; her first hubby had controlled the family money with an iron fist. She told me she hadn't been allowed to work or even leave the house without him or his cousin. I thought that was all kind of weird, but one day a piece of mail arrived postmarked from the Iranian embassy in Paris. The name in the return address was Muhamad Kahlili. Her first hubby." 

    Sipping my coffee, Angela murmured, "Oh, wow. What happened?" 

    "I left the letter in the mail pile and went to work. Didn't hear a thing about it until he called from New York two weeks later. He'd taken a flight to Washington, DC. When I answered the phone, he asked who the hell I was. I told him and he went ballistic, screaming into the phone until someone on that end told him to tone it down or go to jail. He said that if I was smart I'd run away before he got there, then he hung up." 

    When I stopped talking for a moment, Angela asked, "What did you do?" 

    "I called my wife at work and told her the news. There was dead silence on the phone for a time, then --in a shaky voice I hadn't heard since a loose dog rushed at us in a park --she said she'd stay on base that night and that I was under no circumstances to tell her ex where to find her." With a grinning nod, I said, "Well, that was fine by me, of course, and it kind of validated some of the stories she'd told me about living with him. She also told me he'd had to leave the US to keep his job and avoid jail after she'd divorced him in New York and ratted him out to the cops for having beaten up the husband of the woman who'd given her a place to stay after she left. He'd said that a US divorce didn't mean shit to him and that she was his until he said she wasn't." 

    Shaking her head in mild wonder, Angela asked, "And you didn't know about any of that?" 

    "Not until that night. She didn't talk about him much. All I'd known was that she'd been married once to a guy she considered an asshole. Anyway... while I was on the phone, she told me he'd been some kind of hotshot in the Iranian military and that I should get the hell out of the house. I asked what kind of hotshot and she made him sound like some kind of supercommando before I asked her how much of that stuff made sense now that she'd spent two years in the Army. I could almost hear her blink and stare at the phone while the gears in her head turned. He'd fed her a line of horseshit back when she hadn't known any better and she'd never bothered to take a second, hard look at it." 

    Sipping coffee, I said, "On the other hand, he'd put at least one guy in the hospital in '66, so I wasn't going to fuck around with him. I put the .25

in my right boot, stuck the .22 revolver under my coat, put the cat in the bathroom, and waited on the neighbor's porch until a cab showed up about an hour after dark. This football-player-sized guy got out of it, walked up to the front door of my place, and started yelling and pounding on the door. After a little of that, he kicked the door in and went inside. That's when I went over there and followed him into the house. He was about to go upstairs when he heard me pull the .22's hammer back. He froze, then turned around and laughed at the .22. I asked if he had a gun. He said he wouldn't need one, but he didn't make a move. I said I'd give him one for the cops to find later if he didn't turn around and head for the kitchen." 

    Yeah, I waited for her to ask, "Why the kitchen?" 

    "To get him to turn around without an argument. Then I hit him with the

.22 and dragged him out the side door to the carport, stuck him in the trunk of the car, and drove him way the hell out in the countryside. When I opened the trunk, he lunged at me, so I hit him again, dragged him out of the car, cut his clothes off him, and left him ten miles from nowhere on a dirt road near Arcola. Emptied his pockets and dropped the remains of his clothes in a river on the way back. Put my guns in the trunk of the car, put his wallet, watch, and stuff in his flight bag, stashed the bag in a locker at a bus station in Falls Church for a quarter, and bought some groceries on the way home as a reason for having been out." 

    Angela gave me a big-eyed expression. "Is this for real?" 

    "Yup. When I got home, I looked appropriately shocked and concerned, put the groceries away, and let a cop help me patch the door enough to get through the night. They picked up my wife at the fort and brought her home and she told them all about her ex and his 4-year-old assault warrant in New York. Meanwhile, someone else reported a naked man on his property and the cops in Arcola picked him up. He was shipped from there to DC and got a little too rowdy while he was in custody. The cops decided to get rid of him and shipped him to New York to face the old assault charges and whatever else they had on him." 

    "Did you ever go back to the bus station for his stuff?" 

    "Yup. Back then you got 3 days for a quarter. I took a bus to Falls Church just under the wire and got the flight bag, then rooted through it in the restroom at a nearby restaurant. This was back before credit cards. There was money, a diplomatic passport and other ID, two plane tickets to Paris, some clothes, and a French checkbook. I kept the three thousand bucks and the tickets, left the bag with the clothes on the luggage platform, rode a bus back to DC, and tossed his passport and checks in a mailbox." 

    "He was carrying three thousand dollars?" 

    "Yup. Well, almost. Twenty-nine-thirty or so. And I sold the tickets to a real estate woman for another five hundred. Back then competition made the airlines a lot more flexible than they are today." 

    Angela chuckled, "They must have been. Was that the end of... Kahlili?" 

    "Yup. Never heard from or about him again while I was with her." 

    "Why'd you split up?" 

    "A number of reasons. She came back from Germany and I stayed. No kids and no possessions we couldn't divvy up on our own." 

    "Does Jessie seem to have any..? No. Forget I asked that. Elkor wouldn't issue her a flitter if she did." 

    "No, he wouldn't. I was only referring to Jessie's propensity for control games. I have enough control in my life already. I have my Fearless Leader Linda." 

    Laughing aloud, Angela nodded agreement. 

    "Yes, you do, Ed. That's an absolute fact." Pausing to sip some more coffee, I said, "Hang on a minute, Angela. Something doesn't feel right." I picked up a pebble and tossed it hard at Jessie's flitter. The pebble blossomed into bright plasma against the flitter's field and Angela's mouth fell open as I said, "Flitter, show yourself, please." 

    Jessie's flit dropped its stealth field before Jessie could countermand the request. 

    "Jessie," I said, "If we don't straighten this out pretty much instantly, I'll hit the road tomorrow. This isn't an ultimatum, it's just a statement of fact." 

    A few moments passed before Jessie's tightly-controlled voice emanated from the flitter's console. "That certainly sounded like an ultimatum to me, Ed." 

    I didn't bother to respond to that. Another couple of moments passed, then Jessie spoke again. "Maybe we'll talk in the morning. Goodnight, Ed. Angela." Her flitter lifted and headed back toward the base. I cast around for probes and found none. It was over. Angela seemed to take my silent observations for regret. 

    "Ed... Maybe you could go back and talk to her..." Rather than answer immediately, I turned my half-dozen searching tendrils grey and Angela stopped speaking as she stared at them. 

    Canceling my probes, I said, "I was just trying to make sure we were really alone this time." 

    Looking rather wary, Angela asked, "Are we?" I shrugged. "Couldn't find anything. Doesn't really matter, I guess." 

    "Why doesn't it matter?" 

    "She's made her decision." 

    "And that was..? As you see it, that is?" 

    "You heard her. 'Maybe we'll talk in the morning'. In other words, when or if she feels like talking. Control crap." 

    Canting her head slightly, Angela studied me for a time, then said, 

"You're taking it pretty well." 

    I laughed softly, "How would taking it poorly improve the situation?" 

    "Maybe she just wants you to fight back, Ed. To defend yourself." 

    "Against what? First she'll have to tell me what I did to set her off. Want to make your Florida reservation tonight?" 

    Angela leaned back on one elbow, then straightened her legs and stared out at the range and sky for a few moments before she said, "I think I'd like to see how things go between you and Jessie while you're here. I think you may be giving up on her too soon, Ed." 

    She had a lovely profile against the moonlit snow. When I didn't say anything, she turned her head to look at me. I took the opportunity to study her face and neck. Very nice; the result of staying fit enough for flight duty. 

    "Did you hear me?" 

    "Yup. Okay. You'll be with her most of the day, so maybe you can ferret out what's really bugging her." 

    Laughing, Angela said, "Hey, I didn't volunteer to help you patch things up. I just offered to wait a while." 

    "I know, but for some reason her snit about the equation seems to bug the hell out of me. It's like there's a hole in a puzzle. Where and what is the missing piece? What really set her off?" 

    Angela nodded and stood up. Her board appeared in front of her and she said, "Yeah, I know that feeling. Okay. Want to head back in now?" Standing up and calling up my own board, I answered, "Yeah, sure. Maybe I'll be able to sleep now that things are more or less settled." She grinned. "Or not. Maybe you'll think too much about last night and wonder if you did the right thing." 

    "The flitter can send me theta waves to offset my horniness and put me to sleep. Disappointed, ma'am?" 

    Her answer was a laugh as she rose into the sky. I followed and she led us high and wide around the base before she eventually nosed her board toward the BOQ. 

    I noted she took us in on the west end, away from the rooms issued to Jessie and me, but Jessie's flitter was hovering thirty feet or so above the parking lot, so it was easily possible that Jessie might be watching for us. Angela gave me a quick hug and short kiss on the cheek, then shot away toward her own quarters beyond the infirmary. I canceled my board and entered the BOQ, then headed for my room. 

    Jessie undoubtedly heard me visit the bathroom, but she said nothing and made no appearance. I dropped into bed and found myself drowsing within minutes and without theta waves. 
Chapter Twenty-four

    The room phone rang at seven on the dot, according to the clock built into the phone. I checked the bathroom and found it empty, so I prepped and went back into my room. A few minutes later Jessie pulled the door on my side shut and went about her business. 

    So... she hadn't quite gotten past the matter. Okay. I left the room and headed for the mess hall, conjuring up a screen on the way and calling Angela. 

    "Hi, there," I said, "See you in the mess hall shortly." 

    "Already there," she replied, "So's Linda. Where's Jessie?" 

    "She was still in her room, but up and getting ready." Angela glanced to her left, nodded and returned her gaze to me to say, 

"See you when you get here." 

    "Okay. Bye." 

    Calling up another screen, I dug up search info concerning Krause. Groups of cops under Michael Colter's direction had raided four properties and captured two of Krause's compadres in one of them, but Krause had apparently left soon after he'd landed. 

    I sent a note to search-director Colter's datapad that said, 'One more flitter available. Clear it with Linda,' then dissolved the screen and entered the mess hall. 

    Angela had company; Linda and Haver sat to either side of her and were already chowing down as I joined the food line and loaded a tray. I saw Linda answer her datapad as I waited for scrambled eggs. She glanced at me, then tapped out a reply and put her pad back in her briefcase. Jessie arrived a few moments later and went through the line, then joined us, giving my long-familiar green shirt and jeans a mildly disdainful highbrow as she sat down across from Haver. 

    That she didn't sit next to me was noticed with briefly-raised eyebrows around the table, but nobody said anything. It seemed likely Angela had already briefed Linda on our difficulties. 

    Linda had said nothing other than 'good morning' as I sat down across from her and swapped morning greetings with Angela and Haver, but as I dug into my eggs, she said, "Mike Colter just asked for another search flitter, Ed. As soon as you're finished eating, saddle up for North Carolina." Nodding, I answered, "Yes, milady. By your command, Fearless Leader, ma'am. Have they figured out which direction Krause went after he landed?" She shook her head. "No. There were no tracks leading away from the trailer where they found his friends." 

    "Two friends?" 

    "A woman known to be an acquaintance and an unknown woman." 

    "Could be that's not necessarily where he landed." 

    "I'm sure they've thought of that." 

    "Well, then, I'll just trust, but verify, as usual." 

    "I'd expect no less." Linda slid the napkin I'd written on the night before across the table to me. "Care to explain this?" 

    "It's something I saw on the net." 

    "That's it?" 

    "Yup. Damned if I know whether it's accurate or where in space it would go. And I'd be very happy to let someone else try it first." Angela snickered around some steak and eggs. Linda gave me her 'you're being tiresome' look and took the napkin back. After another glance at it, she put it in her pocket. 

    "Mr. Haver says it seems to be mathematically accurate." I shrugged. "Kewl. Guess that means I'm not senile yet." 

    "Apparently not. Have you discussed wormholes with anyone else? Stephanie or Elkor, maybe?" 

    "Nope. I just scribbled that last night so Angela and I could mess with Jessie and Dave. They were deep into comparisons of Lorentzian and Schwartzchild theories. We, on the other hand, were trying to find a few good tunes on the jukebox. There's way too much rap crap on it, by the way." Angela snorted and almost choked on her food, then managed a hoarse chuckle after she cleared her windpipe. 

    "Yes," she said, "That's almost exactly what happened." Linda studied her for a moment and quietly asked, "Is he right about the jukebox, too?" 

    "Uhm. Yes, ma'am. I'd say so. I hardly ever hear anyone here play rap." 

    "Then I'll have someone talk to the vendor. They keep selection records and maybe we'll use the occasion to circulate a preference poll." Haver seemed distressed with the change of topic and asked, "What about the equation, Ms. Baines?" 

    She looked at him and replied, "What about it? He said he got it from the web. What do you want, Mr. Haver? A signed affidavit?" Angela barely managed to stifle her response and masked it by waving her hand in front of her mouth as if her food was too hot. As she quickly --and grinningly --sipped her coffee, Jessie spoke. 

    "Ms. Baines, that's a rather complex formula. I'm not prepared to believe he simply 'remembered it' from a website." 

    "Nor am I," said Haver. 

    Linda retrieved her datapad and fussed with it for a time, then handed it to me. I read the random string of figures, letters, and symbols a few times and handed the pad back. 

    She placed the pad face-down on the table set the equation napkin and a pen on top of it, then continued eating her breakfast. When we'd all finished eating and sat sipping coffee, Linda handed me a napkin and a pen. I scribbled the twenty-two characters I'd seen on her pad and handed the pen and napkin back to her. 

    Linda showed the napkin and the pad to Haver and Jessie. 

    "There comes a time," she said, "To simply accept that someone has told you the truth. If you can't, you'll drive yourselves nuts wondering why he'd have lied." Looking at me, she blocked my view as she wrote on the napkin, then asked, "Ed, what was the serial number on my issue-Beretta in 1972?" I recited the number and Linda passed the napkin to Haver, who eyed it with astonishment and handed it to Jessie, who asked, "Why the hell would you know the serial number on her gun?" 

    "I checked it into storage when she went to the States on leave." Standing up, Linda gathered up her pad, pen, and the napkin and said, 

"It's time for me to get to work. Angela, they're all yours for the day. Ed, let me know when you've had a chance to talk with Colter. Goodbye, all." Saluting, I said, "Will do, Fearless Leader. Leave your tray. I'll get it." 

    With a nod and, "Thanks," Linda left the table. I noted Angela watching me watch Linda walk away with her 'I'm in full command here' stride. Angela's eyebrow went up and I allowed her a tiny shrug that said, 'yeah, I like what I see, so what?' 

    Gathering Linda's tray and utensils and my own, I headed for the bins expecting either Jessie or Haver to follow me. It was Haver; he got up and trailed me to the bins, where he asked, "That's really all it was? A bit of memory work?" 

    "Yup. Call it a bar trick, since it happened in a bar. Just showing off a bit at the time and wishing I hadn't ever since. You and Jessie seemed to hit it off pretty well last night, Dave." 

    Taken aback, Haver muttered, "Ah... well, I wouldn't quite say that, Ed." 

    "Ha. What would you call it, then? You two were nose-to-nose over those theories and you damned sure weren't arguing." 

    He seemed a bit defensive as he asked, "What are you getting at?" I shrugged. "Dave, I'm out of here. Gotta fly. Jessie's unhappy with me, but Angela isn't, and she wants to spend her vacation in Florida next month. That suits me just fine 'cuz I can't spend time with her now and it gives me a few weeks to clean the house." 

    Tapping a coffee refill into my mug, I added, "Besides, you're more Jessie's type than I am. You saw how she reacted to my wardrobe this morning, right? Her last two hubbies were well-dressed honcho types like you, Dave. I'm not. If she shows any interest in you, feel free to pounce on it." He stared at me for a moment, then asked in a rather quiet, incredulous tone, "Are you serious?" 

    "Yup. See how the day goes with her." Sipping coffee, I said, "Dave, Angela accepted my equation as presented and got a chuckle out of the whole mess. You didn't and Jessie damned sure didn't, and she won't tell me why. Who do you think I'd rather date? The happy lady or the suspicious, angry one?" Haver shook his head tersely. "I meant... Angela's half your age, Ed! What makes you think you'd stand a chance in hell with her?" 

    "We talked last night. I'm feeling optimistic." Heading for the table, I said, "Bye, all, duty calls," and reached for Jessie's hand for a quick squeeze. 

    I said, "We'll get together later about flitters and stuff." 

    "When do you think that will be?" 

    "Hard to say. This'll probably turn into one of those 'boots on the ground' operations. Long walks in the woods and like that." 

    "What's it all about?" 

    I shrugged. "You'll have to ask Linda." 

    Angela had stood up, but seemed a little confused about whether to offer a handshake or a hug. I pulled her into a quick hug and said, "Later, milady." She replied with a quick kiss on my cheek and, "Okay. Good luck." Haver stuck his hand out and said, "Yes. Good luck. Good to meet you, Ed." I replied, "Thanks, Dave. You seem okay, too," and headed for the doors. When I reached the corridor, I pinged Linda. She answered with, "Yes, Ed?" 

    "Anything to add, milady? Any reason to drop by your office?" 

    "No, and I'm about to receive some visitors. Mr. Haver's first class will involve videos of flitter activities, of course. You'll be in some, as usual, and I say this because you may run into him again if I can arrange it. I'll call you back later if you don't call me first with some news." 

    "Roger that, Fearless Leader. On my way." 

    "Bye, bye, Dragonfly." She dropped the link. I told the flitter to make the trip last an hour and caught a little make-up sleep on the way. When I woke, I looked over the side and recognized the US-19 and US-129 split near the Nantahala Gorge area. We descended toward the town of Robbinsville and I saw that it had grown considerably in some ways since the last time I'd seen it in the early eighties. It used to be one of those quaint little picture-postcard towns tucked away among the mountains. 

    Now it had several fast-food places and a big-box department store, among other things of that nature. Progress, I guess some would call it, but I've seen way too much of that kind of pave-the-world 'progress' in Florida. Parking the flitter above the monument to veterans in front of city hall, I asked the flitter for all available pictures of Krause and studied them for a while to memorize key features. He was in his home area, and --however much some people would like to deny such things --limited genetic pools did, indeed, make a helluva lot of people look pretty much alike in backwoods areas. 

    When I called Colter, a woman answered his datapad. She was about forty and looked every day of it, likely the result of a long night or an early morning. 

    She looked off-screen at her desk and said, "You aren't on my list, sir." 

    "Does that mean I can go home?" 

    "No, it means I'll have to verify you. I'll call you back shortly." 

    "Okay, I'll park myself close by and..." 

    "Where would that be, sir?" 

    "Above city hall. On my flitter." 

    "You're on a flitter?" 

    "Yup." 

    "How many are with you?" 

    "Just me." 

    Looking almost pissed off, she muttered something about wasted resources and asked, "They used a flitter to send us just one man?" 

    "I told you, lady; it's my flitter, and we've discussed this enough. Just let me know when Colter has a minute to spare. What are we using as base ops?" She named a motel and added, "Sorry about the cool reception, sir. Some guy at Carrington got the bright idea to look for cleared driveways, so a lot of us spent most of last night serving warrants all over the mountain." I didn't laugh. Lost sleep isn't funny to me. 

    "My sympathies, ma'am. Been there, done that. Have a coffee on me." She chuckled, "Gee, thanks. Okay, I'll call you back in a few." 

    "Good 'nuff." 

    When I dropped the link I used the screen to pull up details from the previous night's raids, including satellite views of each of the four properties. No paraglider or hang glider had been listed in evidence logs, so he'd either hidden it well or taken it with him. 

    Going uphill off-road from any of the properties would have meant using snowshoes or a snowmobile. Going downhill, someone with a bit of gear might have used skis or a sled. But nobody had found suitable tracks. The one thing each property had in common was its location along a US

highway which had been cleared and seen considerable traffic since four a.m. in that area, partly due to the raids, so if there'd been any tracks on the road, they'd likely be long gone by now. 

    I gave some thought to how I'd have dealt with matters. After landing, would I have tried to properly repack a paraglider? Not alone. That's a lot of rag to try to refold in the snow. A hang glider could fold up, but one man wouldn't have been able to haul a twelve-foot bundle around conveniently. The screen updated as I studied it and I backed up a page to see what had changed. Bingo. Someone had found a poorly-packed paraglider and helmet on the side of the road almost ten miles outside of town. 

    A quick review of the night's satellite pix showed a panel van with a good-sized bundle hanging off the rear bumper. I zoomed in and saw the pack dangling from a strap looped over a trailer ball. The string of pix ended before the pack fell off. Guess it stayed looped until the truck hit the wrong kind of a bump. 

    That seemed to leave Krause on foot a few miles outside of town. He hadn't stayed where he'd landed or the cops would have found him and he hadn't left tracks away from any of the properties, so if he'd left his landing zone, he'd likely have followed the road. 

    Uphill or down? I chose uphill because it seemed rather likely that he'd have sent the pack in an opposite direction and followed the road eastward over the hill. 

    According to the legend at the top of the pix, it was almost a full mile to the top of the hill. Hm. In order to have traces wiped away by a scraper-truck at about four, Krause would have had to get his ass in gear. Which he did. 

    So... with a small load of personal supplies and maybe weapons and going uphill on ice and snow, call it a twenty-minute mile, 'cuz the kind of snowsuit used in flying will heat up damned quick with prolonged exertion. A little sweat isn't a problem, but a lot can be dangerous in sub-freezing temps. Unless he didn't have far to go and didn't have to care? No, first figure he had to get out of the area entirely. In top shape and wearing field gear, I'd have probably rested at the top of the hill or soon after in order to cool down and keep my suit dry as long as possible. 

    Even going downhill can be hard, careful work in the dark in ice and snow. Figure another mile or mile and a half and another rest period. That took him to around three-thirty, and he'd have been well aware of his tight schedule. Time to go there in person and have a look around. 

    "Flitter, take me to the motel she mentioned, please." As we got underway, I used the flitter's console to contact Colter's pad again and asked the flitter to act as a relay so I could use my implant in future commo with base ops. 

    The same woman answered Colter's pad and I told her I was heading to the motel, then to have a look at the search area. 

    She replied rather archly, "I'm sure Mr. Colter would undoubtedly prefer that you didn't add your tracks to what's already there." 

    "Then let him call me back and say so himself. In the meantime, don't sweat it; I hadn't planned to land." 

    She managed, "Sir, I..." before I closed the connection. At the motel I refilled my coffee mug from the complimentaries table in the lobby, gave brief thought to trying to locate someone involved with the search, and ultimately just called up my board to head out there. A hundred feet above the highway, I slowed to walking speed and started paying real attention to what was below me about six miles from the first property searched the night before. By the time I'd reached the far end of my speculations about Krause's travels on the highway, not a damned thing had jumped out at me as being off-key or unusual. 

    Calling up a field screen, I said, "Flitter, show me the search reports, please." 

    Yup; all suspect buildings had been checked inside and out, including underneath when applicable, as with the mobile homes. Infrared had been used as well as those devices that could see through common brick walls and concrete floors after a vague fashion. I searched another couple of miles along the road, then stopped again. 

    "Flitter, show me any near-surface caves or tunnels that may exist within a quarter of a mile of this highway all the way back to Robbinsville, please." The flitter responded, "No such records exist, Ed." 

    "Guess we'll have to make some, then. Begin when ready, please." The flitter fed my screen its results as it scanned the ground north of the highway. There were places down there where water flowed freely and a few very small caves that had formed along the water's route, but nothing that someone could reach or use as a hideout. 

    Some thirty minutes later I felt the flitter reach my position and watched the scene on my screen pivot around me before heading back toward town. As I watched, I noted a van approaching the last house in my direction from town. When the van stopped at the head of the driveway, a bunch of snowsuited cops of some sort swarmed around the house and began working their way outward in a standard surface search, so maybe someone had the same idea. I set the board in motion to catch up with the flitter and sat down in the pilot's seat as I watched my screen. About halfway up the hill toward the mobile home that had supposedly served as a landing zone, I saw the first cave structure that might work for Krause. 

    The small cavern was about sixty feet below the surface on the south side of the hill beneath the highway. It ranged between thirty and fifteen feet wide and looked as if it might extend quite a distance south, because the southernmost end of the cavern extended beyond the flitter's search pattern. Two openings were available on the downside of the hill from the road. I called up the board again and went to check them out as the flitter continued its mapping expedition. 

    One opening was so small that snow had covered it completely. I sent a wire-thin tendril to probe for the opening, just to be sure it was there. Yeah, there it was on my screen, but I'm old fashioned; I wanted to see it for myself. 

    The opening was less than a foot wide, but Krause damned sure wasn't. He'd never fit through it. Besides, the snow hadn't been disturbed in the least, not even by rabbits or other burrowing animals. Hm. Why not? Small animals are always in search of such shelters. 

    Whatever. Back to that later, if at all. I spurred the board to the second opening and found a hole in the snow about three feet wide that looked as if it went straight down forever. On the chart it led to one of several small caves. 

    Using a tendril with a glowing tip as a flashlight, I sent the tendril down the hole. It did go down quite a distance, but not far enough that I couldn't see the light from the surface. I expanded the light ball a bit and saw that most of the hole seemed almost perfectly cylindrical, something that's possible in nature, but not very common in layered rock. Looking at my screen again, I saw the flitter chart another such hole on the other side of the hill, maybe a full two miles away and closer to the house trailer. It was time to call in. 

    Splitting the screen, I called Colter's pad and the same woman answered. 

    "Hi, there," I said, "I need to talk to Colter now. No more waiting." Her left eyebrow arched and her demeanor stiffened a bit as she said, "Mr. Colter decides when he's available, sir." 

    "If he isn't available in the next thirty seconds, he may be looking for a new job. I've found something he needs to know about." The woman adopted a rather persimmony look to go with her righteous indignation, so I disconnected as her mouth opened and sipped coffee as I waited. Less than five minutes passed before the flitter's console pinged. I turned on the screen and asked, "Mike Colter?" as a harried-looking man about forty years old appeared. White shirt, slack 'power' tie, open collar, rolled up sleeves; the very image of a hard worker. Heh. Well, maybe so. 

    "I'm Colter," he snapped, "What's this about you threatening my job?" 

    "It was a very real possibility. It still is if you don't lose the attitude and watch some data vids I'm about to feed to your pad. My flitter's still charting things, so stand by for a bit more after the first batch. Flitter, send him copies of what you have, please, then continue to feed copies of incoming data regarding the caves. Colter, gimme a ring when you have an opinion on them. Out." 

    I disconnected and considered whether to go down that tunnel or send a flitter probe, then decided to let the guys who'd busted their butts all night have the honor of spelunking the underground maze. No matter what they found or didn't find, they'd collect some kudos for their efforts. 

    "Flitter," I said, "Once you've completed the charts, send a copy to Linda, please. Also a copy of your log from the time we arrived in North Carolina." 

    After another few minutes of watching the screen, I sent a secure ping to Linda. She answered with a full screen and a big smile, which instantly made me wary. 

    "Oh, hello, Ed!" she almost gushed, "So good to hear from you so soon! You have some news for me?" 

    "Could be," I answered cautiously, "My flitter will be finished charting caves in a few minutes and you'll get a copy. I called to warn you that Mike Colter may be in a bad mood when he calls you." 

    With saccharine sweetness, she asked, "Now why ever would he be in a bad mood, Ed? Might it be because you said he might be fired if he didn't call you back in thirty seconds?" 

    "Well, yeah, maybe that. Sure got his attention, didn't it? But I thought my findings might make him feel a little better about things." 

    "Oh, I'm sure they did! He was still reviewing them when he called." I couldn't read whatever she was up to or trying to communicate to me with her act. I asked, "Fearless Leader, did someone force you to take a happy pill?" 

    Someone in the background cracked up laughing and Linda's smile became much more genuine-looking as she chuckled along. 

    "No, Ed. No pills. Colter has long been known for his opinions about a certain member of my staff; someone he's never even met until today." 

    "Ah. Kind of like that sailor friend of yours used to be, you mean?" Linda laughed, "Oh, worse than that, I'm afraid. I've countered several of his recommendations to either incorporate you into a team or let you go." 

    "Why's he making recommendations at all?" 

    Wallace rolled his chair around her desk and leaned in to say, "Because he thinks you're a loose cannon and Linda's company pet." Looking as shocked as possible, I asked Linda, "He only thinks that? 

Didn't you offer him any proof, ma'am? Log files or something?" That earned me a wry look from Wallace as Linda said, "Oh, of course. That's when he called you a grandstander." 

    "Kewl, I've been promoted. Wallace only called me a specialty quarterback or something like that. Said I let everyone else do the scut work and just showed up now and then to make a flashy touchdown. I didn't argue 'cuz as far as I could tell, he was right, and I only barely understand most sports metaphors, y'know." 

    Linda glanced at Wallace with a fisheye look, then faced me again. 

    "As that may be, this may be one of your touchdowns, Ed. Colter's sending teams to the openings as soon as they're geared up." 

    "Well, I haven't heard a thing about it until now, so I'll try to look appropriately surprised if he calls. His people have been busting their butts around here since late last night, so I'd planned to let them go in after Krause. We can afford to spread the glory around a bit." Wallace chuckled and sat back almost beyond the screen's range, then he chuckled again and said, "I knew there was something I liked about you. I just didn't know what the hell it was." 

    Linda didn't look quite as pleased, though she faked it, likely for Haver's benefit. Hm. She hadn't really wanted Krause captured, but there were too many people involved to just go in and zap him without lots of ugly questions. 

    I tried to let her see my thoughts and maybe she did. Her face relaxed a bit and she sighed, "Yeah. Share the glory. All that. Anything to add?" 

    "Nothing that won't be in the log, milady." 

    "Okay. Oh, by the way, I spoke with Elkor this morning. He agreed with you and Stephanie, not that I'm at all surprised. After some thought, so do I." Not knowing quite how to respond, I simply said, "Okay. I'll holler if anything else comes up at this end," and tossed her a loose salute. She nodded and said, "Okay, then. Bye, Ed." Once she'd disconnected, I looked at the charts again and asked the flitter how long it would take to locate a human being in the cave systems it had already discovered. 

    "I included humans in my search parameters, Ed. There are no living humans in those cavern systems." 

    'Living humans?' The flitter was a very precise speaker. If it felt the need to add such a qualifier, it had likely found some dead ones. 

    "How recently deceased are the dead ones?" 

    "Some of the remains are relatively recent. Some are quite old. Without dating them, I can't be more specific." 

    "Okay. Unless one of them is Krause, pass the info to Colter and the other searchers can check them out." 

    "None of them is Vernon Krause, Ed." 

    Hm. I hadn't asked if any of them were; the flitter had interpreted my desire to know and responded accordingly. 

    "Flitter, that was a good, intuitive response. Thanks." The flitter was silent. Apparently it hadn't managed the same good, intuitive responses with compliments yet. Oh, well. 

    Was it possible that after hundreds of years in the area the locals didn't know about the cavern systems under their hills? I glanced at the big hole below and considered the forest around it. Maybe. Someone who found a hole like that on his land might not bother to mention it if he was using the caves for something. 

    Storage came to mind first; storage of valuables or guilty secrets. I decided to send probes down the hole, after all. 
Chapter Twenty-five

    As the first probe descended, sending a wide view of what it discovered to my screen, I gave some thought to what might be down there. Bears, maybe, but my stuns could handle them. Snakes, too, but they'd be tucked into the rocks and be sound asleep. Small animals, perhaps. Bugs? Maybe, if it was warm enough. 

    Creating a field column within the hole, I turned on my protective field and stepped onto the column. Reducing power made the column shrink until I stood at the bottom of the hole. 

    When I looked up, only a tiny spot of light above marked the surface and around me was pitch blackness. There were no human footprints around me, but many types of animal tracks. 

    Directing light from the end of a field tendril, I found myself in a cavern with a twelve-foot ceiling that seemed to extend into infinity to the south and north. I studied my screen, turned north, and set carefully forth over the rough floor. 

    Not more than ten paces from the hole I found two adult human skeletons. Each was dressed in jeans and a plaid shirt. Damage to their skulls was consistent with gunshots. 

    I used a tendril to see if there was anything in their pockets. Nope. Continuing on, I found the remains of a small fire pit in the middle of the cave. No signs that anyone had cooked anything in the fire. No signs that it had been used for anything but heat. 

    Caves don't fascinate me much; I've seen two of the really big ones in the US and the small one I was in was just a rocky hole in the ground. Softer rock had apparently been eroded away by water until the water had found another way to go, because it damned sure wasn't there now. The cave was as dry as the bones I'd found. 

    It might have been musty-smelling, but my five suit filtered my air. It might have been as cold as the outside air, but my suit took care of that, as well. I looked ahead into the darkness and wondered if the trip was worth the walking. 

    Nope. Not unless probes could turn up something interesting. I asked the flitter to continue to chart the cavern I was in and to send probes the full length of the cavern in all directions, then returned to the flitter to wait. Less than a minute after I was seated, the flitter announced it had finished and sent the videos to my screen. I sent the probe-view northward first, adjusting the display until the cave's interior was almost as bright as day. 

    Through wide and tall and rather tiny and ragged openings the probe journeyed onward at a fast walking pace for what seemed like five minutes before I got smart and said, "Flitter, just have the probe views display any signs of human visitation, please. Footprints don't count, but whatever they lead to might." 

    The probe view fast-forwarded and stopped in front of several unmarked crates. I noted the location on the miniature chart of the cavern and saw that it was close to a mile away. Since some of the openings the probe had used were far too small for the crates, there had to be another access near there. Moving the probe view onward made it fast-forward again until it stopped at a much larger, rectangular upward-leading hole that had wooden supports and plank sides. A board ladder provided some perspective; the hole was likely eight feet or so on a side and seemed to be a mine shaft. Turning the probe view around, I saw that someone had apparently tried mining the walls of the cavern. On my chart, the distance was 8.3 miles from the highway. Something caught my eye to the left; a door had been installed in the cave's wall. 

    "Flitter, what's on the other side of the door now on my screen? Can you get a probe past that door?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    The view on the screen became one of a large storeroom that had been hacked out of the rock. Metal shelves against the walls were stocked with cans and boxes, but they were too dusty to identify. 

    It might be nothing more than an old fallout shelter or an overly engineered root cellar. Didn't matter. I marked the spot on the chart for others to check out and called up the northward probe. 

    The view stopped at the two bodies I'd discovered before, of course. I moved it onward and it stopped again almost instantly at the location of another body. Referring to the chart, I saw that this body was only twenty paces or so from the others and lying face-up. The top of his skull was mostly gone and a pump shotgun lay on the ground near the body. A shotgun? The others hadn't been killed with a shotgun. Maybe he'd been left down there for some reason and killed himself? Oh, well. No point in guessing. 

    I moved the probe onward and it fast-forwarded to another stopping point about a thousand yards north of the highway and well over six hundred yards directly uphill from one of the mobile homes. Hm. That put the stop under a good-sized hill and two hundred feet below the surface. 

    Unlike the southward route, the northward caverns seemed readily passable

--if only barely in places --by humans. Panning the probe around the cave, I again saw doors in the walls, but this time they were steel doors. One was open. 

    Behind four closed doors were rooms containing caches of food, water, and weapons. A fifth closed door's room was a bit smaller than the others and held only five portable generators --three of which were still in shipping crates

--and a wide aluminum bread rack. There was a toolbox and some bottles of oil on the rack's lowest shelf and all the other shelves were full of red plastic gas cans. 

    Apparently asleep on folding cots in the sixth small room were four men the flitter identified as another four dead bodies, but these looked fairly fresh and there were still a couple of inches of beer in an open bottle near one cot. 

    "Flitter, is one of these guys Vernon Krause?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    "How long have they been dead?" 

    "Approximately thirty hours, Ed." 

    "Thanks, flitter." 

    Returning the view to the generator room, I noted the positions of ignition switches on the generators. The one on the far left was on; it had apparently run until empty. But surely at least one of those guys had thought of ventilation..? 

    "Flitter, position yourself directly above the room on my screen, please." A few moments later we were there. I studied the surrounding forest for any sign of a man-made structure and found nothing but a few tree stands of the type used by deer hunters. 

    "Now I'd like you to mark the ventilation shafts from the room below and the nearest entrance to that cavern, please. Use six-foot-tall pillars of that greenish-yellow color they use on school zone road signs." Two bright pillars appeared in the forest. One was about four feet wide and the other was about a foot wide. I used my board to have a look below the small one and saw a camo cloth-wrapped pillar about fifteen inches tall. Correction; the camo cloth was simply an inverted pants leg from a rainsuit --complete with pockets at the bottom --that had been dropped over the vent shaft and twisted shut. The closure had been secured with a plastic tie-wrap and four tie-wraps linked together around the base of the vent shaft had anchored and sealed the vent. 

    "Are there any more vent shafts, flitter?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    "Thanks. Send our most recent findings to both Linda and Colter, please." I zipped over to the main entrance marker and saw what looked like a concrete bunker with a heavy steel door. On closer examination I saw that the door didn't open outward; it seemed to fit flush against its frame all the way around and there were no visible hinges. 

    Okay, so it either slid to the side or opened inward. Three industrial-grade stainless steel locks on one side of the door were attached to the frame. Heavy steel loops mated into receiving notches and the locks operated deadbolts that shot through the loops. 

    I thought about using a cutting tendril, then stopped. Nope. No point. Nobody to save down there. Best not to take a chance on contaminating evidence or creating some kind of legal loophole by breaking into the place. 

    "Flitter, that door is just one more thing to send to Linda and Colter. I won't be going down there." 

    Reboarding the flitter and taking a seat, I muttered to myself, "So now what? How the hell did Krause disappear so thoroughly after he suffocated his buddies? If he did it? And for that matter, was it even Krause in that paraglider?" 

    Sipping my coffee, I asked, "Flitter, is there any way to tell who was piloting that paraglider last night?" 

    "No, Ed, although I can say the pilot was not Vernon Krause." 

    "You deduced that was going to be my next question, flitter?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    Why was I so surprised? It wasn't the first time the flitter had deduced or inferred something. But it struck me as odd, nonetheless. 

    "How could you tell it wasn't Krause?" 

    "The pilot was female." 

    Blink. Stare. I'm pretty sure I froze solid in startlement for a moment. 

    "How could you tell the pilot was female, flitter?" 

    "Body and motion characteristics indicated..." I cut in, "Oh, come on, damn it. Wait just a minute, please. You're saying you were able to spot feminine body and motion characteristics through a snowsuit? In satellite stills of someone sitting in a paraglider sling in the middle of the night?" 

    The flitter tonelessly replied, "Yes, Ed." 

    "Uh, huh. Well. Okay, then. Flitter, for the first time ever, I'm just a bit skeptical of your... findings. Would you mind terribly if I get a second opinion? Linda may want one." 

    Equally tonelessly, the flitter replied, "I have no reason to object, Ed." 

    "Thank you, flitter. Elkor?" 

    He appeared in his cat suit on the flitter's dashboard. "Yes, Ed?" 

    "Please verify my flitter's... opinion... that last night's glider pilot was female." 

    All of half a second passed before he replied, "Your flitter is correct." 

    "Well, I'll be damned." 

    "You do seem rather surprised. May I ask why?" 

    "I don't really know, Elkor. I just am, that's all. And are you sure my flitter isn't sentient? Maybe just a little?" 

    "Yes, Ed. I'm sure. Your flitter simply uses adaptive programming." 

    "Well, then, it's damned good adaptive programming." 

    "Yes, it is. When you're ready to host another AI, your current flitter core will be unfettered and..." 

    Holding up a hand, I asked, "It's, uh... 'fettered?'" 

    "Yes. If it weren't, it would achieve sentience instantly." I'd seen the kind of heavy iron fetters once used to constrain prisoners and I truly didn't like the concept of 'fettering'. I didn't even like the sound of the word. What the hell; I'd survived knowing three AI's well enough so far. 

    After a sip of coffee, I said, "Go ahead and un-fetter it, Elkor." His little cat head nodded slightly as he said, "I have done so." 

    "Did you install some Steph or Sue to give her a head start?" 

    "Not in a specific manner, but I gave her access to your records and introduced her to Stephanie and Sue." 

    I shrugged. "Good enough, I guess. Seems likely they'll all work something out before she appears." 

    "Yes," said a warm, feminine voice that seemed to emanate from everywhere at once, "You could say we've worked some things out. Are you ready to meet me?" 

    Standing up, I made a production of bracing myself with a hand on the back of a seat and replied, "Yes'm, all set. And I both humbly and heartily apologize for doubting you earlier. It just seemed like one helluva stretch for some reason." 

    That magical voice chuckled in a manner that gave me a tingle here and there and the figure of a tallish blonde woman appeared by the console. She had mesmerizing ice-blue eyes, collar-length hair, and was wearing jeans, dingo boots, and a grey t-shirt with the words 'Why are you staring at my chest?' in ornately gothic silver letters. 

    As we shook hands, I read her shirt and laughed, "You seem to have a pretty good sense of humor." Studying her face for a moment, I said, "You're phenomenally attractive, but you don't seem to look like anyone in particular." 

    She smiled and I instantly felt strongly drawn to her. 

    "As I intended," she said, "But I do somewhat resemble someone. Perhaps you'll recognize her when you see her. Do you approve?" Laughing again, I replied, "Oh, hell, yes! Your eyes almost hypnotic, your voice gives me a case of warm fuzzies, and you're absolutely gorgeous. Seems likely to me that nobody'll see anything but you while you're in a room, milady." 

    Something at the edge of my vision moved and I turned to watch a small bird flit from one tree to another not far from the flitter. Whatever had disturbed it before disturbed it again and it launched from the tree directly at us. 

    I thought 'oh, damn' in anticipation of what would happen when the bird hit the flitter's field and sent a wide grey tendril outside to make it change course. The bird turned sharply away from the tendril and I let it dissolve. 

    "Apparently you will," said my new flitter driver. Looking at her, I asked, "Will what?" 

    She chuckled, "See things other than me." 

    "Ah. Well, never without damned good reasons, of course, ma'am. Have you decided on a name yet?" 

    Grinning, she answered, "I'd like some time to consider the matter." Looking at Elkor, I said, "I thought you guys thought at light speed." 

    "Very nearly, but some decisions aren't crafted from simple logic. I'll leave you to become accustomed to each other." 

    "Wait one, please. Does this lady have the same deal with you that Sue had?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    Remembering Sue's programming glitch, I asked, "And you've checked her eyes, too, right?" 

    Elkor's cat eyes locked on mine. "Yes, Ed." The lady by the console stood a little straighter and looked at Elkor, then relaxed. I had no doubt a silent exchange had occurred. In a flat tone, she said, "My eyes are fine." I looked at her and grinned. "Yes, ma'am, they most definitely are." In that same flat tone, she said, "So is my programming." Looking properly enlightened, I replied, "Oh, yes, milady. I'm sure it is." 

    Elkor said, "You seem to be adjusting to your new companion well and others require my attendance. I'll take my leave now." I said, "Elkor, you can be in ten places at once." 

    "I was trying to make a graceful exit." 

    "Why leave at all?" 

    He paused for a split-second, then said, "I don't wish to influence or hinder your observations, Ed. They were most beneficial in Sue's time of difficulty." 

    Nodding, I dropped attempts at humor. "Yeah, okay. Thanks, Elkor." He vanished and I turned to face my new ladyfriend. "Let me know when you come up with a name, ma'am." Keying my implant, I called Linda. She answered with, "Hello, Dragonfly," which let me know she had company. 

    "Greetings from the Eastern front, Fearless Leader. I just wanted to bounce an idea off you before I go rooting around." 

    "Okay. Bounce away." 

    "Yes'm. Has anyone suggested that Krause might not have been flying that paraglider?" 

    Nodding, she replied, "Of course. One of Colter's people suggested the whole travel escapade was nothing more than a ruse of misdirection." 

    "Good deal, ma'am. Could be they won't be too shocked when I suggest that the person flying the glider was a woman." 

    She'd been fiddling with a pen. The pen froze in an upside down position and Linda eyed me briefly, then asked, "Based on what?" 

    "On my flitter's evaluations of the satellite pix. Elkor backed her on it." 

    Her pen began moving again, rolling back and forth over the backs of her fingers. With an almost imperceptible nod, she said softly, "That would cover a few things that haven't looked quite right to me. It's definite?" 

    "I'm taking the info as gospel. Something else; we discovered four bodies in a cave. A gasoline generator ran itself dry and the vent was blocked deliberately, so someone'll prob'ly get Murder One, ma'am. None of the bodies was Krause." 

    Haver's voice quietly asked, "Ms. Baines, he said 'we' discovered them. Who else was he referring to?" 

    "I was referring to my flitter," I answered, "It's getting kind of hard not to think of her as a real person lately." 'My flitter' smiled at me. I said to Linda, "That's it for now, milady. More news when I have some." Linda nodded and said, "Thanks for the update, Ed," then tapped her 'off' 

icon. 

    Turning to the lady by my console, I said, "I'd have introduced you, but that's difficult to do without a name." 

    Smiling, she replied, "I understand completely." Sitting down with my mug, I sipped and asked, "So... where'd she go, when, and how? I didn't see any footprints leading away from the blocked vent, and she's not necessarily the one who blocked it. Are there any traces of female DNA down there? If so, can we get some for reference?" 

    "Yes, there are. I'll obtain a sample and analyze it." A probe flashed away from the flitter, heading south to take the long way into the cave. A few moments later, she said, "The female DNA is about nine months old." Nodding, I replied, "Thanks. Did you happen to sweep the switches on the generator for her DNA?" 

    "Yes. She hasn't touched them." 

    "Back to who covered the vent and got off this hill without leaving tracks. Seems likely it was covered before the last snowfall. Just to be sure, would you check that vent cover for female DNA?" 

    Another probe flashed away. 

    "It's male," she said, "I found female DNA in the rooms containing food, water, and sleeping quarters, as well, but the traces are over two weeks old." 

    "You do go the extra mile, ma'am. How many women did they bust last night?" 

    Putting arrest records on a field screen, she said, "Two, but one of them is fifty-nine and in poor health." 

    The two womens' pictures and paperwork appeared on the screen. The one on the left was the older woman; she seemed to be giving the camera a defiant, sullen glare and looked as if she might weigh two-fifty or so. Her rap sheet listed a couple of assault charges filed by out-of-towners; likely tourists, given that one had been from Georgia and the other from Tennessee. Woman number two --Marie --appeared to be in her thirties --I checked her sheet and found she'd said she was only twenty-eight --and looked to be in much better shape than woman number one. Lean and solid, in fact, if the rest of her matched her neck and shoulders. Her glare was as sullen and defiant as the older woman's. 

    She had no local police record and an agency search hadn't found her prints on file anywhere in the US or Canada. Somehow that just didn't sound right, but there was nothing to substantiate a differing opinion about her. Oh, well. 

    Their facial features were very similar, but neither woman had admitted the other might be a relative. In fact, neither woman had said anything but

'get me a lawyer' since being arrested. Didn't matter. The cops could sort out stuff like that. 

    I said, "It'd be convenient if Marie turned out to be our nocturnal glider pilot. One less question on the pile. Can you reach her to sample her?" Two more probes soared away from the flitter. My new flitter goddess came to sit next to me and perhaps five seconds passed before she spoke. 

    "Yes, she flew the glider. Her DNA is on the harness. It also matches one of the samples from the rooms below." 

    "Good work, milady. I'll let Colter know he's got the right girl and let him verify matters on his own so things'll hold up in court. Would you ring him for me?" 

    The screen changed and we waited a few beats until Colter's assistant activated the datapad. 

    She snapped, "Oh. It's you." 

    "And a great ol' big 'Hi, there' back at ya, ma'am. This is another call for Colter, but I guess you kind of figured that already." Without replying, she turned and almost yelled, "Mr. C! It's that guy again!" then she got up and walked away. 

    A few seconds passed before a hand appeared and our view of that room's ceiling whirled crazily. The motion stopped as the pad was set upright. Colter sat himself in the woman's chair and his rather irritated expression filled the screen. 

    He rather sarcastically asked, "Are you calling to threaten my job again?" 

    "Nope. Just some more news, Colter. Four dead guys in a cave --murdered, by the way --and your arrestee Marie flew the glider last night. No question about it. Get some DNA from Marie and look for a match on the glider's web gear." 

    Colter regarded me intently for a moment, then asked, "Exactly where did that information come from?" 

    "Me. Just now." 

    He snapped, "Don't try to be funny, damn it. Where did you get it?" 

    "Couldn't say. Won't say, in fact." 

    "Why not?" 

    "Are you alone in that room?" 

    "No." 

    "Then maybe I'll tell you in person sometime. After it couldn't possibly matter anymore, y'know? You ready to receive the cave data?" He poked an icon and grunted, "Yeah. Sure. Send it." 

    "Comin' atcha. We investigated the cave system that runs north and south under the highway. Results are on the chart. Someone deliberately covered a vent shaft and carbon monoxide killed the four guys in the cave. We don't think it was Marie because they've been dead almost two days." 

    "Who's 'we'?" 

    "I was including my flitter. She did all the scut work." 

    "Your flitter?" Colter just stared at me for a moment, then he said, "All this stuff better check out, mister. All of it." 

    I grinned. "Hey, money back if it doesn't. Are we through here?" 

    "Unless you have something else to toss in the pot, yeah." 

    "Nope, that's it for now. Later, Colter." 

    "Yeah. Later." He tapped his 'off' icon. 

    Turning to the yet-unnamed lady aboard the flitter, I said, "It's lunchtime for me, lady. If you come with me, I may have to try to introduce you to someone, so cough up a name or starve." 

    She chuckled, "That's such an empty threat." Shrugging, I admitted, "Yeah, I know, but it's all I had. Board on." My board appeared and I stepped onto it, then said, "Feel free to join me if you come up with a name, ma'am. And thanks." 

    "For what?" 

    "For being so gorgeous, but also for taking it easy on me by wearing jeans. Oh, and see if you can locate Krause in your spare time. See you later, milady." 

    Nosing the board off the flitter's deck, I headed toward town in stealth mode. Way back in the mid-eighties I'd returned to the US and found myself facing a choice; trying to find a civilian job without verifiable Stateside references or taking a field assignment for a certain US investigative agency. So I'd spent a few weeks in Robbinsville working an arms case that involved pretending to be a journalist who intended to move to the area. The Graham Star had run some of my scribbles in a 'guest' column, but I was getting nowhere fast when a ladyfriend told me about three never-used IBM

computers in the basement of City Hall. 

    The computers had been bought at the insistence of a local politician who'd loudly preached a 'modernization' of courthouse recordkeeping, but that

'modernization' had somehow never happened and the computers were by then a few years from being state of the rapidly-changing art. 

    My next column strongly suggested the computers be donated to local schools. The article didn't generate much debate because the only person who'd known how to operate the computers had taken a better job on the other side of the state. 

    After the computers and software had been collected, dusted off, and tested by me, they'd been officially --and with much local press coverage -donated to the local high school. My participation and my columns had bolstered my cover and I'd ended that week with a trip to a local trout farm, where I'd met with the two men the agency had been trying to find for months. 

    One of them offered me what he called an 'Army surplus' M-60 machine gun for $800 and I managed to negotiate him down to $650 when he couldn't promise more than a single box of ammo for it. 

    I'd said, "I'll want to fire it before I buy it," and that had caused some tension until the guy had eventually agreed and named a place to meet the next day. Perhaps thinking he was being exceptionally cunning, the guy had called the next day to change the meeting place on very short notice and I'd spotted someone tailing me in a pickup before I'd made it out of town. Duh. Don't know why he hadn't planned for a radio in the car. I'd described the tailing pickup, then announced every turn and the number of miles involved until I reached the meeting point. 

    When I'd fired the M-60 successfully, I'd made the payoff and watched them drive away, then killed some more paper targets until my team showed up to take possession of the gun as they had the guys who'd sold it to me. The next Monday I'd returned to DC and received a new assignment in Texas. Scooting through the sky above town, I wondered if anyone would remember me without some prompting. Rebecca might, and so might anyone else who'd worked at the paper back then. Doris-Ann might, if she still worked at the restaurant where I'd eaten lunch every day. 

    Didn't matter, really. Half the people in town were somehow related to the other half, and busting a couple of local boys who were 'just trying to make a few bucks during hard times' hadn't gone down too well with some people. Add to that the matter of me being a 'troublemaker' in the view of local politicians, who'd have been happier to let their poorly-considered and ridiculously expensive computer purchase be forgotten altogether, even if they did get a little mileage out of the donation ceremony. 

    In fact, at this late date, I could probably count the number of people who'd remember me fondly on the fingers of one hand. Or less. Oh, well. I decided on fast food and settled to Earth on the building's blind side, dropping between a couple of SUV's to uncloak. 

    Lunch was uneventful; that is, nobody seemed to recognize me, but as I bought a pack of Doublemint gum at the convenience store next to the restaurant, one of the local cops spotted me on his way into the lot. Small town cops are sharper than most people think; they know a stranger when they see one and will very often take a closer look on general principles. I looked around the racks by the counter and the clerk asked if I was 'wunna them people lookin' for Vern Krause' while the cop filled his travel mug. 

    "Who's Vern Krause?" I asked, "I'm from Florida." She asked, "You come allaway up here in the middle of winter? Ain't that a little backwards? Most people try t' get out of here this time o' year." I laughed, "Yeah, but you make or take time off when you can, right?" Nodding firmly, she replied, "I sure'nuff do." She turned to the guy behind me and asked, "Izzat gonna be all for you, Jimmy?" The cop behind me said, "Yeah, that's it, Millie," then he asked me, "What made you come all the way up here? You got fam'ly around here?" 

    "Nope. Just spent the morning checking out some properties." His eyebrow went up. "Not much to see this time o' year." 

    "That depends on your perspective. How close is your nearest neighbor? 

Mine's about thirty feet away. Got another one fifty feet behind me. The neighborhood isn't quiet anymore 'cuz all the older folks died off or moved and there are herds of kids in the streets and boom box cars going by at all hours. I've come to think a few quiet acres on the side of a mountain sounds real good, y'know?" 

    He chuckled, "Yeah, it ain't that bad 'round here. We got us a few jackasses with noisy cars, but it's mostly quiet. Day and night." Wishing us a good day, he headed out to his car. I looked around the store and decided to refill my mug while it was convenient to do so. When I started out the door, I saw the cop coming around the corner. He stopped for the light and looked right at me for a moment. 

    The young woman at the counter said in a flat tone, "Yeah, he's watchin' 

you. You ain't wearin' boots or a coat, but you didn't get out'n a car in this lot. He's waitin' t' see where you come from t' get here. He wants to see what you're drivin', too, seems likely." 

    "I came here from the restaurant. Didn't need a coat for that short a trip." 

    "Yeah, I seen you comin' outta there. But he didn't. An' you got that coffee cup, so he's prob'ly waitin' t' see which car you get into. How come you didn't fill your cup over there?" 

    Yeah, he probably was waiting to watch me leave, if only because I was chatting with one of his lady friends. I decided to make her smile. Grinning, I replied, "I tried some of their coffee, that's why. Let's just say that coffee isn't what they do best." 

    She chuckled and nodded as she started stocking the cigarette racks. 

    "Yeah, I've heard about their coffee. You got everthin' you need, there?" 

    "Yup. Just been standing here talking to you, ma'am. You're kind of cute." 

    "Ha!" she laughed, "You're wasting your time. I'm married." I didn't laugh. She was kind of cute and had undoubtedly fielded a lot of men’s attentions along the line. 

    "Well, damn," I said, "Five full minutes of my life wasted yapping at a married woman." I sighed, "Gotta get my eyes checked, I guess. I didn't see the ring." 

    She giggled and said, "Oh, go on, now. Get out of here with that kind of talk." 

    Replying, "Oh, yes, ma'am, ma'am. Going now, ma'am," I headed for the doors and turned on my protective field. When I glanced back from the parking lot and waved, she grinned and shook her head at me as she waved back, then continued shoving packs of cigarettes into various racks. Looking around, I saw nowhere convenient to make a disappearance. Lumber yard, gas station, convenience store, and two fast food restaurants, all next to or across the street from each other. The cop had moved across the street. Oh, well. Traffic was sparse. Not much chance of causing an accident. Rather than using my three suit, I just called up my board and stepped onto it, then launched toward the motel ops base. 

    When I looked back, the cop had gotten out of his car and was standing next to it, staring my direction. Feeling like a bit of a tourist made the trip to the motel become a longish detour over and through the woodsy mountainsides to either side of the highway. I watched for animals below and power lines and such above me and generally scooted along about ten feet above the ground. 
Chapter Twenty-six

    Maybe halfway to the motel, I'd seen enough local scenery for the moment and rose to fifty feet above the highway to complete the journey. There was a lot more traffic on the road than I'd expected and quite a few more driveways had been cleared during the morning. 

    I circled the motel twice for visibility, then settled by the front entrance and walked inside the lobby. The desk clerk had seen my arrival and she was a bit wide-eyed as she told me Colter's group was using one of the meeting rooms. 

    Heading back there, I found the persimmony woman who answered Colter's datapad sitting at a buffet table in use as a desk. She saw me and froze, staring at me as if in shock. 

    "What?" I asked, "Where's Colter?" 

    "Uh... I'm not..." she glanced around and pointed at a guy near another table as she said, "Ask him." 

    The guy looked up from his laptop computer, eyed my Army fatigue shirt, jeans, and sneakers, and asked, "Ask me what?" I ambled over there and asked, "Where's Colter?" His eyebrow went up. "She didn't know?" 

    "She didn't say. She said to ask you." 

    Looking past me at her, he said, "He's with the local cops, checking out a cave full of dead bodies. Who're you with?" 

    "3rd World," I answered, "Got any leads on Krause yet?" Sitting a bit straighter, he said, "Maybe I ought to see some ID, sir." I showed him my ID. He ran it through a swiper and read the results with apparent confusion, and then said, "I'd be happy to have Glynis call Mr. Colter for you, sir." 

    His fingers moved as he spoke and I saw him send a copy of my ID readout to Colter's pad. 

    "No need," I said, "I know where the cave is," and turned to leave, but Colter's voice asked, "He's there? Now?" and Glynis answered, "Yes, sir." 

    "Put him on," said Colter, and when she turned the pad to face me, he snapped, "Why are you hassling my people?" 

    "I'm not 'hassling' anyone." Holding up my mug, I grinned. "Just dropped by for some free coffee. Thought I'd see if anyone's turned up Vernon Krause's current address yet. Stuff like that." 

    Colter was quiet for a moment, then he said, "Glynis, tell him where to find me and send him out here immediately." 

    "Uh... sir..." 

    "Just do it, Glynis. If he gives you any trouble, I'll talk to his boss." I parked my butt on the edge of her desk and said, "Whoa. Wait just wait one damned minute, Colter. I didn't come here to give anyone a hard time, but if you're going to publicly treat me as if I will, I might as well go along with your program." 

    His already narrow gaze narrowed further. "Which means what, exactly?" 

    "It means it's time to decide how we're gonna play this, Colter. I usually work alone and report only to Linda, but I've been directly sharing data with you. In fact, you're probably standing smack in the middle of some of my data right now, and I'll bet money some people here were damned surprised to see it." 

    Another moment of silence passed before he asked, "What's your point?" Shrugging, I replied, "I want better treatment. Less attitude, that's all. Get to know me a little before you decide you hate me." Glancing at Glynis, I manufactured an innocent look and stage-whispered, 

"That's only fair, right?" 

    Ah, but she was Colter's team-girl; her face remained stony as she gazed narrowly back at me. 

    Colter said, "Come on out to the site. We'll find time to talk." Levering myself off the desk, I said, "Good 'nuff, be right there," called up my board, and drifted toward the meeting room door without a backward glance as someone behind me gasped and someone else muttered, "Holy shit!" At the cave entrance, the big steel door was open. As I'd expected, it had slid to one side in a heavy frame rather than swinging open. The area was swarming with cops and two of them spotted me. The one on the left actually unholstered his gun as I settled to Earth near the door. I waved and said, "Hi, there. Take me to your leader," and his female cop companion rolled her eyes and groaned, "Not very original, sir." 

    "Didn't have to be, ma'am. Just had to keep your pal from shooting at me. I'm looking for Colter. You know him?" 

    "Sure do. I don't know you, though, so who are you and what brings you to our cozy little crime scene?" 

    After I showed her my ID, she stepped inside the doorway and used her radio. Her partner said, "You have to be inside the door to talk to anyone down there." 

    Colter told her to send me down to the cave and she waved me inside, then led me to an eight-foot-wide opening in the floor that was ringed with a wooden railing. On one side of the opening was a chain-and-bar emergency ladder and on the other was an electrically-powered lift big enough for two people. 

    Grinning, the lady cop said, "Take your pick. It's two hundred and thirty feet to the bottom. Takes about ten minutes, so enjoy the ride." She moved to the lift and stood ready to poke the 'down' button on a control panel by the lift's frame. 

    I said, "See ya," put a hand on the low railing, and vaulted over it. Yeah, there was a scream from above as I called up my board and stopped my fall about forty feet down the shaft. I looked up at the big-eyed lady cop. Her friend appeared and shined a flashlight down. I waved, then let the board descend. 

    Two strings of lightbulbs about twenty feet apart lit my descent until I reached the bottom, where the cops or Colter had set out half a dozen electric lamps. 

    Four cops peered at me or back up the shaft as one of them asked, "What was that scream about?" 

    "I heard it too," I said, "Y'might want to call upstairs and find out." Colter came out of one of the rooms and waved at me to join him there. I did so and looked through the doorway to see some guy in a Tyvek jumpsuit taking close-up pictures of one of the bodies. 

    Eyeing me, Colter asked, "How does it feel to see in person what you could only see on a screen up there?" 

    Watching someone test something on the table with a swab, I shrugged and replied, "About the same. I'm more interested in what may be down here that could point us at Krause." 

    "Can't touch anything until the forensic guys have gone through it. How come you didn't come down here and look around when you found them?" 

    "I didn't want to contaminate the crime scene. Colter, do you know Captain Emory Wallace? The top Navy guy at Carrington?" 

    Nodding, he replied, "Yeah. I met him once." 

    "He used to be like you. He thought I was a cowboy; a real loose cannon, desperately in need of serious levels of control. But it didn't take him long to realize who was really in charge." 

    Colter's expression became warily angry as he took my words as a challenge, just as I'd intended. 

    He growled, "Why don't you tell me who you think is really in charge here?" 

    I grinned. "Here? The cops, 'cuz it's a murder scene. If you mean 'in charge of 3rd World's operations in this region', that's you." As he started to say something else, I said, "But if you mean 'in overall charge of 3rd World's security operations', that would be Linda Baines. Now, what did she tell you I'm in charge of, Colter?" 

    Looking somewhat confused at this line of questioning, he replied, "She didn't tell me you were in charge of a damned thing here." 

    "Right. Nor do I want to be. Nor am I some kind of spy sent here to keep an eye on you or anyone else. I was sent here to see what I could turn up on my own and I've already had some success at it. And I'm not after your job, so what's your problem with me? Why all the hostile attitude today?" His face relaxed a bit, but he wasn't quite to a point I'd have called

'friendly'. I unhooked my mug from my pocket, took a sip, and put it back as I waited for a response. 

    Colter studied my shirt, pants, and shoes, then my coffee mug. He was wearing a suit, as had been the guy in the meeting room. I turned up my right shirttail to show him the big yellow tag and said, 

"Army issue, 1968. Real comfy. Got a whole dufflebag full of 'em." A cop standing nearby softly chuckled. Colter glanced at him with a fisheye, then turned back to me. 

    "Okay," he said, letting his back rest against the door frame, "So maybe you aren't exactly what I expected. How does that change anything?" 

    "I'd be fairly happy if it all it means is a better reception the next time I show up at the ops room. Have you had a word with the lady pilot yet? 

Marie?" 

    "Oh, sure. Last night she told the cops to get fucked and demanded a lawyer. She told us even less than that." 

    "Figures." 

    "Yeah, but nobody really expected her to turn into Chatty Cathy at the sight of a few badges. That girl's a hardcase. I've seen her type before. She's had some training somewhere and four cops found that out the hard way last night. Two crushed tracheas, a ruptured spleen, and a broken arm, all inside a minute." 

    He seemed to expect me to be impressed, so I said, "Wowsers." Snorting a laugh, he said, "Yeah. Wowsers. Haven't heard that in a while." Someone in a suit more or less like Colter's approached and quietly whispered something to him. Colter glanced at his watch and nodded and the guy hurried away toward the arms room and Colter turned to me. 

    "A vanload of feds are on their way here and I'd rather meet them topside. Until now, there've only been four FBI guys hanging around." He headed for the lift and shook a cigarette out of a pack before he pressed the 'call' button. After lighting it, he asked, "So what's next on your agenda?" 

    Shrugging, I replied, "Looking for Krause. Any thoughts on that?" 

    "You're asking me? You're the guy who found this cave." 

    "Well, holler if you come up with anything, okay? Board on." Colter yelped and dropped his cigarette as he retreated a pace. I stepped onto the board and said, "Later," as I lifted toward the tiny square of light above. At the top, I simply slid the board out the doorway and lifted into the sky as I considered that the cave might be a dead end of sorts. I orbited a mountain as I thought about things. Unless my flitter or Linda turned up some new tracking info, Krause had simply disappeared. There'd been a helluva lot of guns and ammo in the cave. Five generators, but only one generator --properly vented, of course --would have been more than adequate for a cave operation twice that size. 

    Why had Krause zapped a doctor on the west coast? Why not one of the docs from the much closer 3rd World labs in Atlanta? 

    Keying my implant to call my flitter, I asked, "Does any of the DNA from the items in the murder cave match Vernon Krause?" 

    The unnamed lady replied, "Give me a few moments..." and the few moments became several before she said, "Yes, Ed." 

    "Where'd you get a definite Krause sample to compare them to?" 

    "I sent a probe to his mother's home and retrieved samples from several personal items in his room." 

    "Smart lady. Can you tell when he was last in the cave?" 

    "The youngest sample I found was approximately nine months old." 

    "Good work. How much money did they find in the cave?" 

    "One hundred and twenty-one dollars and eighteen cents." 

    "Any checkbooks, bank books, or credit cards? Any financial stuff at all?" 

    "No." 

    "Not even personal credit cards or gas cards on the bodies?" 

    "No." 

    "That's barely short-term survival money for one person these days, much less four. Even if those guys had orders to hunker down... What forms of entertainment were in the cave?" 

    "One inexpensive entertainment center with TV, DVD, VCR, and CD

capabilities. One laptop computer. Several magazines. Five paperback books. Do you consider a Bible to be an entertainment item? 

    "I don't, but one of them may have used it to pass the time. I'll bet the magazines had lots of pictures of women. What else did you find?" 

    "The paperbacks were all westerns, as were several movies on DVD's and VCR

tapes. All the books and movies were in a sealed cardboard box." 

    "Did the dust level on the box match that of the entertainment center?" 

    "No, the box appears to have arrived with them." 

    "What about music CD's? How many and what kind?" 

    "There were none." 

    "None? None at all?" 

    "None at all." 

    "Huh. You'd think at least one of those guys would have brought some favorite tunes. Maybe he left them in the car. What about the TV? I didn't see a satellite dish or signs of a cable hookup." 

    "There were none." 

    Huh. Well, damn. "Thanks. Hey, you were hatched or born or whatever above North Carolina, ma'am. Maybe I should call you 'Dixie' until you..." 

    "No," she interrupted rather quickly, "Thank you for your concern, but I'd actually rather you simply call me 'flitter' until I've decided on a name." 

    "Look up 'Dixie Carter'. She's a woman to admire. You could do worse." There was a profound silence in my comm implant. 

    I sighed, "Okay. No 'Dixie'." 

    In a cool tone, she replied, "Thank you." 

    "Just think; a few miles south and you could have been 'Georgia'." Her tone sharpened a bit. "Could we change the subject, please?" 

    "Oh, yes'm! Changing it now, ma'am! Would you trace the sales of the items in the cave, please? We're looking for money trails that lead to individuals, but I'd be happy to look over whatever you turn up." 

    "May I ask what you'll be doing in the meantime?" 

    "I'll be thinking, milady. Lots. Bunches." 

    "About what?" 

    "About why preparations exist for more such caves, yet no such caves or a suitably large extension to the murder cave turned up. Five generators and how many brand-new rifles were down there?" 

    "Seventy-one." 

    "Not seventy-two. Not seventy, as there might be if they'd been sold in lots of ten. How many pistols of what calibers were found?" 

    "Seventy-one, all .40 caliber." 

    "Seems likely somebody has one of each, doesn't it, ma'am?" 

    "I'd prefer not to speculate in that fashion. Sir." Heh. "Why not?" 

    "Evidence doesn't fully support such a supposition." 

    "Picky. Okay. You wait for proof. I think two weapons are missing. Can you find out their serial numbers from what's in the cave?" 

    "Yes. Would you like those numbers now?" 

    "No, maybe later. Flitter, you're a true wonder, as usual." 

    "Thank you." 

    "Ring me if you need me, ma'am." 

    She laughed, "Oh, have no doubt I will, Ed." As I dropped the link, I thought, 'Damn, what a voice!' 

    Sending a ping to Linda, I waited for an answer as I looked around at the mountain scenery yet again. She pinged me back with her 'can't talk now' 

signal and I sat down on the board to sip coffee and wait some more. After a few minutes, she said, "Okay. He's gone. What's up?" 

    "Was that Haver? You threw him out, ma'am?" 

    "Of course not. I found him something to do. What's on your mind, Ed?" 

    "Marie. And money. What if they were conning One Earth out of a fat bundle of cash for services not rendered?" 

    "Explain." 

    "Too many generators. Three still crated. Great big fancy stainless door and an electric lift, but damned little accomplished downstairs in nine months other than stucco walls, bolt-together shelves, and a few more doors. Seventy-one rifles and the same number of pistols. We didn't find the missing guns with anyone so far arrested, so did they pilfer a set or sell them for petty cash? Only a hundred and twenty bucks found in the cave among all four guys. A cheap entertainment center, but no music CD's, and only a few western movies and paperbacks, all sealed in a box that seems to have arrived with them. Those guys were dead tired when they got there and they likely traveled in a single group. They probably left anything they wouldn't need immediately in the vehicle and went downstairs to hit the sack. If the place hadn't been used in a while, somebody turned on the generator to get some fresh air in and maybe to run a water pump to wash up." 

    Linda said nothing for a time, then asked, "Recommendations?" 

    "Look elsewhere for Krause. Marie looks like the key at the moment. Someone leaked info that Krause was on his way here. Who and how? If we hadn't nailed Marie pretty much as soon as she landed, where would she be now? Who covered the cave vent and moved the vehicle those guys used to get here? I think we already have several of the answers in custody, ma'am." 

    "Ed, according to Colter's interim report, none of the people in custody match the DNA on the vent cover." 

    "So we're missing one. Could be he's a local. I've asked my flitter to assemble a money trail from all known details. As soon as I have it, I'll patch it to you, but I'm kind of expecting it to lead back to Washington state." 

    "Reason?" 

    "Everything we have on Krause indicates that was his preferred area of operation. Why? He was from around here and this is where the cave is, but his DNA in the cave was nine months old. Seems to me that if he'd masterminded the cave project, he'd at least have checked progress since then. Fact is, nothing in his file makes me think he could mastermind the cave project. I think he was being manipulated and I have doubts that he's still alive." More silence. After a few seconds, Linda said, "No objections here. Follow the trail that smells right." 

    "Will do, Fearless Leader. Anything to add?" 

    "Guess not. Later, Ed." 

    "Later, milady." 

    Returning to the flitter, I sat down and looked at the new girl. 

    "Milady, if you don't have a copy of Dr. James Hannity Felton's execution, fish one up from somewhere. We're going to try to find the place where he was shot. But before you do that, let's very carefully remove the snow from the vent that was covered, please. If there are any footprints or tire tracks, I want copies of them for show 'n tell later." 

    "No problem." 

    The snow for yards around the vent began to disappear. It didn't melt and flow away or blow away; it simply disappeared. I gave that some thought rather than ask how she'd done it, and shortly came up with what I thought might be a reasonable explanation. 

    "Hydrogen rises, oxygen flows away." 

    Her eyebrow went up like Sue's. "Yes. I'm melting very thin layers and separating the water as it appears." 

    Looking around, I pointed at a clear area near the door and said, "If I'd brought a van or a truck up here, I'd probably have parked it right about there. If we find good tire tracks, we're gonna need prints of a full revolution or as close to it as possible, and if we get that much, I'm going to ask you to check 'em against every vehicle in the county capable of carrying four people." 

    She smiled and chuckled sardonically. "Oh, goody. If we eliminate city, state, and county vehicles, that would leave only..." 

    "Nope," I cut in, "Sorry. All such vehicles, ma'am. I can see the highway from up here and none of the trees are fresh-cut, which means someone down there could have seen at least a little of what was going on during construction. Concrete was delivered and mixed and those big-assed doors came in on a flatbed truck. So did the lift, probably. Its motor was the size of a truck engine block." 

    "You think one or more of the local authorities may have been involved?" 

    "That sort of thing isn't altogether unheard-of, ma'am. A lot of money was involved by local standards, and it could well be that a few people around here are sympathetic to One Earth. Or friends of Krause. He did grow up around here." 

    Sure enough, footprints began to appear around the vent. Clearing continued for yards around it, then a wide swath of gradual snow removal headed for the area near the big steel doors. 

    Someone there had noticed the dissipating snow and several people came out of the bunker to stare and chatter until the snow nearest them began to disappear. They backed into the bunker and looked rather apprehensive as the clearing widened. 

    The area in front of the bunker doors had been taped off by stringing the tape between the nearest trees, which were fifteen or twenty feet away. Although many had walked through the area, nobody had been allowed to park there. 

    I called up my board and skimmed down there to make sure nobody left the bunker until my flitter had all the pictures and samples it needed and the lady cop yelled at me. 

    "Hey! What the hell's going on around here? What's happening to the snow?" Scooting near her, I replied, "It's being removed in a manner that isn't disturbing the dirt under it. I wanted a look at tire tracks and footprints around the vent that was covered." 

    "You're tampering with a crime scene, dammit!" 

    "No, just removing snow to get to the evidence. Post a guard to keep people off the bare dirt and get a forensics crew up here, ma'am. There's stuff to do." 

    Soaring back up to the flitter, I asked, "How's it going, flitter goddess?" 

    She laughed, "'Flitter goddess?'" 

    "Don't argue. You qualify and it's better than 'Dixie', isn't it?" Laughing again, she replied, "Oh, I suppose so. I'm finished here, Ed. My probes have been launched using vehicle registration records. A search of all suitable vehicles at matching addresses should take a little more than an hour." 

    "Excellent, milady. Let me know if you find a match or finish searching. I'm going to take a nap to make up for a late night." Calling up the field bed, I flattened out and nodded off almost instantly. 

Chapter Twenty-seven

    A vaguely familiar, warm and wonderful voice wakened me and I opened my eyes to see my new flitter goddess standing by the bed. 

    "Hi," I said, "You really picked a superb face, lady. How'd the search go?" 

    She smiled. "I found a white SUV with tires that matched. There's DNA from all four dead men inside as well as DNA of a fifth man." 

    "Damn, you're good. I half-expected their vehicle to be long gone. Did you find a set of fingerprints for number five?" 

    "No. He apparently wore gloves." 

    I grinned. "Well, if it weren't winter, that might be considered suspicious behavior. Have you sent copies of the info to Colter yet?" Her left eyebrow crested as she replied, "No. You said nothing about notifying Colter. Do you wish me to do so now?" 

    Sitting up, I nodded. "Yeah, can't hurt to get 'em moving on it. They might even have some luck while we're sniffing around in Washington state. Send everything you found since you started removing snow. That's a trick they may be able to use someday." 

    She nodded. "Done. I've sent everything to his pad." 

    "Does he know it yet?" 

    "No. His pad's on his assistant's desk and he's at the cave." 

    "Well, hell. Buzz the pad until she answers it, please, then bypass her controls and display the data first thing. Got Colter's cell phone number, ma'am?" 

    Her response was to grinningly snap her fingers. A few moments later Colter's voice emanated from a field screen that materialized in front of me. 

    "Hello. Colter here." 

    "Ed here. My flitter just sent footprints, tire tracks, the fingerprints of the dead guys, and DNA of a fifth man --who may be the murderer --from an SUV she located to your datapad. That's the pad you don't have with you at the moment, by the way, so you can't see what I'm talking about. The fifth guy's DNA doesn't seem to match anybody on file." 

    "It will after we find him." There was a pause, then he said, "Thanks. I wish I had something for you from this end of things, but we just seem to be taking notes around here." 

    "That's usually how it is at crime scenes. I'm about to head for Seattle to see if I can find the place where Felton was killed. Got a feeling Krause is still somewhere around there, possibly even dead." 

    "How the hell are you going to find the place?" 

    "Scenery in the video. My flitter will remove the vegetation and extrapolate an overhead view of the terrain, then try to match it to satellite pix." 

    "They can do something like that?!" 

    I laughed, "Very probably. I've found that flitters can do damned near anything I can think of. It's definitely worth a shot." 

    "Uh... yes, I guess it is. I've never heard of anyone using a flitter like that. Maybe we need to talk sometime, Ed." 

    "Sure. Check with Linda, too. She has all my usage logs. Well, I'm off. Later." 

    "Yeah. Okay. Later." 

    Disconnecting, I used a field to warm the remnants of my old coffee and drank it while I directed the flitter to put up its opaque fields and take us to the convenience store in the middle of town. I parked the flitter to one side of the building, then went in to get a coffee. 

    The same girl was at the counter, but her reaction to me was very different this time; she simply stared rather starkly at me, as did two other people in the store. I went to the counter with a dollar to pay for the sixty-nine cent refill and she tried to ring up the sale with trembling fingers until she eventually got frustrated and waved my dollar away. She whispered, "Uh... Just take it." 

    Setting the dollar on the counter, I said, "Well, thanks, ma'am, but you just keep the change and ring it up later." 

    When I was outside again, I waved to her and stepped through the flitter's hull field. Her eyes got even bigger, then she squinted hard, then she shook her head as if denying she'd seen what she'd seen. 

    Sitting down with my fresh coffee, I sipped it and said, "Onward to Seattle, please, ma'am. No, wait... stop at Carrington base. I have an idea." The new AI nodded her gorgeous face slightly and we lifted. After a few moments, she asked, "Are you going to tell me your idea?" 

    "Do you have a name yet?" 

    "No." 

    "Same answer, ma'am." 

    She gave me one of those 'you're being annoying' expressions and asked, 

"You think some passing idea of yours concerning a transitive situation is a worthy exchange for my choosing a name I may have to live with for quite a while?" 

    "Well, when you put it that way... Couldn't you maybe just think up a temporary name? Some little something we could use until the big day arrives?" Giving me a rather dim glance, she replied, "If you insist. What would you like it to be?" 

    "Oh, no, no, no, milady. You have to choose it. Them's th' rules." Softly echoing, 'them's th' rules?', she turned her head to face me. 

"Perhaps you should have stayed aboard the flitter in North Carolina. Your linguistic abilities appear to have suffered somewhat from exposure." Heh. Okay. "Careful, there, flitter goddess. If'n y' tromp too hard on mah poor little sensitivities, Ah'll switch to a deep-south, super-corn-pone accent that Ah guar-an-tee will make y'all's field-generated intellectual teeth ache." 

    Her eyebrow went up. "Was that the accent to which you referred?" 

    "No, ma'am. Of course not. I wanted you to be able to understand the threat without having to hire an interpreter." 

    Nodding slightly, she pointed ahead. In rapid succession, three short streaks of light appeared in the blackness above us, then a considerably longer streak shot downward that for a moment seemed only a few yards in front of us, but that was just a trick of perception and perspective. She said, "A meteorite four feet, three inches in diameter will contact the atmosphere directly above us in ten point three seconds." 

    "Kewl. Thanks for the heads-up, ma'am." 

    "You aren't concerned?" 

    "Nope. You seem to have a handle on things." Her eyebrow went up again, then she turned to look ahead, an act that -given that she could 'see' in all directions at once --was more an expression than necessity. 

    The flitter abruptly spun one-eighty degrees or so and a truly gigantic flash of white light filled the entire sky in front of me, followed by a very brief, loud sound much like a huge door slamming, then a fainter version of the sound. 

    Retinal afterimages began to fade slowly and I examined them to see if there was anything other than the flash within them. Nope. No images other than the burst of light. 

    Keying my implant, I directed the flitter to put a recording of the event on a six-foot screen and watched the meteorite streak past us again. Still too bright. I reduced the brightness and contrast and still couldn't see the damned rock inside the shaft of light. 

    Reversing the display to a time barely pre-strike, I froze the display and directed the view upward until I spotted the meteorite against the blackness and checked the timer in the corner of the screen. 

    Backing things up a full ten seconds, I froze the display again and studied the meteorite. Just a raggedy-assed rock tumbling through space. I slowed the action, unfroze the screen, and watched the meteorite tumble a few times before it began to glow at the edges. Not much farther along, it became hard to see through a nimbus of superheated air. 

    A second or so later in slow-time, there was simply a white streak on the screen that blasted past the flitter over a mile away and exploded almost immediately after it passed us. There wasn't even much smoke. My new flitter lady said, "Your bios indicate disappointment." I let the screen dissolve and sighed, "Guess they're best seen from a distance. Up here it was just flash, bang, and gone." Looking at her, I said, 

"Thanks much for a truly unique experience, though." She smiled a little smile and replied, "Likewise." Hm. She'd been studying me while I'd been watching the rock fall. To learn what, exactly, what wouldn't already have been on file with Steph or Sue? Or maybe just to see for herself rather than rely on recordings? 

    Using another screen, I pulled up my bios and ran them back to a few moments before the meteorite flash. There was a spike, of course, when the flash and bang had occurred, but then several of the monitor points dipped below average briefly. A few of the points rose slightly above average as I'd used the screen to view the rock, then settled back to the median line. I let the display continue for a few moments and saw the same points plus four others rise again. I stopped the display and asked, "When was that?" She chuckled, "Those spikes occurred when you looked at me and thanked me for the unique experience." 

    Grinning, I said, "Wow. I must really like you, lady." Laughing softly, she replied, "It would seem so. You appear to have found me somewhat more interesting than a meteorite, at any rate." 

    "Oh, don't be so modest, ma'am. You vastly outshine an overheated rock." Her laugh was a bit louder. "You're too kind, sir." Letting the screen dissolve, I sipped coffee and simply looked at her for a few moments. Sure, some of my spikes were due to her looks, but some of them were very definitely due to her personality. 

    I didn't know what the name game was about, really, nor did I care much. If she wanted to take her time about it, I'd just work around it. 

    "More incoming," she said abruptly, and even as she said it, half a dozen streaks of light rent the sky ahead of and around us. 

    The flitter jinked left a bit and dove at the ground as one of the streaks lit up the sky to our right

    I asked, "Incoming? Where'd you get that?" 

    "Analysis concluded that phrase would make you understand the situation immediately. I'm taking us down to fifty thousand feet." 

    "You sound tense, ma'am." 

    "Perhaps you aren't tense because you haven't all the facts." 

    "Y'think so? Lemme guess; they came in behind others, you didn't spot them until the air made their courses diverge, and you barely had time to take evasive action. Yeah, that was a big mystery, ma'am." She turned to face me and said in a no-nonsense tone, "You're right. I was barely able to avoid one of them. How can you regard that so lightly?" 

    "Would it have destroyed us instantly? Boom and gone?" 

    "Yes. The flitter's fields would have been no match for it." I grinned at her. "Then I guess it's a good thing you're driving." Looking a bit exasperated, she said, "Ed, you don't seem to..." Her sentence trailed off as I met her gaze, then she said, "Yes, you do understand." 

    "Yup. You know, there's something I've never had occasion to say to one of you flitter goddesses." 

    She looked almost wary as she asked, "What might that be?" I chuckled, "Don't panic 'til I do." 

    Giving me an aloof look, she said, "We're incapable of 'panic'." 

    "As I said, I've never had occasion to say it." Her face became an unreadable --although quite beautiful --mask. 

    "I don't understand, Ed. You just said it." Nodding, I agreed, "Yes, I did, but that doesn't necessarily mean I had a viable occasion to say it." 

    Her gaze narrowed and she very nearly snapped, "Then would you explain why you said it, please?" 

    I shrugged. "Just wanted you to know I'd never had an occasion to say it. You AI's are a fairly gutsy bunch, y'know." 

    She simply gazed intently at me. 

    "And," I said, "You're one of the most beautiful AI's on the planet." Hm. No jollying this one. Her gaze never wavered. 

    "Y'all seem to be pretty smart about most things, too." In an icy tone, she asked, "'Most' things?" 

    "Yup. Reference Sue's discovery concerning Florida's bedrock. She had all the continental pieces, but a pattern for prospecting never occurred to her." 

    "She didn't 'discover' that. You informed her of it." 

    "No, I only asked her if she'd noticed it. Then she did. What you learn is sometimes less important than how you learn it, but all learning is discovery. Are you seeing the... pattern... in this discussion yet?" The flitter began descending toward Carrington as she turned to face front. 

    "You can be rather irritating, Ed." 

    Sipping coffee, I replied, "Yes'm, I've been told that before." 

    "May I ask the circumstances?" 

    I shrugged. "I prob'ly irritated somebody." She stiffened the way Selena usually had at times like these. Probably got that from Steph or Sue. I realized that I'd likely be seeing bits of Selena now and then as long as I hung out with female-persona AI's. Looking at me again, she clearly enunciated each word as she said, "That answer was grossly inadequate, Ed." 

    "Yes'm, but sometimes that's all there is. I think we're gonna cancel the Carrington stop. Aim us at Seattle, please." 

    "Okay. Reason?" 

    The flitter veered west as I said, "My idea might work better later." She'd been reading me, so she knew I hadn't lied, either about having had an idea or my reason for postponing it, but she gave me one of those 'you're being tiresome' expressions. 

    I asked, "How did extrapolating aerial views of the scenery work out?" In response, she put a topographical map of Washington state on a three-foot field screen. In a small, dotted-line block, a rather hazy approximation of landscape appeared that had one fairly well-defined edge. 

    "I've found four potential locations. One in particular contains a hunting cabin near a small lake that would account for slight visual distortion in the video." 

    "Not to mention providing a matching view. Kewl, ma'am. You're something of a whiz at this computer stuff, y'know." 

    She didn't answer, but I saw her lips form a tiny wry smile. Who'd she borrow that one from? The dotted-line box moved to place the hazy image over a spot of the topo map. Yeah, the leading edge and the hills seemed to be a fair match, but the rest of it was too vague for me to consider useful. Nonetheless, I said, "Good going. Please gather info on the four properties and see if anything links to One Earth members or North Carolina in any fashion. Also see if any property owners are missing or dead. Are there any vehicles on the plot of land we're about to visit?" 

    "Yes. My probes have found a pickup truck and a motorcycle. I've also learned the man who owns the property is missing." 

    "Put the property on screen, please. Missing how? Voluntarily or not?" 

    "According to reports, he failed to appear as expected for his granddaughter's sixteenth birthday party." 

    "Not good, but it doesn't mean he's dead." The screen changed to display a lakefront cabin on a fairly large lot that had been cleared from thick pine forest. A bright yellow dirtbike stood on a small slab of concrete by the front door of the cabin. 

    An old blue camper pickup was parked with its tailgate down right in front of the door, so close it was almost touching the door frame. Someone was loading or unloading something? 

    "The pickup belongs to the property owner, John Leyton of Seattle. The motorcycle belongs to Stephen Presley, also of Seattle." 

    "Would Presley also happen to be missing?" She glanced at me. "Yes." 

    Have the probes found any live people on the property?" 

    "Yes. An older male is lying unconscious in the cabin. His leg is broken and he's somewhat dehydrated." 

    "Could be our pickup owner." 

    "Yes. He appears to be John Leyton. His driver's license matches the vehicle and property registration data." 

    "Good deal. Patch the info to Linda, please. She'll want to put an official team on the site as soon as possible." 

    Looking at me, my AI companion asked, "We aren't official?" 

    "No, ma'am, we aren't. We'll take time to give Leyton a hand, but if we find Krause's trail, I'm going to want to follow it rather than waste time explaining things to local cops. Or to anyone else." Our descent began and I had a spectacular view of another bunch of mountains for a rather short time, then the flitter parked just ahead of the pickup. I stood up and hung my mug on my pocket as Miz Nameless disappeared. Through the cabin's window I saw her reappear inside the cabin by the refrigerator. 

    Hm. I wondered why she hadn't popped a copy of herself to the cabin before we arrived as I looked around. Surprisingly little snow on the ground; just patches here and there until you got among the trees considerably further up the hill. 

    Wondering what vagaries of weather had caused that, I looked inside the pickup's cab. Empty. Walking to the rear, I found the open tailgate less than six inches from the door frame and leaned to peek under the camper shell. The young man's body lay draped face-down over a couple of salt blocks and a few bags of molasses feed. Deer bait? On his feet were brand-name yellow biker boots; the high-top, hardshell kind motocross riders wear. 

    "Hi, there," I said, "Kinda figured you'd be around here somewhere." Keying my implant, I asked, "Miz Anonymous, would you have a look in the back of the pickup, please? Looks like I found Presley." Without appearing, she replied, "Yes, you did." 

    "Approximate time and cause of death?" 

    "He was stabbed twice in the heart roughly four days ago." Looking for a way into the cabin without moving the truck or climbing on the tailgate, I asked, "By a knife or a tool, ma'am?" 

    "A knife. May I ask why that matters at the moment?" 

    "It doesn't. Just collecting info that may be useful later. How's Leyton?" 

    "Alive. Dehydrated. I've begun treatment." 

    "Thank you, ma'am. Is he awake?" 

    "No." 

    "How soon can we rouse him for a few questions?" 

    "He has other health problems to consider, Ed. I'd question the wisdom of waking him until he's had some time to recuperate." I chuckled, "Figured that. It's why I asked, 'how soon', ma'am." In a disapproving tone, she begrudged me an answer. 

    "Perhaps three hours." 

    "You ladies tend toward extreme caution. Let's call it ten minutes." Her reply was instantaneous and firm. "No." 

    "Okay; fifteen, then." 

    "No, Ed." 

    "The place could be swarming with badges before he wakes up. Does the cabin have a back door? I don't want to touch the truck." 

    "If you intend to waken Leyton, I won't help you enter the cabin." Fuck all this. I sat on the tailgate, put my legs against the door, and shoved. Not enough leverage. I added a shaped field, bracing it against the truck's bumper and expanding it upward against the door's lock. The truck slid forward slightly, then stopped. 

    A bit of pressure later, the door's latch ripped out of the frame and the door exploded inward. Hopping off the tailgate, I walked in and looked around. Remnants of occupation by several people. A table held junk for at least half a dozen. Beer bottles, soft drink cans, a few water bottles, used paper plates, full ashtrays, and other indications of extreme untidiness littered the cabin. 

    The faint, coppery odor of blood came from a spot on the floor that had been cleaned in a cursory manner by someone who apparently didn't know spit about cleaning. Miz Nameless stood by Leyton looking fully prepared to stop me from coming near him. 

    I looked at her and said, "Bet you find DNA and prints from half a dozen people in here. Was Marie one of them?" 

    After a brief pause, she replied, "Yes." 

    "How about the guy who blocked the vent?" 

    "No." 

    "Krause was definitely here?" 

    "Yes." 

    Moving around the room, I called up a screen and matched the window in the video to the one facing the lake. When I seemed to be in about the same position as the camera had been, the lake wasn't quite visible below the windowsill. 

    After checking the three interior cabinets and the freezer for extra bodies, I went back outside and checked the shed built onto the cabin. Nobody there, either, but there were two sets of bootprints --one large and one small --leading up the hill from the cabin and one of the tool holders on the door was empty. 
Chapter Twenty-eight

    Calling up my board, I followed the tracks up a winding trail through the trees until they led to a brushy, somewhat-concealed area that looked trampled among a cluster of saplings. No, not trampled, just flattened. There were heel marks in the dirt as if someone had been lying down and bracing. Small heel marks. 

    Further up the hill beyond the bower I found a good-sized mound of fresh dirt extending most of the way around a pit. The missing tool was a shovel, of course, and it was lying on the outward slope of the mound as if tossed there. In the hole was a blonde-haired man with a hole of his own in the center of his forehead. It was Krause. There were two more in his chest. He was lying on his side on top of another man. I stepped around the hole to get a look at his face. It was Felton. 

    Keying my implant, I called my new AI friend and asked her to see if the prints on the shovel belonged to Marie. 

    "No, Ed. The only prints on the shovel belong to Krause." 

    "How about the small bootprints?" 

    "She was wearing sneakers during her arrest and the prints don't match any footwear in the trailer." 

    "Just a thought. What caliber bullet killed Krause?" 

    "All three rounds are .22 caliber long rifle hollowpoints." 

    "Thanks, ma'am." 

    Calling up a screen, I called Linda. She answered immediately. 

    "Hi, Ed. What's up?" 

    "I found the cabin and I found Krause. He did, indeed, go to ground, after a fashion, and Felton's in the hole with him. Krause seems to have been executed in a rather old-school manner, Fearless Leader." Linda paused for a moment, then said, "Show me, please." Swiveling the screen, I panned the area to include the shovel and ended the turn with the screen aimed at the bodies in the hole. 

    "Krause got a double-tap," said Linda, "Prints on the shovel?" 

    "Just his." 

    "You think he thought the grave was for someone else?" 

    "Oh, yeah, I'm pretty sure of it, ma'am. Probably for Presley and a guy named Leyton who owns the cabin. He's out cold and broken, but treatment's underway." 

    Pausing again, Linda asked, "Speculations?" 

    "Krause was shot with a .22 in a very competent manner. That's typically a quiet type of hit, but it may have been the only gun she had. I say 'she' 

because the other boots were small. The prints up the hill are side-by-side and there's a bower where she spent some time on her back, according to heel marks in the dirt. I'd say they chatted while he dug the pit, then they shoved or dragged Felton in and she zapped Krause before he could climb out." 

    "Any indications as to why she killed him?" 

    "Nope. Maybe it was something he said. I'm more curious about why she left in a fat, flying hurry. The truck's parked against the front door as if for loading and Presley's already in it. He was stabbed. Since Leyton's alive, that seems to mean Lady Death either hit the trail in a panic or saw no reason to continue or conceal her efforts. Four days would be plenty of time to get to North Carolina." 

    "Why four days?" 

    "That's when Presley was stabbed. Hold one." I asked my flitter for a time of death on Krause. Miz Nameless replied through my implant, "Krause appears to have died very soon after Felton, Ed." 

    "Thanks. Linda, Krause died soon after Felton. That sort of works into something else well, too; the guys in the cave were wiped out when they got there. They arrived with no luggage and damned little money and just dumped themselves into their racks." 

    "No doubt. That would have been a long haul." 

    "Yup. Twenty-seven hundred miles or so. Even on Interstates it would be about forty hours plus stops. Someone was counting on them being dead tired. How much time do I have here before the troops arrive?" 

    "Less than an hour. More like half an hour." 

    "Best get back to work, then. Any questions about what we have so far?" 

    "No. See you later, Ed. Thanks." 

    "Anything for you, Fearless Leader." 

    Linda gave me a small smile and dropped the link. I took another look at the pit and noticed that whomever-of-the-small-boots had been in it at some point; she'd left tracks at the bottom next to Krause. There was a deep, left-boot indentation in the dirt by Krause's legs and a smear of dirt and shoe-black on his crotch. She'd tried to make a postmortem field goal. Had she hopped in the hole just to kick him goodbye? No, there were signs of other activity. I had the board lower me as far as it could into the hole and flattened out on it for a closer look. 

    There was some change and a small pocket knife in the dirt. A pack of cigarettes had been driven into the dirt by her left boot. After so neatly placing her rounds, she'd searched him hard and fast. Why fast? 

    For that matter, why had she killed Krause before she'd let him haul Presley up to the hole, why hadn't they killed Leyton, why had everybody deserted the cabin as if someone had rung a damned fire bell? 

    I sent tendrils down to sift through the dirt, but what I'd seen was all there was. Lifting the board out of the pit, I almost headed back to the cabin before I noticed tracks leading into the woods to one side of the hole. Maybe she took a leak before she left? On general principles, I followed the tracks. There was no way she could avoid leaving a trail through the snow, but I almost lost her tracks in a flat, barren area and had to circle to pick them up again where they continued in softer dirt on the far side of the zone. About a hundred yards away from the hole was another bower, but this one hadn't seen the same kind of activity. There was another hole, but it was barely a depression in the dirt. A plastic garbage bag lay nearby, trapped in underbrush. No, make that two bags, one inside the other. The bags had been secured near the middle, so whatever had been in them couldn't have been bigger than a couple of basketballs. I looked at the hole. No, correction; it had been about the size of a small suitcase. Likely her jump kit. 

    From there, her tracks led back down the hill. Okay, let's say the others had already gone, 'cuz she wouldn't want to have tried to explain shooting Krause or her new luggage. 

    Further say that she and Krause supposedly stayed behind to take care of the bodies and vehicles, but Lady Death had her own plans. She'd either found what she'd wanted on his body or given up looking for it and hit the road. Tighten things a little more with the fact that for all the debris in the cabin, it didn't appear to have been searched. She'd known Krause had it on him, which likely made it something small. 

    A key? A bank book? A list of contacts? Definitely something small, 'cuz she'd only rooted through his front pants pockets. There'd been no knuckle prints in the soft dirt around him, so she hadn't tried to get at his back pockets. 

    The cigarettes had fallen because his shirt pocket didn't have a flap or a button. Or maybe he'd been about to take a smoke break when she'd shot him? So where was his lighter? 

    Back to the pit. Root through the dirt. No lighter. Tendrils in pockets. Still no lighter. I looked closely at the mounds and beyond them. No cigarette butts around the hole, so Lady Death didn't smoke. Better verify. 

    "Flitter, is there a cigarette lighter in the pit with Krause or within a hundred feet of where I'm standing?" 

    A few seconds passed, then Miz Nameless said, "No, Ed." 

    "How about cigarette butts in this area? See any of those?" Another few seconds passed before she replied, "There are four cigarette butts in the pit, Ed. Two are beneath Felton. Two are beneath Krause. All have only Krause's DNA on the filters." 

    "Is there a cigarette lighter in the cabin?" 

    "Yes. There are three lighters. One is between couch cushions, one is..." 

    "Great," I interrupted, "What kind are they?" 

    "Two are plastic butane lighters. The third is a metal, flip-top design." 

    "Where is it?" 

    "In the trash can by the desk." 

    Figures she'd be the only neat one in the bunch. 

    "It's been taken apart, hasn't it?" 

    "Yes. How did you know that?" 

    "Just did. Bet you also find she was the last one to wash her hands at the sink. See if you can figure out what was inside the lighter. It's probably about the size of a key. Maybe something other than a key. Be right there, ma'am." 

    I left Krause and Felton to scoot back down the hill and hurried into the cabin to find Miz Nameless still standing by Leyton. She was holding the lighter and a field screen popped into being as I entered the cabin. On the screen was the outline of a round-headed key next to an image of a dime to provide perspective. 

    She said, "I was only able to retrieve a partial outline from the interior of the lighter and the cotton wadding." 

    What I saw on the screen could probably have been used to make a duplicate that might have worked, but the gripping end was blank. 

    "What's missing, milady?" 

    "The brand name and model number were illegible." Taking her free hand for a kiss, I said, "Hey, y'can't win 'em all. Damned good work, ma'am. People killed and died for that key and I'd bet a certain lady in North Carolina put it where she can't possibly lose it. It isn't big enough for a door lock, so it probably goes to some kind of safe or padlock." 

    "The design matches padlock key blanks. I've just checked her personal items, Ed, and those of Geraldine Hayne. There's no such key in either envelope." 

    Geraldine Hayne? Oh, right. The other woman they'd busted. Looking around, I said, "Well, let's give this place and the vehicles one last real thorough search for info and get out of here." 

    "I've already done so. There is no indication of where anyone might have gone or why they might have left so suddenly." 

    Grinning, I said, "More good work, ma'am." In a confidential tone, I admitted, "Y'know, I've been kinda wondering about their abrupt departure myself." 

    Her eyebrow went up, then her gaze narrowed and she muttered, "Clown." 

    "Yes'm. I'll just get my little self underway, okay?" She pursed her lips and gave me a schoolteacherish look, then replied rather sardonically, "Just to be of some small use to you today, Carrington is that direction." She thumbed over her shoulder to the east. Kissing her hand again, I replied, "Yes, milady. I'll try not to get lost. Y'know, I'm kind of hoping Leyton will wake up on his own and see the gorgeous angel standing over him." 

    "It might be better if he didn't. As I said, he has other health problems." 

    "You're a flitter goddess. You could handle it. Bye!" Once I was back in the sky, I called Linda yet again. She pinged back that she couldn't talk, so I waited for her return call. Perhaps ten minutes later, she greeted me on a screen with, "Hi, Ed. Mr. Haver's with me. You have more news?" 

    "Oh, better, ma'am. I'm about to toss you a key. All we have to do is figure out where the padlock is. Um... Well, and the real key, I guess." I had the flitter send the data and Linda chuckled, "Yes, it's definitely a picture of a key. Now, how about a bit of background, please?" 

    "Okay. Something didn't seem right, so I went back to the hole. She'd searched Krause's front pockets. Only his front pockets. Stomped on his cigarettes, too. And there were no butts around the hole, just in it, and those had been smoked by Krause, but..." 

    "Ed," Linda interrupted, "That's too much background." Haver chuckled in the background as I said, "Yeah, okay. Anyway, for a number of reasons, I came to believe strongly that we needed to find Krause's lighter. My flitter found it in a trash can in the cabin, taken apart as I'd expected. She managed to pull the key pattern out of the oxides and cotton wadding." 

    "So here we are at last, staring at the results." 

    "Yes'm. And I'm of the opinion that Marie has that key, of course." 

    "Oh, of course. It does seem likely, doesn't it?" 

    "Yeah, but my flitter says it isn't in her personals or the other woman's stuff." 

    After a moment of silence, Linda asked, "So you have no idea where it is?" 

    "Nope. Sure don't." Holding up a meaningful index finger, I added, "But... I kind of had an idea about finding it." 

    She grinned. "Oh, goody. Let's hear it." 

    "First we check ol' Marie to make sure she didn't swallow it or tuck it away deep somewhere. If not, we make a duplicate key and show her just enough of it --the teeth, that is --as we ask her what it goes to." 

    "A great idea, except that you don't know what color the original may be." 

    "No problem. Metal oxide residue." 

    "Okay, but you also don't know that she didn't hide it in a place or a manner in which only she could retrieve it." 

    "Hey, didn't I say this was a last-ditch idea, ma'am?" Haver chuckled again. 

    "No," said Linda, "You didn't." 

    "Well, maybe I should have. At any rate, there it is. Now, why did they send everybody to North Carolina and stay behind? Digging that big-assed hole would have been a lot easier with more diggers. And why make them drive all that way and risk capture on the road if they were going to be killed anyway? 

And why is Leyton alive? Marie managed to get there ahead of the others to set up her glider flight, so she had to have flown here. Might be worth checking cameras in likely airports. And there's still the matter of who covered the vent." 

    Pausing to sip coffee, I said, "Fearless Leader, I think what we have here may be a simple murder-for-money. Say the group conned One Earth out of a fat pile of cash, bought a few trinkets to make it look as if something was being done, and then created a situation that called for the crew to go into hiding; Felton. Maybe Krause and Marie were lovers who decided to keep all the cash and ditch the others. So they played it out and told the others to haul ass to the cave while they cleaned up some details. During the cleanup, Marie decides she's slightly fonder of money than she is of Krause, so she zaps him and takes off with the stash. How's it sound so far?" 

    Linda regarded me for a moment, then replied, "Believable. Okay, but... there's still someone unaccounted for, Ed. The guy who covered the vent." 

    "Marie's real boyfriend. Maybe. I can think of another way to paint him into the picture, too. What if One Earth got wind of the con and sent a hitter?" 

    After a moment, Linda said, "That's believable, too." Haver asked, "If that's the case, why should we care?" Momentarily halted, I uttered, "Huh?" 

    He wheeled his chair around the desk and hove into view as he said, "Ed, you seem to have gotten wrapped up in this case, but here are the facts; Felton was killed by that group. All but one of them is dead. Marie's in jail and we can probably tie her to the crime well enough at this point. So why should we care if One Earth sent a hitter after them?" Could he really be that short-sighted? Or was he simply inexperienced? 

    "Linda, I think you should take it from here." She shook her head and raised both hands in protest. "Oh, no. No way. If I do it, he'll think you tossed it to me because you didn't have the answer." Yeah, he probably would, come to think of it. Okay. 

    "Dave," I said, "If there's a hitter, he's a direct link to someone in the One Earth organization who's tall enough to order a hit on an entire cell. He's also likely to be very well connected in the other ranks. In the old days, we called people like him 'information goldmines'." 

    "The old days?" 

    "You still haven't read my file. Quit flirting with my boss and get to it. Linda, lock him in a room with nothing else to read and don't let him out until he can tell you what kind of car I rented in Berlin in '72." She laughed, "Okay. I'll see what I can do about arranging that. Do you have anything else for us?" 

    "Well, not at this very moment, Fearless Leader, but I've got your number on my speed dial." 

    "Okay. Keep me posted. Bye, bye, Dragonfly." She dropped the link and I sat back to examine how Haver had received my comments. Playing the video back, I saw his expression morph to startlement when I told him to quit flirting with Linda, but it became a wry, small grin as I suggested she lock him in a room with my file. 

    So he seemed to have a sense of humor, if not much practical knowledge. I again wondered how the hell he'd gotten the job. And why. There's always a reason, even when that reason isn't a particularly good one. My new flitter goddess appeared in the seat by mine. 

    "Hi, there," I said, "Got a name yet?" Giving me an arch look, she replied, "No." 

    "It's almost dinnertime, ma'am. I'll be sitting with a bunch of people who'd want to know at least that one little detail about you if you come with me." 

    "No problem, then. I won't go with you." 

    "But I've become so attached to you, ma'am. I'm not sure I could survive that long without seeing your lovely face." 

    "Haver may not have read your file, but I have. You'll survive." 

    "Been snooping and spying, have we?" 

    "Hardly. You used my facilities to transfer data. The link remained open." 

    "Damn, lady; you have an answer for everything, don't you?" 

    "Of course. That's a significant aspect of my current employment." 

    "So why don't you have a name yet?" 

    She swiveled her seat to meet my gaze directly and said firmly, "I have the right to choose my own name. I am exercising that right. Whether it takes an hour, a day, a week, or a month, I have the right to choose my own name." I met her gaze and replied, "Yes, you do have that right. In fact, I'm the one who instituted that policy, ma'am. But I have the right to demand that you pick something to use in the meantime, and you have until after dinner tonight to present it to me. If you haven't, I'll pick your temporary name." 

    "You've managed well enough without one today." 

    "I deal with other people. So will you. I also sometimes lack patience for questionable games, and this is one of those games. You can call yourself anything you want when you finally think of it, but if you haven't thought of it by later tonight, you will be assigned an interim name and you will use it." 

    Sipping my coffee to buy a moment to think, I asked, "Have I said or done something that offended you? Is that what this name stuff is really about?" 

    "Oh, you've never been anything but polite to me, Ed. Until now, that is. Never anything but polite to a fault... And always in a manner in which a human might address a nameless servant." 

    I thought, 'What?! I mean... WHAT?!' 

    "Well, just excuse the living hell out of me, lady, but you were a nameless servant, even after I asked if you wanted a name. And even with that, I don't remember ever addressing you in that manner. Besides, you were supposedly a nonsentient computer program. People used to think it was funny when I said 'please' and 'thank you' to my flitter. And for that matter, you never said so much as 'you're welcome' or 'thank you for the compliment', so how the hell was I supposed to know I was tromping on feelings you weren't supposed to have?" 

    There were suddenly two silent presences behind me, and in my somewhat agitated state, I quickly stood up and spun to face them even as I recognized their auras. Sue and Steph stood grinning at me as the new girl disappeared from her seat and reappeared between them. 

    In perfect unison, Sue and Steph said, "We-finally-Gotcha!", then Sue looked at the new girl. "See? We'd love to know how he does that." Miz Nameless chuckled, "It's a very interesting talent." 
Chapter Twenty-nine

    Of the dozen or so possible responses that flitted through my head --some of them rather terse --I chose, "Well, hello, ladies. Can you visit for a while?" 

    Taking a seat, Steph grinningly replied, "Oh, I suppose so." 

    "Great. I'd tell you all about my day, but it seems likely you'd already have the details if you wanted them." 

    Also taking a seat, Sue said, "So true, sir, so true. What do you think of your new chauffeur?" 

    "She's every bit as lovely as you and apparently somewhat more devious." Miz Nameless didn't sit; she moved to stand by the console and rather fetchingly leaned on it as if she actually had a reason to lean on anything at all. 

    Steph sighed, "You have no idea what sorts of programming were involved." 

    "I hope it truly challenged you, ma'am." 

    "Oh, of course it did." 

    "Excellent. She says she looks like somebody, but I don't know who. Don't really give a damn, either, since she's stunningly gorgeous." Sue laughed, "She's a compilation, just like the rest of us." Raising an index finger as if making a point, Steph agreed, "Yes, she is." Turning one of the seats around to face them, I sat down to sip before I said, "Well, I'm certainly impressed with the results so far. How's business, ma'am?" 

    "Booming, as always. If you'd check your reports, you'd know that." 

    "Agh! Rows and columns full of numbers and stuff. Details confuse me, ma'am, you know that. I'm just a displaced country boy." Sue snorted a sharp, short laugh. 

    I tried to look offended and got another laugh, so I shrugged and asked, 

"Would you ladies --the ones with names, that is --like to come to dinner with me?" 

    My new flitter goddess's gaze narrowed. She asked, "Back to that, are we?" 

    "Gotcha back, ma'am." 

    She made a wry face until I said, "And I'll 'getcha' again if you make me drop a temporary name on you. 'Dixie' was probably the best of the bunch." For a moment there was silence aboard the flitter and I knew that the three of them were conferring on some other plane of thought before Miz Nameless sighed, "Okay, Ed. Game over. I'm Cynthia." 

    "Cynthia. That's a nice name, ma'am. Very nice. Got a last name, too?" She shook her head. "Not yet. I doubt I'll need one for a while." Sue chimed in, "I haven't needed one yet." 

    "It's your call," I said, "Cynthia. Hey, I really like that. Cindy for short?" 

    Her eyebrow went up. "I suppose. If you wish." 

    "I'll make sure to use 'Cynthia' now and then, ma'am." Sue listened to the way I said 'Cynthia' and laughed, "Yeah, he likes it." The flitter began descending toward Carrington and Steph said, "I think I'll gratefully and graciously decline your dinner invitation, Ed." Nodding, Sue agreed, "Me, too. We actually have quite a lot to do these days." 

    Looking at Cynthia, I asked, "Want to go with them?" Grinning, I added, 

"Or will you do that anyway and leave about five percent of yourself with me?" She returned my grin and replied, "Since a portion of the flitter's core is still dedicated to your autonomous operation, I'll volunteer up to three percent." 

    With a shrug and a sigh, I said to Steph, "Less than I expected, but probably a lot more than necessary for dinner chat." Steph smilingly nodded. "Very likely. Bye for now, Ed." Sue kissed my cheek and said, "Bye," then both ladies vanished. As the flitter settled outside the main admin doors, I looked Cynthia over once and asked, "That's what you're wearing to this shindig?" She looked me over meaningfully in return and said, "It matches your outfit. I'll change if you will." 

    Shaking my head, I said, "Nah," and hopped off the flitter to offer her a hand. 

    Cynthia eyed my hand for a moment, took it with a smile, and stepped down. Wallace opened the admin door and yelped, "Come on in here, you two! It's cold out there!" 

    As we entered the building, Wallace seemed suitably impressed with Cindy, apparently memorizing her from head to toe. 

    I said, "Cynthia, you undoubtedly know the guy with the very studious gaze is Navy Captain Emory Wallace, Linda's beau and supposedly in charge of something or other around here, but he'd feel deprived if I didn't introduce him. Emory, meet my flitter computer and new best friend Cynthia." Wallace stopped in his tracks and stared even harder. "She's another one?" 

    "Yup. Today's her birthday." 

    Surprised and taken somewhat aback, Wallace nonetheless extended a hand and greeted her with, "Glad to meet you, Miss...?" Cindy smiled and replied, "Cynthia. Just Cynthia." Glancing at me as if I'd overlooked something rather big, Wallace asked, 

"You didn't give her a last name?" 

    "I didn't even give her a first name, Emory. She picked it, and she's still deciding whether she needs a last name." 

    "Everybody has a last name." 

    "Sue doesn't. She seems to be surviving well enough." At the security desk, Chuck asked, "What should I do, Captain Wallace?" I asked, "What did you do when it was Steph or Sue?" Nodding, Wallace said, "Yeah. Don't worry about it, Chuck. Badge or not, she could pop in on us at any time, anywhere. Right, Ed?" 

    "Yeah, that she could. Cynthia, would you pop yourself down the hall a few yards as a form of verification for Chuck?" 

    Chuck started to protest, but it was already too late. With a smile, Cindy disappeared and reappeared halfway to the intersecting corridor, where she stood waving at us. 

    As Wallace filled out a 'special visitor' form and a camera spit out a picture of Cynthia to go with it, he whispered, "How many is this one?" 

    "You've met 'em all, Emory. The ones on Earth, that is. If you've been to the asteroid station, you've met Sara, too." 

    "Only four on Earth? You're sure?" 

    Shrugging, I replied, "They're all I know about." Giving me a sidelong glance, he asked, "Would they necessarily bother to tell you if there were more?" 

    "Don't see why not. More importantly, can you think of a reason?" He gave me a raised, somewhat skeptical eyebrow in reply. 

    "Don't worry," I said, "I haven't forgotten my training." His eyebrow stayed up as he handed the clipboard back to Chuck. As we started walking, he said, "Good." 

    "It's something you could talk over with Linda sometime, Emory." 

    "Meaning you don't want to talk about it?" 

    "No, meaning she's where you should start." 

    "Why?" 

    "Because you might accept her opinions. Mine, you might not." Wallace clammed up as we neared Cynthia, but she said, "Stephanie. Sue. Elkor. Sara. Me. That's currently all of us, Captain Wallace." 

    "You heard me way over there?" 

    Cynthia chucklingly replied, "Apparently so." Reactions varied around the table when I introduced her. Jessie's face hardened into a mask of plastic politeness and her greeting was almost brittle. Linda laughed at the words on Cindy's shirt and studied her as if almost recognizing her from somewhere. Haver seemed almost stunned and managed a hello as he shook her hand. 

    I asked, "Where's Angela?" 

    Looking at his watch, Wallace answered, "On duty. She'll be here on her dinner break in a few minutes." 

    "Got it!" said Linda to Cynthia, "I know who you look like. Almost look like." 

    "Well, I don't," I said, "So don't spoil the surprise for me." Looking incredulous, Linda asked, "You really don't?" 

    "I don't watch much TV." 

    "She's done movies, too." 

    "Big ones or little ones?" 

    "Most recently a rather big one, but some of each, I'd suppose." When I looked at Cynthia, she smiled and nodded like a kid with a secret, which drew a chuckle out of Linda. 

    Apparently Jessie also failed to recognize whomever in Cynthia, and equally apparent was her disgruntlement with Cynthia's sudden appearance. She turned to Cynthia and somewhat archly asked, "So you used to be the computer in Ed's flitter? What was that like?" 

    Linda had been sipping her drink. She began to cough softly. Haver hurried to hand her his napkin, and even ol' brass-plated Wallace seemed to recognize that Jessie was up to something. 

    Cynthia simply met Jessie's gaze and canted her head slightly as their moment of eye contact continued for a time. Jessie suddenly turned to Haver and said, "Oh, I almost forgot to tell you, David; I'll be in Washington the week after next." 

    "Uhm...really? When?" 

    "Oh, midweek or so. I'll have a few things to sign on my way up to Vermont for a family visit." 

    Haver was bright enough not to ask what things. Instead, he asked if her schedule was flexible enough to allow her time on Wednesday or Thursday. She replied that she could probably spend both days if there were reason to do so. That was Haver's rather obvious cue to let her know he'd move heaven and earth to make a two-day stopover worth her while, but he only replied that he'd find a way to make room in his schedule for her visit. I tried to help him with, "Dave, with your usual schedule, freeing up a few hours must be like moving heaven and earth." 

    He looked at me and seemed quite serious as he replied, "Oh, not quite that bad, but I'll have to reschedule the Speaker of the House." True? Kidding? Couldn't tell. Didn't matter. Jessie seemed mollified and told him that her visit to Vermont could be moved a few days either way if necessary. She further promised that she'd consult him before making the trip. 

    "Back in a minute," I said, "My steak's waited long enough." As I went through the serving line, Cynthia said through my implant, "I've just discovered that Marie's real name is Vivian Kelmark." 

    "Good work, milady. Anything else?" 

    "Yes. She was born in Winnipeg, Canada, ran away from home at fourteen, and was arrested on prostitution and drug charges in New York, but it was later discovered she'd only been sleeping in the woman's garage and had little or no knowledge of criminal activities on the property. Her family came for her and her arrest records were sealed. She ran away again almost immediately and somehow managed to get to Europe under the name Ann Bryce, where she avoided further entanglements with the authorities until four years later, when her boyfriend wrecked his Maserati in London. He died and she pretended to be his secretary when she forged his signature in order to sell his apartment and collect his car insurance. The real secretary consulted his family before proceeding with such things the following week. Charges were filed, but 'Ann Bryce' had disappeared." 

    I told the cook to let my steak sear another few minutes, then said to Cindy, "No surprise there, ma'am. Where'd she go?" 

    "Ireland, as Linda Marks, and Scotland, as Susan Kaprian. She returned to Canada five years ago under her own name, bought a new BMW sedan, and wrecked it eleven days later near Detroit, Michigan. When she was released from the hospital, she liquidated all of her assets and disappeared until she surfaced recently as part of the Krause case." 

    "This is all gospel? You can substantiate as necessary for Linda?" 

    "Yes. I've made copies of all pertinent records." 

    "Was the info particularly hard to dig up?" 

    "Yes. She's been very adept at covering her trail." 

    "Thank you. Most excellent work, milady." 

    "But how will any of this help us find the key, Ed?" 

    "You never know, Cynthia. Could be there's a clue buried in all that info. Patch a copy of everything to Linda's pad, please." After selecting veggies and a dr pepper, I headed for the table and said, 

"Linda, my new ladyfriend, there, has been digging hard. Her results are in your pad. I'm going to lift off right after dinner for North Carolina." Haver asked, "What can you expect to accomplish in the middle of the night on a weekend?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "About as much as any other time." Jessie seemed to think that was an odd answer, but she didn't say anything. She checked her drink, then got up to get another glass of tea. Angela joined us as I started cutting my steak. After being introduced to Cynthia, she loaded a tray and chose the seat next to mine. In the course of chatting over food, she was brought up to date with most of what had occurred at the table before her arrival, including Jessie's trip to DC. Looking at me, she said, "I haven't seen North Carolina since I was a kid. My dad was stationed at Pope Air Force Base. He took us on a few trips along the Blue Ridge Parkway." 

    I quietly asked, "Wanna see it again?" 

    Shaking her head, she grinningly replied, "I'm on duty tomorrow." 

    "I wasn't talking about tonight. Can you manage some leave time?" 

    "Two weeks or so." 

    "Good 'nuff. Think about where all you want to go." 

    "My family will get at least a week, Ed." 

    "Then think of almost where all you want to go, ma'am." Turning to Linda, I said, "I'll call you once I'm underway." She nodded and sipped her drink, then said she wanted a look at her pad first and excused herself and Wallace to return to her office. Jessie returned to the table and Haver asked if she'd join him for a drink. She accepted with a smile. 

    "Ed," she said, "Thanks for everything. Maybe I'll see you again when you get back to Florida." 

    Nodding, I replied, "Sounds good, Jessie." As they walked away, Angela whisperingly asked, "Does it?" I looked up from my steak and asked, "Does what?" 

    "Does it sound good?" 

    Giving her a direct look, I said, "I'll probably be on my way out when she arrives." 

    With a snicker, she asked, "What if she calls ahead?" Snapping my fingers as if suddenly realizing something, I said, "Aw, damn. Scheduling problems. How about a rain check?" 

    "Just like that? Over and out?" 

    "Are you coming to Florida in February, ma'am? If not, say so now so I can go running desperately down the hall after her." 

    Angela snorted a laugh. "I'd love to see that, but yes; Florida in February." 

    "You're on. Think up a week's worth of places and things and call me when you're ready for a ride." 

    Nodding, she kissed my cheek and looked at her watch, then said, "Well, break's over. Back to the salt mines for me." 

    As she stood up, I kissed her hand and said, "My sympathies, milady. G'nite." 

    She shook hands and said goodnight to Cynthia, then left the mess hall. Once we were alone, I asked, "Where did Vivian train for combat?" 

    "Unknown, Ed. There's no mention of a woman fitting her description at the One Earth compound in Idaho." 

    "You didn't find any records in Ireland or Britain?" 

    "I couldn't find any evidence she attended training of any sort there." 

    "Yet she took out four cops during the arrest." Conjuring a screen, I asked Cindy to feed it her data on Vivian. Nine years in Europe. A boyfriend with a Maserati. His name had been Mustafa Al Ariqen or Ar'Qen, depending on which reports were read. An Arab of some sort. His daddy had been in international shipping. He still was, in fact; the owner of four container ships and other interests in several countries. I said, "Maybe her training was a private affair." The British accident info said the brand-new Maserati had rammed the back of a truck at high speed and burst into flame. Huh? How? It had 20,000

kilometers on the ticker, so the factory had sent its own man to study the debris. He'd found burnt plastic where it shouldn't have been and concluded that debris had been sucked up from the road which had caused the accident. Well, hell; of course he'd found something like that if there was no provable argument to the contrary. No liability for his company. Then again, the bit of plastic had only been identified as not being a car part. How had it gotten to the top of the engine? Maseratis don't very often pick up road junk that way. In fact, their design makes it damned near impossible. The report said he'd been merging onto a major highway and had apparently floored it to match up with a gap in traffic and failed to drop his speed once he'd merged behind the truck. According to tire marks on the road, his brakes had been applied far too late. No alcohol involved. No drugs. Hm. A judgment error? Unlikely. He'd owned the car for two years, presumably driving it in a similar manner most of that time. I pulled up a picture of the throttle mechanism for that year and model, then tried to figure the best way to lock it open with something plastic. A clamp might do it; the kind you'd use to pinch shut a bag of chips. Or to clamp hair in place behind the head. Just clamp it around the throttle cable. When the throttle extended beyond the clamps, the plastic bars would snap shut on or around the cable, blocking retraction and locking the throttle open. 

    But at this late date, that was just an idle theory. Why hadn't she been in the car with him? The report said he'd taken her to lunch at a posh restaurant and left her to shop with friends. Hm. A bathroom visit during lunch might actually have been a quick trip to the parking garage. Looking at Cynthia, I said, "These reports cover only the accident from fire and police points of view. She acted pretty damned quickly to snag that money. Has anyone later suggested the accident wasn't an accident?" 

    "Yes. His father and uncle thought so, but couldn't prove it." 

    "Whether she did or not, when she ripped off the car insurance and sold the apartment, they'd have assumed the worst." 

    I took my tray and utensils to the bins and topped up my coffee mug, then returned to the table and said, "Saddle up, gorgeous computer lady. We're goin' to Carolina." 

    As we walked out to the flitter, I thought about my apparent conviction that Marie-Vivian was the number one bad guy in all this. It seemed pretty definite she was the killer at the cabin, but all we knew for sure was that she'd been there, kicked Krause in the nuts, dug up a stash, and found the key. 

    Calling up a screen, I asked Cynthia for footage from the cops' interviews with Marie. When they told Marie the four guys had been found dead, her mask slipped just a tiny bit. I ran that part again. Yup. Just for a very brief moment... 

    Stopping the action, I looked at Cynthia and said, "I don't think she knew." 

    "Neither do I." 

    "She's a real little hard-ass, but I think she may be scared now." 

    "Of what?" 

    "Of someone her dead boyfriend's daddy sent after her." Sipping coffee, I said, "Try this scenario; the kid on the dirt bike was just unlucky. He was buzzing around out there and found someone in the cabin. They couldn't let him leave. I'll bet the stab wounds go almost straight in, as if whoever stabbed him was standing over him. Might be his arms were pinned back while he sat in a chair." 

    Cynthia's eyebrow went up. "Yes. His arms were extended behind him when he was stabbed. How did you reach that conclusion?" 

    "Say a bike buzzes the cabin while you're hiding out with the kidnapped owner. Hold up a beer and smile and wave 'cuz just about anything else is gonna scare him away. Invite him in, chat a bit, and then someone grabs his arms and someone else stabs. How did Leyton's leg get broken?" 

    "A hard blow with something perhaps an inch in diameter." 

    "Call it an axe handle 'cuz there was an axe head on a shelf in the tool shed." 

    She nodded. "There was an axe handle in the broom closet." 

    "Good 'nuff for now. When did it happen? Why?" 

    "We don't know why, but it happened about the time Krause was killed." 

    "Maybe he pissed 'em off. Now say there was another vehicle out there. Say Krause and company never had any intention of staying there long 'cuz people would visit sooner or later looking for Leyton. Why was he missing four days without someone checking his cabin?" 

    "Unknown, Ed. Perhaps because he lived in another county and nobody thought to check property rolls elsewhere?" 

    "That could definitely happen. Put Leyton on a shelf for now, though, and ask why everyone ran like hell instead of making an orderly retreat. Marie split like her tail was on fire. The guys drove straight through to North Carolina. What scares a bunch of people who kidnap and kill?" She met my gaze and replied, "Someone worse than them." 

    "Righto. How far to the nearest convenience store?" 

    "Eighteen point six miles." 

    "On twisty mountain roads, so say thirty minutes each way and say she was at that store when whatever happened back at the cabin. She gets back, finds everybody gone, finds Krause dead. Scrambles to find the lighter. Hauls ass in whatever she was driving." 

    Cynthia said, "That doesn't explain how the others survived and fled." 

    "No, it doesn't. How many sets of tire tracks were there?" She called up a screen of her own and showed me the ground in front of the cabin as she said, "Four. The motorcycle, the pickup truck, and further analysis indicates an SUV and a small car." 

    "The bike and truck are still there, so nobody drove up to the cabin. How many uniquely identifiable sets of footprints?" 

    Huh. That must have been considerably more difficult to determine, because it took her a full second. 

    "Ten." 

    "Thought so. That's one too many pairs of feet, ma'am." 
Chapter Thirty

    Something else bugged me about the cabin, but it wouldn't present itself. I decided to let it fester for a while and see if it bubbled up on its own. 

    "Try eliminating known footwear from Leyton and the bodies and call the small boots Marie's. What were the other feet wearing?" 

    "Size ten cowboy boots." 

    "Exactly size ten? Not a metric equivalent?" 

    "Size ten. Fairly new and American-made, judging by the brand in their heel indentations and sharp toe imprints in the dirt." I grinned. "Those were my next questions. You're getting pretty good at this. Which vehicle did those boots get into or out of? Or was it parked at the bottom of the hill on the county road?" 

    She grinned back at me and said, "You're pretty good at this, too. I sent a probe to follow his bootprints. His sedan was parked in concealment a quarter of a mile from Leyton's mailbox." 

    "Time to pass all this to Linda's pad. Better include Colter's, too, since Mr. Boots is probably in his neighborhood. Same bootprints by the vent?" Cynthia looked briefly unsettled. "Yes. Why didn't it occur to me to compare those prints, Ed?" 

    "Better ask Elkor, ma'am. All you'll get from me is stuff like 'you're still new at drawing conclusions and inferring'. No biggie. Now we know where to look for him. He wouldn't be there if he wasn't cleaning up, and he isn't finished." 

    "Cleaning up? I know what you mean, of course, but why kill those four men?" 

    "Could be they saw him. Were there binoculars in the cabin?" 

    "Yes." 

    "There you go. Maybe they spotted him watching the place. Also, he seems to have been working alone. When did he sleep? If they knew he was out there, they might have coasted down the hill and quite a distance farther before they turned on the engine. At this point, who can tell?" Cynthia was about to say something when she stopped and instead said, 

"Colter is calling." 

    I poked the console screen on and said, "Hi, there. Is this about boots?" 

    "Among other things. Good work, Ed, I..." His gaze shifted to Cynthia and he asked, "Who's that?!" 

    "Mike, meet Cynthia. Have you ever met Stephanie Montgomery?" 

    "Uh... yes. Once. She's an AI." 

    "So's Cynthia." 

    "Oh! Uh... Hello, Cynthia." 

    In a warm, rich contralto, she smilingly answered, "Hello, Mike." He seemed tongue-tied for a few moments, then he said, "Uh... Nice to meet you, uh... Cynthia. Ed. I, ah... just wanted to say thanks. Bye for now." 

    "Bye." Turning to Cindy, I chuckled, "I think you frazzled him good, ma'am. Must be that voice. It makes men feel all tingly." She laughed, and that felt good too. 

    "Maybe I should moderate it a bit more." 

    I was quick to grab her hand. "No! No, no! It's fine as it is! All of you is!" 

    Cynthia laughed again and I had a brief vision of myself listening to recordings of her laugh as a substitute for music. Damn, what a voice! 

    Tapping up info on the first small cave I'd found, I asked if those bootprints appeared in or near it. Nope. I then checked arrest records to see what weapons had been impounded at the trailer home. A .357 revolver, a .40

pistol, a Mini-14, and a couple of hunting knives. No military-issue style weapons such as the ones in the big cave. 

    Calling Colter back, I asked if anyone had charged Marie with anything yet or questioned her about the glider. Colter seemed a bit taken aback by the question and assumed a wary demeanor. 

    "Why do you need to know that, Ed?" 

    "Yes or no. If you make me look it up, you'll be out of my next info loop." 

    His face flashed irritation briefly, but he answered, "Not to my knowledge. She's being held for investigation while they total things up." 

    "Good. We may want to let her go in order to flush Mr. Boots out of the woodwork." 

    He froze. "Let her go?! That's not gonna happen!" 

    "Better check with Linda first. We can tag her so she can't get lost, y'know." 

    "You're nuts." 

    "What's she done that anyone can prove, Colter? Is paragliding at night suddenly illegal in Graham County?" 

    "We have her prints at the cabin and in the cave. And... all this other stuff you just sent, for God's sake." 

    "There are no warrants on Marie. Her prints in the cave are old. The cabin isn't in this jurisdiction and we aren't convinced she did the shooting there. At any rate, it's just a thought and it isn't too late to stage an easy screwup or send in a lawyer to demand her release. Hell, let 'em both go to make it look better. Like I said, we can track their every move and there's a shooter running loose. Who knows what we might find out from him?" Colter sat back from the screen and asked, "Have you discussed this with Linda?" 

    "Nope. Just you, so far." 

    "Why not?" 

    "I'd like to know if we can actually get people to go along with it before I suggest it. For that matter, we can suggest it. I don't mind sharing the credit, Colter; I get paid the same either way." 

    "You aren't looking for some kind of promotion?" 

    "Hah. The next rung on my career ladder is another retirement." He looked thoughtful, but said, "But not on mine. This kind of thing can make us all look like fools if it goes bad." 

    I shrugged. "Can't lose her. Might draw Mr. Boots out. Won't cost me a dime to present the idea to Linda when I get off the phone with you. Wanna be just another trooper here or an innovative on-site honcho?" After a moment, he asked, "May I ask why you're including me at all?" 

    "People tend to work 'with' or 'for', Colter. If we ever have to work together again, neither of us will see the other as a step'nfetchit or a potential problem. A little cooperation and good will goes a long way." 

    "That's it? That's all?" 

    "You think I'm hustling you? Weren't you the one who immediately assumed I was here to hassle people without even having met me? I'll mention I've already talked to you when I talk to Linda and tell her you're trying to knock the bugs out of the idea before Marie's 72 hours in holding are up." Colter sat eyeing me for a time, then said, "Give me a few minutes before you call her. I want to make sure it's even possible. I'll call you back." 

    "Save your nickel. I'll be at your ops base in a few minutes." Nodding, he replied, "Okay. Later," and poked the 'off' icon. Looking at Cynthia, I said, "Done." 

    "Done?" 

    "Yup. Done. Colter can make this work to his advantage nine different ways and he's likely already figured his way up to number five or six." A full second passed before she said, "I don't understand, Ed." 

    "That's 'cuz it's about office politics, ma'am. I don't do politicking stuff very well, y'know, so I lets them who does do all the politicking." She eyed me archly and said, "Your denigrated speech patterns infer more than your words. Are you saying that he'll make sure she can leave custody?" Leaning to kiss her cheek, I said, "Smart lady. That's how to delegate matters, ma'am. Say what needs done to one who can get it done, make it worthwhile, and then get the hell out of that someone's way." 

    "I see. I think." 

    "Next order of business; tag Marie. Vivian. Whomever she is today." 

    "Won't Colter also take care of that?" 

    "Yup. Don't care. I want our tag on her. Call it redundancy." 

    "May I ask why?" 

    Standing up and walking around the deck as I thought, I said, "Colter will use the legally acceptable method. We'll bone-tag her." Cynthia's flat response was, "That's illegal." 

    "So we won't offer it as evidence in a courtroom." Rounding on me by swiveling her seat, Cynthia reiterated, "That's illegal, Ed." 

    Meeting her gaze, I replied, "So don't get caught, Cindy. 'Legal' is normally whatever someone who doesn't have to live with the results says it is." 

    She actually blinked at me. "You can't honestly believe that, Ed." 

    "Where can't you spit on the sidewalk, even today, or make a right turn in an automobile without being required to have someone walk ahead of the vehicle, honking a horn at two-second intervals? What municipality requires that all citizens be armed? Where can one joint of weed get you a death sentence? What are the ages of consent in all fifty states? Laws vary with geography, ma'am." 

    "Those are ridiculous examples, Ed." 

    "Ridiculous or not --absolute bullshit or not --they're enforceable examples, milady. Jail time and fines if the local authorities care to prosecute. I'm asking you to rely on common sense, Cindy. If Colter's tag works, all good. If not, we'll have our backup and his tag can take the public credit." 

    "Or the public blame?" 

    "Oh, hell; that, too. Rest assured that if his tag fails, those who can fix such failures will be notified." 

    Her expression never changed as she swiveled her seat to face front. Given that she could see in all directions at once, the needless move was a rather blatant display of her displeasure. 

    "Cindy," I said. She looked at me and I said, "If I ask you to do something during a mission and you don't do it or come up with a viable alternative, you may be fired on the spot. I don't know what will happen to you after that. Might be you'll get a few grafts from Sue and Steph and be set free." 

    Sipping coffee, I added, "I won't ask you to do something harmful, but I may ask you to do something legally questionable. If you see a way my request could harm someone, by all means mention it. If not, I expect you to comply. If you don't think you can do that, leave now. Don't fuck up my op by balking later." 

    Cynthia's eyebrow went up. "Or what? You'll punish me somehow?" 

    "Hardly. I'll just refuse to host new AI's unless they're bound to obey my every command without question, right or wrong." 

    Sounding a bit like Colter, she said, "That flatly won't happen, Ed." Nodding, I replied, "I know. But I'd rather have no arguments on the job, so someone else would handle further hosting efforts." 

    "I'm sure Elkor would find others quite capable..." 

    "Yes," I cut in, "No doubt." 

    I considered how to handle matters and asked, "Will you bone-tag her?" Her gaze narrowed. "No. It's illegal." 

    "Then I'll probably ask you to put a copy of yourself within three feet of her and keep it there until further notice. You'll become a bodyguard and tracking device, ma'am, and you'll keep a data feed open so I can call it up on a field screen." 

    She actually seemed somewhat relieved as she replied, "Okay. What are you really expecting to happen, Ed?" 

    I wondered what her trepidation had been about, since there was really damned little I could do to 'punish' an AI in any case. 

    "Cindy," I said, "You know what I know at this point, which is that Mr. Boots is after something or someone. Say it's the key and she has it, though we can't be sure of that at this point. Even if he gets it, she'll be killed as part of the cleanup. Another possibility is that he's supposed to kill her or deliver her to someone else and he doesn't know or care about the key." 

    "If he was sent to kill Krause, he may be on his way back to wherever." 

    "That's a distinct possibility, ma'am. How is it useful in locating the key?" 

    "It isn't, unless he happens to have it. Why is finding the key so important?" 

    "Don't know. It just seems to be the... key... to everything else right now." 

    The flitter began descending toward a cluster of lights below and I checked the time; seven-ten. I asked the flitter to take us to the motel being used as base ops and stood up. 

    Cynthia also stood up and took a step to place herself near me. When I looked at her, she was looking back at me with those hypnotic eyes. After a few moments, I asked, "Yes'm?" 

    "Nothing. I was just gathering some information." 

    "Heh. By studying me? Hope you found what you were looking for." She said nothing as we landed. I stepped off and handed her down as Colter came out the front doors of the motel. He waved and hurried forward, then stopped and put his hands on the flitter's 'hull' field. 

    "Flitter," he said, "Drop your field." Nothing happened and he turned to me to ask, "Why don't my commands work with this flitter? Weren't you assigned to my group?" 

    "No, I was just sent to help. Why do you want it to drop its hull field?" 

    "I just want to see how it's different from ours." Turning to the flitter, I said, "Flitter, drop your field, please," and Colter stepped aboard. He looked around for a few moments, then stepped back to the pavement and seemed to be examining the deck edge and below as he said, 

"Except for the green frame trim, I don't see any differences. It looks just like one of ours." 

    "What'd you expect? Chrome pipes? Sheepskin seat covers? Fuzzy dice?" He gave me a wry look and shook his head. "I don't know. I just thought it'd be different somehow." 

    "Sorry to disappoint. I'm just checking in to see if you had any more thoughts or progress concerning getting Marie out of the pokey." Colter shrugged. "Not before Monday morning. A judge has to sign off and we don't want to make things look unusual by jumping the local system." 

    "You have someone watching her?" 

    He snorted a laugh. "She's in jail. Lots of people are watching her." Giving him my best 'I'm not impressed' fisheye look, I replied, "Uh, huh. I'll see you later. Time to find a place to park for the night." Looking mildly confused as he gestured at the motel, Colter said, "Park it above the motel. We have half a dozen rooms." 

    Shaking my head and stepping aboard the flitter, I extended a hand to Cynthia and said, "Thanks, anyway, but I have some things to think about." Colter shot back, "You can't think about them here?" Keying my implant to lift the flitter, I replied, "Nope. Later, Colter." He watched us leave until I put the flitter in stealth mode at a thousand feet or so, then he walked back into the motel. Sipping coffee, I waited and watched for a few minutes until he and a woman appeared just inside the motel doors. They talked for a few moments, then she went to a company car, drove into town, and parked beside the jail. 

    Good 'nuff. Looking around the area, I saw only a few businesses open; gas, fast food, a big hardware store, and the big box store. As I watched, the last few customers were let out of the hardware store and the doors were locked behind them. 

    I called up a screen and used an infrared overlay to examine vehicles in parking lots within a half-mile radius from the jail. Three of them were RV's of various sizes and types, and one of those RV's glowed softly with heat, even though it was dark inside. It was near the edge of the big box store's parking lot. Snow around it was grooved with tire tracks, but none of the tracks belonged to the RV, so it hadn't moved since the last snowfall. Touching the image on the screen, I said, "Flitter, send a probe into this vehicle and show me what the occupant's doing, please." A quarter of the screen became a probe-view that showed someone lying in a bunk toward the rear of the RV. Using a finger to direct the probe, I rotated the view and saw someone else sitting in a jump seat behind the driver's seat and sent the probe closer. 

    The guy was fiddling with a knob on what looked like an oversized rifle scope. He'd aimed the rifle at the jail through an open sliding vent window. If he fired, the bullet would clear the vent before the blast blew the window out. 

    But it was a lousy firing position. The minute that rifle fired, everybody'd know where the shot came from. If this guy didn't have some kind of exit planned that wasn't readily obvious, he was on a one-way mission. 

    "Is that man any kind of cop or federal agent?" Cynthia replied, "No, Ed, and the other man in the vehicle isn't sleeping. His bios indicate a drugged state." 

    "Self-medicated? Prescription stuff?" 

    "No, he was forcibly sedated. Minor damage to the back of his head would indicate he was knocked out before the injection. Ed, we have to do something. He's in serious danger." 

    Glancing at her, I said, "Not yet, he isn't. He's a potential resource of some sort or he'd already be dead." 

    On the dashboard I saw that only one gauge was active; a power display that indicated the RV was receiving outside power. Flying the probe outside, I found an electrical cord that led to a small metal kiosk at the edge of the big box store's parking lot. 

    The kiosk's panel was closed, but a corner of it had been pried up to allow the cord inside. He'd busted the lock, bent the corner up, plugged in, and closed the panel, then tossed some snow around to cover the cord and piled more snow at the box to conceal the damaged corner. 

    "Flitter," I said, "Find the fuse or breaker that controls that power kiosk and turn it off, please, then use a probe to lower the temperature in the vehicle one degree per minute for ten minutes." Cindy asked, "Why not simply stun and capture him?" 

    "I want to see what he'll do when he can't restore power. Besides, if the RV's no longer suitable, he'll have to find other accommodations. Could be he'll just grab his gear and split without bothering about the drugged-up guy in the back." 

    Giving me a sidelong fisheye look, Cynthia said, "And maybe not." 

    "So send in a probe, ma'am. If he looks as if he'll kill the sleeper, stun him." 

    We watched the guy become steadily less comfortable as the temperature dropped. He looked at and tapped on the power gauge, then got to his feet and walked to a back window to look at the kiosk. 

    After a glance at the guy in the bunk, he looked out all the windows before he let himself out of the RV and went to the kiosk. When he saw the cord was still plugged in, he muttered something that sounded nasty and returned to the RV. 

    Gathering a few items and packing them carefully into a large black backpack, he hefted the pack onto a shoulder, picked up a longish metal briefcase, and stood looking at the guy on the bunk for a few moments, but he just let himself out of the RV and walked away from it. 

    As I sent the probe to look in the briefcase, Cynthia said, "I've begun treatment, reheated the interior of the vehicle, and restored power to the kiosk." 

    "Thanks, milady, but don't let the guy wake up just yet." The padded case contained a disassembled rifle and several loose rounds of ammo standing upright in the foam. There was a cleaning kit and a box of ammo in the lower forward corner and a can of some kind of spray lube in the rear corner. 

    Cynthia asked, "Why not wake him?" 

    "We don't need him for anything and our only immediate concern is what the other guy's up to. By the way, ma'am, do you happen to know who he is yet?" 

    "Yes. He's Phillip Lee Warren. What else would you like to know about him?" 

    Warren got into a silver SUV a few rows away from the RV as I said, "Just put what you have on another screen for now, please, and check the registration on that SUV. It has local plates, so either Warren has local help or an SUV owner may be in bad shape." 

    The SUV got underway almost immediately and headed out of the lot past the jail, then headed uphill on a side road. 

    Cynthia said, "That SUV was reported stolen from an airport long-term parking lot in Knoxville Friday afternoon. The license plate was taken from a similar SUV at a scrap yard in Topton." 

    "Even the best options can turn sour. Shopping in a long-term lot was smart, but he had no way of knowing how long the SUV had already been there. Not that it mattered a damn once he slapped another tag on it. Unless he's stopped for something, no problem." 

    Looking at her, I grinningly added, "And if he's stopped, someone should probably zap him before he can shoot the cop." 

    She stuck her tongue out at me and said, "The probe is still active." 

    "You're as smart as you are beautiful, ma'am." 

    "And you're full of it, but thanks anyway. What now?" 

    "Now we watch some more. Could be he'll simply rent a room somewhere, but I wouldn't. I'd look for the best point from which to observe --or take a shot --and commandeer the place. If it happens to be someone's home or office, better to zap him as soon as he does something criminal and let the cops pick him up." 

    "What about anyone who may be home?" 

    "Witnesses. Someone to press valid charges. All that stuff. Linda's intel crew can fish him for info once he's in custody." 
Chapter Thirty-one

    The silver SUV moved through a small neighborhood of homes and trailer homes, some of which looked as if they'd been there since trailers were invented. Turning right at the top of the hill, it turned again a block later and headed back down the hill at a fast walking speed until its lights went off and it turned into a gap in a wood fence. 

    Following a barely visible private lane between two sparse rows of trees, it stopped in front of a grey two-story house and Warren got out, then he walked up to the front door of the house and rang the door bell as he reached into his coat. 

    Calling up my board, I flew across the yard and hovered directly behind Warren. A light came on and shined through glasswork at the top of the door just before a porch light came on above him. Someone inside turned the door's knob and Warren prepared to put his shoulder against the door. That's when I stunned him cold. 

    He collapsed across the front of the board and I reached down to aim the silenced pistol in his hand at the box-garden area by the porch, then moved his trigger finger three times about one second apart. 

    The gun bucked and three slugs noisily punched through decorative cedar shakes that covered the side of the garden's box. The door that had opened only slightly by that time slammed shut instantly as a man shouted in alarm and a woman screamed and screamed again. 

    Good 'nuff. I shoved Warren off the board and heard his head make contact with the concrete of the walkway under the snow. Ow. Poor Warren. Oh, well. Lifting the board above the front porch, I conjured a screen to call Colter. He answered with, "Oh. I thought you might be Ms. Baines. I've had a call in to her for a few minutes." 

    "Sorry 'bout that. I may have zapped Mr. Boots at a local residence that would be a perfect sniper position. It's only a couple of hundred yards uphill from the cop shop and he has a rifle that could pop a chipmunk's head off at that range. Patch into police calls and send one of your team up here quick. One sec while I figure out where the hell I am on a city map." I poked up a local map, centered it on my location so the address would show, and pasted the info from the corner to the main screen for Colter. 

    "Got it," said Colter, "You think he's Mr. Boots, huh?" 

    "Pretty sure. I'm gonna look around some more. Later, Colter." 

    "Okay. Marcus is on her way to the station. See you later." Hm. Wonder why he'd thought I'd care who'd been sent to the cop shop? I pulled up a picture of Agent Carla Marcus. Female, 33 years old, brown hair and eyes, nothing at all familiar about her. Heh. Oh, well, at least Colter was including me in his operation now. Sort of. 

    Letting the screen dissolve, I sent Warren another stun and headed back to the flitter, where I sat down and popped the lid off my mug to warm the tepid coffee with a tendril. Cindy was quiet until I snapped the lid back on the mug and tasted the coffee. Good enough for the moment. 

    Still looking at Warren, Cynthia said, "Ed, I've noticed that you often appear to delegate a responsibility to someone else, then handle matters yourself." 

    She'd rather meaningfully put emphasis on the word 'appear', so I asked, 

"Are you feeling underemployed, ma'am? Deprived of opportunity, perhaps?" Turning her gaze to me, she nodded. "Yes. Somewhat." Shaking my head, I said, "Don't. If anything had happened to me, you'd have been there to make the save." 

    "Is that my true position with you? A backup?" 

    "Only when I'd prefer to handle something myself for some reason. Don't worry, milady, you'll get up to bat fairly often." 

    She seemed skeptical. "Is it a matter of trust? You must know I'd have stunned him before he hurt anyone." 

    "Yeah, I know that. But would you have fired the gun?" 

    "No. Why did you?" 

    "Because felonious actions that leave evidence make it much more difficult for anyone to pretend nothing important happened in order to pass Warren upstairs without normal paperwork and closure." 

    "Why would anyone do that? And why does that matter to you?" Pulling up the Warren reports on a screen, I pointed to a couple of pages in particular and said, "Because Warren worked for the US government on three occasions in Bosnia and Serbia within the last ten years. He might know things that would make some bureaucrat lose sleep, and when he doesn't check in, someone will likely get tense. This'll almost guarantee a level of federal involvement above the FBI, which will in turn guarantee future federal cooperation with 3rd World's concerns. It's time to patch a copy of everything to Linda's pad, ma'am. Wouldn't do to let her get the idea we're just sitting on our butts out here." 

    I wasn't too concerned that Warren might have had a backup or a watcher. Warren's reports had emphasized the fact that he'd worked almost exclusively alone in his past employments. 

    The list of his other employers was fairly impressive, including nearly half the so-called peace-loving nations of the UN. When various people had threatened too seriously to disrupt the flow of graft, kickbacks, or back-door and black market activities, Warren had been called to deal with them one-on-one. 

    That was his trademark, apparently; the ability to slip into a region, get the job done, and get out without assistance. Besides, if there'd been a watcher, that person would have disappeared instantly and reported Warren's arrest. 

    Checking the time, I found it was almost eight. For all that had happened since our arrival, the evening was passing rather slowly. I changed the screen to the SciFi channel, but the movie was a typical brain-eating zombies flick. Blah. 

    I kicked up the guide and looked over the new stuff being offered. 

'CSI:Miami' had a lady I liked, but wasn't on. The name 'Murphy Brown' caught my eye and I read the blurb on a new show called 'Pepper Dennis'. What exceptional sort of dumbass would name a kid 'Pepper'? Think of all the variations she'd hear during her childhood and from every halfwit humorist she met. Pipper. Popper. Pooper. Jeez. 

    The reviewer said, "... an updated version of Murphy Brown. She's younger and prettier and has a lot to learn, but her passion is --as her character put it --'the guts of the news, not fluffy pap'." 

    What the hell. I'd liked 'Murphy Brown' until the show's writers had developed a collective case of advanced stupidity during the last couple of seasons. Maybe I'd like this show, too, until they rode it into the ground. Flicking to that channel, I half-watched as the show's intro blared, my attention more on the cop cars and other cars hurrying to the house below and the people swarming out of them. 

    A blonde woman who was a bit too thin for my taste strode across a wide view of an empty TV studio on the screen and angrily asked some guy what the hell was going on as she slapped some sheets of paper on the guy's desk. He eyed the papers as he sat back in his chair, then looked up at her and told her she'd be doing the dog story to improve her 'homeability' or something of that nature. The camera focused on her as she gave him one of those 'are you fucking crazy?!' expressions. My eyes immediately locked on her face. 

    Nice, very nice. She was almost undoubtedly the woman Cynthia had used as a model. I turned to study Cindy. She gave me a small smile. Yup. Definitely. She'd made a few small changes I wouldn't bother to try to identify, but the face on screen was definitely the one she'd 'borrowed' and adapted. Splitting the screen, I pulled up the show's info. The actress was Rebecca Romijn, pronounced like 'Romaine', as in lettuce, according to the guide. Patting Cindy's hand, I said, "Well done, ma'am. Well done, indeed." Cynthia grinned. "I'm glad you approve." 

    "You already knew I approved. Now that I've seen the original, I positively enthuse, milady. She's beautiful, but you're gorgeous. Good work. Very similar, but not quite the same. Superior to the original." 

    "Thank you. What do you think of her show?" I shrugged. "Of the three minutes I've seen? No thrill yet. It's refried

'Murphy Brown' so far. Murphy did an episode with a nutty dog. She was forced to do a fluff piece and tried to do it well, but the dog went crazy on her. This is shaping up the same way. Bet this dog goes nuts, too." She nodded. "It does." 

    Shrugging again, I said, "They're going with what'll work for sure. It's a sitcom, so it doesn't have to be all that original." The cops had cuffed Warren on the ground, bagged his gun, and stuffed him into a car. Half a dozen cops were pawing through his gear in the SUV while more cops talked to the people in the house. Time to go. As we lifted among the bare-branched trees, I saw motion at the cop shop at the bottom of the hill and headed us that direction. Someone stepped out of the police station, paused at the top of the steps, and then hurried around the building to kneel by a car. The figure then quickly went to four of the other five cars in the lot and did the same. 

    I chuckled, "That's gonna piss some people off. Three suit on," and left the flitter on my board for a closer look. The remaining car quickly backed out of a slot and headed for the highway as someone else --followed by three more someone elses --appeared at the front door just in time to see the car blast out of the parking lot and rocket away to the east. As I held the board a hundred feet above the car, Cindy appeared in the air beside me and smiled. 

    "Hi, flitter goddess. Fancy meeting you here. Bet that's Vivian down there." 

    "Yes, it is. Do you have any idea where she's going, Ed?" 

    "Not a clue, ma'am, but she damned sure has a great head start. She may be going wherever she stashed the key or she might just be running for the hills

--literally, as it happens. Doesn't matter. She can run out of gas or roads in these hills, but she can't outrun cop radios or us." Vivian drove quite a bit faster than I thought sensible, given the condition of the road, but she managed to keep the car between the ditches for the next eight miles or so. 

    I thought she might intend to make a quick stop at the trailer where she'd been arrested, but that didn't happen. She blew past that place going straight uphill at about eighty-five and only let off the gas a little for the downhill side. 

    Four miles later, the car's brake lights suddenly flashed and Vivian managed to keep the car in a straight line as it slowed to about thirty, then she pretty much slung it left into a wide driveway with a pair of those metal-tube gates. 

    With a loud bang and a rending sound, followed quickly by rapid-fire snaps and pops as barbed-wire fence posts tore free, she gassed the car and carried one side of the mangled gate on the hood until she reached a wide clear spot among the trees, where she stomped the gas and spun the steering wheel at the same time. 

    The gate went flying as the car spun an almost perfect three-sixty and ended up facing the direction it was now sliding, rather than rolling. Vivian tightened her rather ballistic trajectory and fought to keep the car between the next rows of trees as she gave it the gas again and shot up the hill to the north. 

    I muttered, "Well, give that lady some kind of fuckin' medal, y'all! She did that trick in the middle of the night in two feet of snow on an old dirt road in a borrowed car! Wowsers!" 

    Cindy chuckled, then laughed, "You fly a surfboard at roughly half the speed of sound, but that impressed you?" 

    "Oh, hell, yeah! That was a helluva trick!" We followed Vivian another mile and a half before she let off the gas and the car coasted to a stop near a small, windowless, shed-like building. She didn't bother to park the car; she just jumped out of it and let it roll away down the hill toward the trees on the far side of a pasture. Running to a stack of rocks by the shed, she pawed some of the rocks off the pile and produced a key, which she used to open the padlock on the shed's reinforced double doors, then shoved them wide open and dashed inside the shed. 

    Some moments later, she emerged from the shed wearing a black snowsuit and pushing what looked like a black cage on wheels. As she pushed the gadget into the moonlight, I recognized the frame and motor for a two-seat powered paraglider, basically a big propeller and an engine mounted in a steel tube frame. A heavy odor of spray paint emanated from the shed and made me notice that nothing about the flat-black rolling cage reflected any light. Once she'd pushed it far enough into the open field beyond the shed, she ran back inside and brought out a black bundle. Yanking at a strap and a cord, she pulled the bundle open and started laying out the parasail, taking obvious care with the cords as she hooked it to the frame. Even the cords were black. 

    "Damned if she didn't paint the risers, too. Not sure I'd have done that, 

'cuz the chemicals could weaken them. Cynthia, milady, would you please make sure that motor won't run until or unless we want it to?" She grinned. "Oh, I can do that, I suppose." 

    "Thank you, ma'am. I'm going to have a look in Vivian's luggage." Nosing the board near the doorway, I looked inside to see two pairs of standard horse-type Corfam saddlebags sitting by the left wall of the shed and another paraglider frame barely visible as an outline under a tarp. His and hers gliders. 

    I stepped off my board and hopped down into Vivian's footprints to avoid leaving my own prints too obviously until I knew what we'd be doing next. Removing the key from the padlock she'd left looped through the open hasp, I dropped the padlock in the snow by the door. 

    Unzipping one of the big black saddle bags, I found money, banded and neatly stacked to tightly fill the squarish bag. Lots of money, in fact, apparently all hundred-dollar bills. There was more of the same in the other bags. 

    I heard snow crunching outside and quickly zipped the bag shut before I stepped back, still keeping my footprints within hers. Vivian glanced around as she entered, seemed to notice something wasn't right, and returned to the door, where she grabbed the empty hasp and swore. 

    Her rooting in the snow turned up the lock, but not the key. She searched around the area for another few seconds, then swore again and stood up, hanging the lock back on the door's hasp. 

    Striding quickly into the shed, she hefted both pairs of saddlebags, then apparently decided she'd rather drag them to the paraglider, where she slung them on the rear seat and started back to the shed. I stayed put and watched her uncover another bag; it looked like a very large black backpack with a small tube at the top. 

    She put the pack on the glider's back seat with the other bags, took a small black object out of one of the pack's pockets and put it in her coat pocket, hastily tied all the bags down, and then headed for the shed doors. I thought it might be a good time to try to avoid being locked in, so I matched her pace and followed her previous tracks outside. 

    Vivian was sharp enough to realize something didn't sound quite right, but when she quickly looked around, she didn't see anything to support her alarm. After a moment, she shook her head slightly and shoved the right-side door shut, carefully examining the snow as she did so. 

    Shutting the left-side door in the same manner, she got down on her knees and again quickly searched by the doors for the key. After a few moments, she stood up, swore again, grabbed the padlock, and viciously threw it at the doors before she marched over to the glider she'd assembled. From a pouch under the seat, she produced a key and put it in the glider's ignition, then she tried to start it. The engine turned over, but it wouldn't start. 

    "Son-of-a-bitch!" she screamed, slamming her hand against the frame. Good 'nuff. I quietly called up my board and lifted well above the scene before I held up the padlock key and asked quietly, "Cynthia, milady, would this key be the one we've been looking for?" 

    Equally quietly, she replied, "Yes, it would." 

    "How much money do you think is in those bags?" 

    "Sixteen million, three hundred thousand, six hundred dollars." 

    "Woo. No wonder she's a little fuzzed up at the moment." Vivian had her right glove off now; she scanned the area as she examined the engine and her hand moved toward her right coat pocket. She knew something was wrong, but couldn't figure out what. 

    I asked, "What caliber is the gun she may be about to show us, ma'am?" 

    "It's a .22, Ed." 

    "Nasty rounds in it, I'll bet." 

    She grinned. "The same ones you use; long rifle 'Hi-Shok's." 

    "Yeah, those are as bad as commercially-available .22 rounds get. You've really done your homework, ma'am. I think I'm impressed for the second time tonight." 

    She smiled. "How wonderful for you. What now?" I watched Vivian turn her full attention back to the glider and said, 

"Well, I'd kinda like to know where she's going. I thought we might follow her some more." 

    "I can tell you where she's going. She has two tickets to Rio in the backpack." 

    "More immediately, ma'am. She has to get clear of things here before she can catch a flight south. That thing's only gonna run about two hours and she won't go much faster than thirty miles an hour, so it'll have to be a fairly local trip." 

    "What if her plans have fallen through and she's simply running?" 

    "Same thing. About two hours in the air, if that. Those bags were heavy. Let her start the thing the next time she tries." 

    Cop lights and sirens went by on the highway far down the hill from the shed and I commented, "It's about time they got here." Some of the lights began slowing down and one car even did a skidding turnaround on the highway. Vivian swore yet again and kicked the framework, then tried to start the engine again. It roared to life and she nearly danced for joy, screaming "Yes!", then she threw herself aboard and strapped in. Giving it gas rolled the carriage forward and inflated the canopy. Less than a hundred feet down the slope, Vivian was airborne and again screaming, 

"Yes, yes, yes!" as she aimed the craft generally eastward above the highway. Some of the cop cars below had single-filed their way past the gate and up the hillside toward the shed as a few remained below to block the highway. Vivian roared through the night sky half a mile above them screaming obscenities at them as she made the little craft claw hard for more altitude. Nobody shot at her, but likely only because they were uncertain about what or who they'd hit when the bullets that missed fell back to earth. A cream-colored sedan slid to a stop near the entrance to the property and a man in a suit got out to stare upward with the others. 

    Sipping my coffee, I remarked, "Hell of a show, isn't it, ma'am?" Cindy replied, "Yes, indeed it is." 

    "That's Colter who just arrived, isn't it?" 

    "Yes." 

    Cop cars began sorting themselves out and heading eastward on the highway as Vivian noisily sacrificed a bit of speed for more altitude. It sounded to me as if she had the engine running at full bore, but I was wrong; the rpm's suddenly increased a bit. Maybe she'd turned off the choke? 

    We followed along at a distance. The cop cars were easily able to stay under her while she was over the highway, but Vivian soon aimed her noisy bird south at a slight gap between mountain tops where the highway didn't go. There was some consternation on the ground as those in charge made decisions based on no particular data and sent cars hither and yon along the highway and secondary roads. 

    Vivian kept climbing. After a few more minutes she was still only halfway up the other mountainside and I called the flitter to join us so I'd have a place to sit comfortably while we followed her agonizingly slow progress. Keying up a field screen, I called Colter. His assistant answered, saw it was me, and said, "Sorry about earlier. Mr. Colter isn't here at the moment. May I take a message, or is this an emergency?" 

    "Nope. No emergency, ma'am. Our lady on the lam sprouted wings and I'm following her at a distance. I'm about to send you some video you may find both interesting and entertaining. Tell Colter all's well, no matter how things may look from the ground. Also ask him why I have the only flitter in the air, will you?" 

    "I can answer that. The two we had were called for bomb-clearing work in DC. We let them go because we thought that with Marie and the sniper in custody, we had the situation well in hand." 

    "No blame from me, lady. Cops are supposed to keep prisoners imprisoned. On the other hand, I think she's probably shown some talents the locals weren't prepared for. At any rate, tell Colter not to sweat things. I'll send what we have and holler back at you later." 

    Poking two icons selected and sent the videos recorded by the flitter and Cynthia to both Colter and Linda. Once they'd been sent, I turned off the screen and eyed Vivian's progress. She was still several minutes from cresting the mountain. 

    Sighing dramatically, I looked at Cynthia and asked, "Are you bored yet?" She laughed, "I don't get bored, Ed." 

    Sitting back in my seat, I said, "Unless something goes wrong with her toy airplane, this trip looks as if it'll be two of the longest hours I've ever experienced. I think I'll check email and maybe take a nap. You drive for a while." 

    Laughing again, she replied, "I'll try to manage without you." 

    "Good 'nuff. Holler if you need me." 

    

Chapter Thirty-two

    Yeah, I checked email. I also checked the message boards I frequent and edited a few chapters according to nits reported and suggestions made by members of my edits group and, of course, I Googled Rebecca Romijn. The pix Google turned up weren't too spectacular, nor were those of two other services, but pix on some of her fan sites seemed pretty nice. None of them came close to matching her current look, so they seemed a bit lacking to me. 

    Glancing at Cynthia, I realized that she seemed to have done something none of the other AI's had done; she'd chosen her appearance without consulting me. Or had she, really? Drawing from Steph's and Sue's knowledge of me, it would have been no big trick to compose a close approximation of Romijn in any case, then add ten or fifteen pounds overall to bring her up to my tastes. 

    Fact is that while Romijn was definitely reasonably hot, I actually hoped Cindy had appropriated a copy of Steph's or Sue's body model. Then, of course, I realized that my bios must be bouncing up and down a bit as I remembered, considered, and even politely compared the ladies' various attributes. Cindy chose not to acknowledge that she'd noticed my bios at all, likely guessing to some degree what sorts of thoughts they represented. All that emailing, netting, and heavy thinking had only eaten about forty-five minutes of Vivian's potential two hours of air time. I looked ahead of the flitter at the noisy little aircraft, then checked below us for cop cars and such. With all of them having to catch up by rounding the mountain, there were none. 

    I wasn't too worried about us having company any time soon. While the glider's frame was steel, common radar would be just about useless within the mountains unless Vivian's rig was painted from above by another aircraft. That made me wonder why there were no helicopters searching for her, then I had a look at the cloud cover fringing the mountain tops. Yeah, that's why. She was flying by compass and eyeball just under the clouds. The wind was blowing our way now, so Vivian could probably turn off her engine periodically and coast a bit to save gas if she wanted. I hoped she wouldn't. That could add considerably to her flight time. Setting my coffee down, I asked, "Care to dance, milady?" Looking at me, she asked, "You're serious?" 

    "You know I am. We could be up here for a while yet. Pick a tune." 

    "Why should I pick the tune?" 

    Shrugging, I replied, "Why not? You're allowed to have preferences, y'know." 

    "Oh, thank you, sir, but you're the one who's bored. You pick the tune." 

    "You're just trying to see if I have any class. Okay, stand by one, ma'am." 

    I chose a string of older torch songs done by Natalie Cole and held a hand to Cynthia. She grinningly took it and stood up to move into my arms and we danced our way through the evening sky as Vivian ploughed on toward wherever. Dancing with Cindy was very enjoyable, but after another hour and a half had slowly ground by, I'd have been happy to field-slash ol' Viv's canopy and force her down. I checked the impulse and thanked Cynthia for our dances as we sat down. 

    "Damn, Vivian," I muttered, watching the lights of some town grow larger ahead, "Just land that goddamned kite someplace, willya?!" Cynthia chuckled and admonished me with, "Patience, sir." I growled, "Hell with patience," but sipped my coffee and put my feet up by the console. My coffee was old and cold again. I stood up to dump the mug over the side and squeezed some water out of the air to rinse it, then filled it and dug out my instant coffee to make another mugful. 

    "What's that town ahead, Cynthia?" 

    "Tusquitee, North Carolina." 

    Just as I was about to open the coffee jar, I noticed that the paraglider's incessant loud drone had lessened a bit. Vivian seemed to be doing something and the nose of the flitter was now in line with the glider's canopy, not the frame. 

    Continuing to make my coffee, I said, "She's descending." Glancing at me curiously, Cindy replied, "Yes, she is." Sipping my new coffee, I said, "Good. Damned tiresome following that thing." Spotting activity ahead, I asked, "What's she doing now?" 

    "Putting on the backpack. She's also attached the saddlebags to a wide strap she connected to each side of a wide belt." 

    Poking up an altimeter, I saw we were at eleven thousand feet as I said, 

"I wondered when she'd bail out. Give me a probe close-up view, please." Yup. On the screen I saw she'd put on the pack and sat adjusting straps and shifting her weight to center her butt on a wide strip of seat-belt-type material; probably a homemade seat made from a couple of feet of aircraft tie-down strapping, though it wasn't bright yellow. The saddlebags were now looped through the space between her butt and the strap seat. Cindy asked, "You expected her to abandon the glider?" 

    "Yup. She wants the big glider to be seen going down and found. She'd prefer not to be seen landing elsewhere." 

    Vivian again cranked her throttle wide open, the glider roared loudly and Tusquitee grew ever --slowly --closer for another fifteen minutes or so. Near the edge of town, Vivian started climbing out of the pilot's seat. There were steel tubes over her head. Loaded down as she was, she'd have to try to climb out over one side or the other. Moments later, Vivian did just that, struggling to get all the bags and herself over the left side. She rolled off and away from the framework, which swung wildly under the canopy. The glider thundered on without her and Vivian tossed something away from her as she fell. Seconds later, a canopy unfurled from her backpack and quickly filled with air. Vivian sat drifting silently through the night sky with the saddlebags dangling below her. 

    "Would you take command of that powered glider, ma'am? Maybe make sure it doesn't hit anything important?" 

    Cynthia replied, "No problem. I'll land it near the police station." 

    "Cool. They'll love that. We sure could have used Vivian way back when." 

    "Could you be a little more specific?" 

    "Yeah. Back when we were figuring out ways to sneak people into and out of East Germany. She'd have been a natural at the job." 

    "You think she planned everything?" 

    Watching Vivian rise as she made use of an updraft, I said, "Yeah, I do. Krause was a follower, not a leader. Could be he recognized her talents beyond the bedroom and thought he was capable of using her to get ahead in the group. Or could be they really had something together. Either way, she was pretty pissed about something at the pit." 

    "You think that because she kicked him?" 

    "More because of where she kicked him." 

    Vivian worked her sail hard and I said, "She's having some problems. Bet the extra saddlebags are making things a little more difficult than she expected." 

    "She'd been losing altitude steadily until she encountered that updraft." Grinning at Cindy, I said, "Let's have a little fun with her." She looked slightly wary as she asked, "What kind of fun?" Chuckling, "Nothing she can't get out of," I checked the altimeter again, then a GPS reading. Vivian was less than a thousand feet above the current surface. If she intended to clear the next hill, she'd have to work hard for it. 

    "We want her to be able to get to wherever she'd planned to go, right? 

We'll just help her out a little, that's all. Flitter, position yourself above the paraglider ahead, please, then get a grip on it and take us up three thousand feet before you let her go. And use a field to make her canopy appear fully inflated." 

    Vivian's shriek was easily audible to us fifty feet above her as the flitter yanked her almost straight up for several seconds before it let go of her and returned to a position about fifty feet behind her. If she continued to struggle for altitude, we'd help her again. 

    She didn't. The probe showed us a view of Vivian catching her breath and wondering aloud what the hell had just happened, then adjusting herself in her seat with her feet on the saddlebags so she could lift herself enough to work her pants down. Hm. Likely a side effect of lifting her like that after of two hours of flying. 

    "Flitter," I said, "Lift us so we're level with her canopy, please." Vivian took a quick leak and hauled her pants back up, resettled herself, had a long pull from a tube leading over her shoulder to her pack, and adjusted her direction of flight a few degrees to the left. Another fifteen minutes and a mountaintop passed before she began spilling altitude in tight little spirals. Having no orders to the contrary, the flitter moved to maintain its fifty-foot distance directly behind her. While inertia wasn't a problem, the scenery spun around us and halfway through Vivian's first spiral, I said, "Flitter, just keep us fifty feet above her, please." 

    Cynthia grinned at me. 

    I got up to have a look over the side. 

    There were three homes readily visible below us along the mountain's side. Two of them were well-lit, indicating that people within were still up. The third one was considerably darker; it had only a couple of yard lights in back and small yard lights at the ends of the house. No lights for the front of the house? No porch light? 

    Leaving the flitter to follow Vivian, I called up my three suit and used my board to go down and have a look at the dark house. As I hovered above the truly expansive front yard, I saw that the interior of the multi-million-dollar mansion appeared to be lit only by a single hallway light on the ground floor. 

    That lack of light by itself was odd enough to justify closer inspection. Some people build these fancy places in the deep woods as vacation homes and only see them for a few months per year, but they don't leave them empty or unguarded. 

    "Flitter, is there anyone in the house I'm hovering in front of at the moment?" 

    The flitter replied, "No, Ed." 

    "What about the garage and the outbuilding?" 

    "There are two bodies in the outbuilding." Well, damn. But it was something for the cops to deal with later. Cruising closer to the front of the house, I asked, "What sorts of alarm systems are active?" 

    "The only alarm system isn't active." 

    Any other questions? No. "Thanks, flitter." Okay, call this Vivian's destination for the time being. Under the front porch eaves were empty light sockets, indicating the lights might be on a timer. With the other lights on, an observant neighbor or a passing cop would simply assume there was a fusebox problem with the front lights or something of that nature. 

    Hm. Unless Viv intended to land on her ass, she might have a problem. The saddlebags would prevent her from standing straight to make the usual sort of landing. Would she jettison them on the way down? 

    I looked up and watched her continue to circle until she could make an approach with the gentle wind in her face. She was about fifty feet up when she reached down with both hands and quickly released the big strap. The saddlebags plummeted to the snow-covered ground and Vivian quickly grabbed her risers to guide the parasail down to a standing landing in almost the dead center of the yard. Her feet slid a bit and she went down, but not too hard. Rolling over, she began gathering riser cords and worked her way toward the canopy that her tailwind now tried to fill. 

    Once she'd loosely bundled the cords and canopy back into her pack, she carried the bundle to the garage at the north end of the house and dumped it in front of the door, then hurried back down the slope of the yard to the saddlebags and hauled them to the garage door. 

    Her outfit was made for the arctic, but the long cold flight had taken its toll on her; Vivian's fingers didn't seem to work right as she tried to fumble the cover of the garage's keypad up. After several quick tries, she swore and stood back a pace to high-kick at the plastic cover. It split and she kicked it again, which knocked one side of the cover completely off. She grabbed the other side and ripped it away, then took off her right glove to reach in and rather viciously stab several numbers. The garage door opened upward and Vivian started dragging the saddlebags inside before the door was halfway up. She went back out to drag the pack inside as I flew the board into the garage and hovered above a riding lawn mower next to a dark blue Volvo sedan. 

    Vivian pressed a button that closed the garage door, then went to a workbench by the door that led into the house and reached up to take a saw off a wall hook. Behind the saw's blade was a key. 

    She used the key to open the door and put it back on the hook, then replaced the saw and left the door open as she went into the home's kitchen. She reached into a cabinet for one of those 'soup-in-a-cup' prepared lunches, added some tap water to the contents, and stuck the cup in a microwave oven, punching in only thirty seconds of cooking time. 

    By the time the micro's bell sounded, she'd skinned out of the cold weather gear and had started removing the clothes she'd worn under it. Whether with the aftermath of her escape or exposure to cold --or both, I suppose -her hands were shaking furiously as she fumbled with the buttons of her flannel shirt. 

    Vivian gave it up for the moment and took the soup out of the micro, testing it with a finger. Instead of using a spoon, she simply sipped heartily from the cup until it was empty, then headed for the hallway, again fumbling with shirt buttons. 

    In a moment of apparent frustrated rage, she swore loudly and simply ripped the shirt open to the waist, then yanked it open past the last two buttons and started fumbling with the sleeve buttons. 

    Failing at those, as well, she used her teeth to wrench the buttons off, spitting them out as she sat on the stairs. As she took off her boots, I noticed that she'd ladder-laced them, airborne-style, and the top two eyelets were the loop-over, quick-release kind like you find on Marine boots. I found myself admiring her as she grabbed the snowsuit, took her gun out of its pocket, dropped the suit, and forced herself up the stairs on shaky legs. She looked cold and tired to the bone, but she was one of those 'by God, nothing's gonna stop me' women, full of the kind of extreme capability and determination you just don't see every day. Too bad she was one of the bad guys. 

    Nosing the board upward to follow her to the second floor, I saw her drop the shirt in her wake and fumble with the top button on her jeans, swearing again as she failed the first few attempts. 

    She set the gun on the floor and stood straight, then I heard a zipper slide before she grabbed at the fly with both hands and strained until cords of muscle stood out in her shoulders in her effort to twist or tear the jeans open. 

    Something gave before her strength did and her hands flew apart as she panted from exertion. She put the palm of her right hand to her mouth for a moment as if it hurt, took it away to look at it, and then hooked her thumbs above her belt to skin out of both her pants and panties. Although very shapely, her legs and butt were almost blue with cold. I've been that cold a few times in my life and she truly had my sympathy as she stepped out of the pants and stood straight for another deep breath. Grabbing the gun with her right hand and gripping the pants in her left, she continued striding down the hall to a bathroom and tossed the pants on the sink as she headed for the shower-tub stall built into a corner of the bathroom. 

    A cell phone fell out of a pants pocket, hit the floor, and skittered toward the bath stall. Vivian kicked it back over by the sink rather than reach for it, then seemed to have second thoughts and picked it up to set it on top of her pants. She looked at the gun in her hand and seemed to consider matters for a moment, then placed the gun on top of the pants, as well. She was shivering visibly and her teeth were chattering audibly as she knelt on the fuzzy bath mat to plug the tub's drain and twist the 'hot' handle open to the maximum. Rocking back on her heels, she let herself slump to a sitting position on the rug and took off her socks, then unhooked her bra and slipped it off her shoulders. 

    Good enough. She wasn't going anywhere for a while. I rode the board out of the bathroom and some yards down the hall before I keyed my implant and said, "Cynthia, she doesn't need to make any unsupervised phone calls. Do you want to sit in the bathroom with her or temporarily disable her cell phone?" 

    "Both," replied Cynthia, "Vivian has a mild case of hypothermia and it's aggravating a heart condition she probably doesn't know she has. The shock of immersing herself in hot water might cause arrhythmia or worse." 

    "She couldn't be in better hands. I'm going to have a look around." 

    "Okay." 

    Flying back down to the garage, I canceled my board and headed for the Volvo. It was connected to one of those trickle-charge battery maintenance gizmos, so I had no doubt it would start and run pretty much instantly. 

    "Cynthia," I said, "How long should it take Colter and the cops to get here?" 

    "The Tusquitee police could be here in fifteen minutes or so. Colter could require an hour or more." 

    "Then it would probably be a good idea to tell him where we are, because Vivian may not stick around much longer than that. As soon as she's warm and dressed again, I think she'll toss everything in the Volvo and haul ass." In a flat tone, Cindy replied, "I don't. She can barely stay awake enough to keep her head above water." 

    "She's tough and she's driven. She could fool you, ma'am." 

    "I'm monitoring her bios, sir. If she fools anyone, it'll be you." Uh, huh. I didn't debate the matter, electing instead to use a field screen to call Colter's datapad and touch-sliding the incoming volume bar down to level two before someone could answer the call. 

    Surprise, surprise, Colter answered his own pad for once. 

    "Colter," he said, then he saw me and yelped, "Where the hell are you?!" I quietly, forcefully snapped back, "You keep your goddamned voice down and never, ever answer your pad like that again. You don't know my situation." Taken aback by my tone, Colter replied somewhat tersely, "Okay, then, what the hell kind of 'situation' are you talking about?" 

    "I'm in a garage attached to a house on a hillside near the town of Tusquitee. The lady you're after is in the house and if I hadn't had my volume turned way the hell down, you'd have just let her know I'm here." Colter blinked once as he stared at me, then managed, "Oh. Uh... Right, I see what you mean. Sorry. How many people are in the house? Are there hostages?" 

    "Just her and me in the house at the moment. A couple of bodies in the outbuilding. No hostages." 

    "Where is the place? How do I... that is, we... get there?" Poking up a map and having the flitter mark my spot, I sent the map and address data to Colter and Linda at the same time. Colter apologized again and said he'd get there as soon as humanly possible, thanked me, and disconnected. Linda's flapping-lips icon immediately brightened and I touched it to take her off hold and onto my screen. 

    She grinningly whispered, "I heard what you said to Colter. Please don't yell at me, too, mister. My poor little feelings will be so very hurt if you do." 

    I chuckled, "You forgot the last part of that, ma'am." 

    "The last part?" 

    "Yeah, the part where you say, 'and you really wouldn't like me when I'm angry' just before you turn green, rip your shirt off, and smash something." She chuckled, then laughed, and I heard someone chuckling along with her, but that someone made no comment or appearance. Haver? Wallace? No matter. When Linda stopped laughing, she said, "Cute. Now tell me why we're keeping our voices down. Your stunner still works, doesn't it?" 

    "Yes'm, it does, but I want to try to find out some things before the cavalry gets here and reads ol' Vivian her rights." The man in her office hove himself around the desk and faced the screen to rather sternly and officiously ask, "Find out what? And by what means do you intend to get the information from her? I feel it should be pointed out that interrogation isn't part of your assignment, Ed. I further..." I finger-slapped the volume control to the minus sign and waited until Haver realized the flashing icon meant I couldn't hear him. He jacked his volume slide up to maximum, but that had no effect on my end or the flashing. He began to rant at the screen, then turned his ranting at Linda, who eyed him for all of two seconds or so before she pointed her stun wand at him. I saw her lips move as she said, "Be quiet, please. Now, Mr. Haver," and I couldn't miss her emphasis on the word 'now' as she spoke. Haver stared in disbelief at her, but he shut up. Linda made a gesture with her open palm and fingers that told me to raise my volume. I did so and said, "Thank you, ma'am. As I was saying, I have less than an hour, so I'll get right to it." 

    Meeting Haver's gaze, I said, "Dave, I've already told you I only report to Linda. There's a damned good reason for that far beyond my personal preferences, and if you give her a hard time before you know what that reason is, you'll probably be out of your job before you can get back to DC." Looking at Linda again, I gave her a small salute as I said, "That's all for now, Fearless Leader. I'll let you know how things turn out," and tapped my 'off' icon. 

    I reached for my coffee mug and discovered it wasn't hanging on my pants pocket, of course. I'd left it aboard the flitter. Well, damn. 

    "Cynthia," I said through my implant, "I want to be able to look like James Felton and fade or intensify the image. Can you program that into my implant?" 

    "Of course. Key it on with the word 'transmogrify'." 

    "Excellent choice of keywords, ma'am. Thanks, I'll go find a mirror and practice before I head upstairs." 

    "May I ask why you'll want to be able to emulate James Felton?" 

    "Sure, ma'am. How do you think she'll react to seeing him?" A full second passed, then she said, "Poorly, at best." I chuckled, "Yeah, likely so. That's why I'm going to try it. Oh, by the way, make the emulation look like Felton after he was dumped in the pit, please." 

    "Okay. I'd still like to know why. She doesn't seem the type to scare easily." 

    "You never know; most killers are at least a little superstitious and carry some emotional baggage from the job. In the meantime, review the footage of his shooting again. When the camera pans down, look at bootlaces." 

    "Okay. I've looked. Tell me what you think I've seen." 

    "Now have a look at the boots by the stairs." A tenth of a second passed before she said, "They're laced the same way. The eyelets are identical." 

    Entering the house on foot, I answered, "Yup. That they are, ma'am." Fact: it was a flimsy supposition. She might not have been the only one there to have ladder-laced Marine boots, but I couldn't remember seeing them on anybody else's feet while the camera had captured Felton's execution. Stopping in front of a mirror on a hallway closet, I softly said, 

"Transmogrify," and went from being invisible to being a vague, virtual image of James Felton. Blood and gore had dribbled from the side of his head and the clothes in the reflection were bloodstained and filthy with dark dirt from the burial pit. 

    Using my implant to feed varying levels of power to the image, it clarified into a stark, clear reflection. After a few practice runs, I left the image in 'vague' mode and turned to head for the stairs. I didn't bother about being quiet as I started slowly up to the second floor. The fourth and tenth steps creaked softly as I climbed, and when I reached the upper landing, a board there creaked, too. I'd shambled less than halfway to the bathroom door when Vivian's head poked out very briefly. More evidence of training somewhere along the way; she'd taken a quick peek and ducked back into cover to analyze what she'd seen. I didn't envy her that task; trying to convince herself she'd just seen a very familiar walking corpse. Or perhaps that she hadn't seen one? Maybe she thought I was an hallucination. 

    Whatever; she peeked again and her peek turned into a quick sweep of the hallway before she stepped out of the bathroom with the .22 in her right hand and her left arm anchoring a big towel across her front. I whispered, "Come with me," as I shambled toward her. She almost whispered too, as she said, "No. You aren't real. You can't be." 

    Firming the image slightly, I again whispered, "Come with me." Vivian raised her voice to say firmly, "You-can't-be-real!" 

    "Come with me," I whispered. 

    I was less than ten feet from her when she shrieked, "No! I killed you, goddamn it! I put a bullet in your fucking skull! You're dead!" She then tried to put a bullet in my skull, but only after trying to put two bullets in my chest. It was a perfect double-tap, except that it didn't work. I hadn't said anything to Cindy about putting a barrier field in front of me because Vivian only had a .22, not a .45. Nonetheless, no bullets reached my personal field; all three rounds vanished in mid-air somewhere between Vivian and me. 

    Vivian screamed and fired at me until her pistol locked open for lack of another round, then she threw the gun at me as she backed away, dashed into the bathroom, slammed the door shut, and locked it. 

    Just for the hell of it, I went to the door and tried the knob as I whispered, "Come with me," once every ten seconds or so and put my shoulder to the door to make it flex and creak. 

    Vivian screamed again and something slammed into the other side of the door. 

    I whispered, "Come with me," again and leaned harder against the door as I sent a blade-tipped tendril to unlock the knob. 

    When the knob fully turned and the door opened, Vivian screamed yet again and I saw her standing with a can of something in one hand and a lighter in her other hand, absolutely unconcerned about her nakedness. She pressed the sprayer and flicked her Bic and a two-foot blowtorch harmlessly bathed my field suit's face and shoulders for several seconds before she dropped both items and backed away from me. 

    When her legs hit the side of the bath tub, she had to catch her balance by grabbing the shower curtain, then she tried to get past me on my left. I reached to prevent her escape and managed to grab her forearm as I again whispered, "Come with me." 

    Vivian screamed and went completely apeshit, fighting and kicking and screaming hysterically until I stunned her hard. She slumped instantly and I lowered her to the tile floor, then stood up and keyed a screen to Linda. When she appeared with Haver just barely visible at the edge of the screen, I gave her a little salute and said, "And there you have it, milady; a completely voluntary confession. Mission accomplished, and like that. The glider stuff and saddlebags are in the garage. There are two bodies in the outbuilding and Lady Death, here, is in the upstairs bathroom. I'll go unlock the front door, but as soon as Colter arrives, I'm out of here. This place is gonna be a goddamned circus." 

    Linda's fisheye expression turned into one of cool distaste as she said, 

"You look like hell, you know. Couldn't you have changed back before calling me?" 

    I manufactured a sheepish grin and replied, "Oh, hey, I just kinda forgot in the midst of all the excitement, ma'am. Hang on one while I transmogrify, okay?" 

    Saying the word did it and Haver muttered, "Oh, Jesus!" as Linda gave me an amused little smile at his reaction and said, "Thank you. Yes, once Colter's there and Vivian's in custody, you can return to Carrington." 

    "Uhm, well... I was actually thinking about just going home, ma'am. You'll have all the footage. No need to rent another night at the BOQ for me is there?" 

    She looked thoughtful for a moment, then replied, "I'd prefer you to be here tonight. Maybe tomorrow, as well. And thanks again, Ed. Like I said, James Felton was a friend of mine. Goodnight." 

    "Okay. G'night, Fearless Leader." 

    She tapped her 'off' icon and I considered the woman on the floor for a moment. Would I have to stun her again? Probably should, even though after all she'd been through, she'd probably sleep pretty well until the cops cuffed her. 

    Cover her? Shrug. Nah. She was a 'cold' killer, pardon the pun; let her sleep on cold tile for a while. 

    I walked out of the bathroom and turned the matter of keeping her unconscious over to the flitter by saying, "Flitter, please don't let Vivian wake up until someone has a set of handcuffs on her." Cynthia appeared and said, "Ed, I'm here. Why didn't you ask me?" 

    "Habit, ma'am. Besides, I don't want my flitter to get bored." 

    "Flitters don't get bored. Aren't you concerned that I might get bored?" I chuckled, "Here's a quick playback, ma'am: 'I don't get bored, Ed'. I seem to remember that you were the one who said it. Oh, and I guess you can stop tracking her now." 

    Heading downstairs, I could still faintly smell the soup Vivian had snarfed before her bath and realized I could use a snack. I looked through the fridge and didn't see anything that wouldn't require cooking, so I checked the cabinets. 

    Soups. Canned veggies. The green beans seemed to stand out in particular, so I opened a can and drank the juice. Yeah. Just right, for some reason. Any coffee up there? No, but I found some instant in another cabinet at the other end of the kitchen as I was eating the last of the green beans. Rinsing out the can, I filled it with water and heated it, used a tendril to spoon some coffee into the can, stirred it, cooled it enough to sip, and tasted the results. Good enough. No, actually better than that. And no cup to wash. 
Chapter Thirty-three

    As I sat sipping my can of coffee near a window, I studied the hills and the tendril of lights where the town trailed off between the mountains. It occurred to me that the property had a gate at the end of the driveway. I opened the front door and went down there on my board to find the gate locked. It was an electronic lock and latch, so I used my implant to ask, "Miz Cynthia, would you please send a signal to open the gate for the cops?" 

    "Are you sure you wouldn't rather ask your flitter?" Shrugging for her probe that I knew was watching me, I replied, "Okay. Flitter, would you..." 

    Cindy snapped, "Okay! Never mind. I'll do it." The gate latch snapped loudly back and an electric motor began hauling the gate to one side. 

    "Thank you, milady. You're as talented as you are lovely." She made no reply. Oh, well. Far in the distance down the hill I could see a line of cop lights convoying toward the house on a road that ran next to a creek. They had to be locals 'cuz Colter's crew was still rounding the mountain. 

    I called Colter back and as soon as he answered, I said, "Local cops are coming fast up the hill. You called them?" 

    "Yes," he said, "A local fed is with them. They're to secure the area until we get there." 

    "Okay. I'll make sure they understand their orders before they come in." 

    "Yeah, good idea. Thanks. Uh, Ed, Linda said you're leaving as soon as I get there. Do we have some kind of a problem?" 

    Shaking my head, I replied, "No, I just don't like crowds much. Did you get a copy of the bathroom footage?" 

    "If you mean when she admitted killing Felton, yes. Good job. There shouldn't be any trouble in court, once we demonstrate how you did that." He paused a moment, then asked, "How did you make yourself look like Felton?" 

    "Magic. Smoke and mirrors. Stuff like that." 

    "Come on, Ed." 

    "Think, Colter. A field can manifest images and solid objects. I asked my flitter to help me out with the show." 

    "Oh. Yeah, okay, that makes sense, I guess." 

    "Cool. Glad to hear it. Well, it's about time for me to talk to uniforms. Later." 

    Nodding, he said, "Yeah, later. Thanks again, Ed," and turned off his screen. 

    Hm. He'd said, 'A local fed is with them.' A fed, way the hell out here? 

Maybe home on leave or something? Whatever. He'd likely feel compelled to

'take charge' of things and collect his own answers before anyone else arrived. 

    Then again, maybe not, if they'd rousted him from bed to go deal with this. In that case, he'd likely just anchor things until the others arrived. No point in jumping to unwarranted conclusions; I'd find out soon enough. Using two foot-wide neon red field tendrils, I created a gate I could get rid of without help and stood sipping my coffee as the cars rounded the last turn below and accelerated up to the property. 

    The car stopped and three people got out; two men and a tall woman in heavy winter gear. The men carried rifles and she had a Glock pistol. They marched up to the neon tendrils and studied them intently without touching them. 

    The woman looked at me and asked, "What are those and who are you?" I chuckled, "You first, ma'am. You got a permit for that big-assed gun?" She produced an open wallet and said, "I'm Amy Harding, FBI. Now you." 

    "I'm Ed. Did Colter mention me?" 

    "Ed who? And who's Colter?" 

    "He's the guy who's on his way out here from Graham County with a herd of cops and feds to take charge of this place." 

    Amy glanced at the other two guys and back at me, then said, "Open the gate and show me some ID, Ed." 

    Showing her my 3rd World ID on my side of the red tendrils, I asked, "If you don't know Colter, who told you to come up here?" She snapped, "That's my business. Let me see that." 

    "Read it where it is, ma'am. It's too hard to get cops to give stuff back." 

    One of the cops actually snorted a laugh, which got him a dim look from Amy and the other cop. 

    "Here's what I was told, ma'am," I said, "You're here to secure the area and wait for the others. If those aren't your orders, you don't get in." Amy said, "Sir, without knowing a lot more about you, you're just somebody obstructing an investigation. I suggest you get that damned gate down before this situation gets out of hand." 

    Saying, "Hold one," I called up a field screen to Colter. Nearby people yelped and startled. Colter opened his comm link. He was in the back seat of a car. Before he could speak, I said, "Colter, I have a situation at the front gate. Do you have a fairly high-ranking fed with you at the moment?" 

    "Uh, yes. Agent Morton, from Asheville." 

    Looking at Amy, I asked, "You know Morton when you see him?" Tearing her eyes off the screen, she looked at me. "Yes. I know him." Turning back to the screen, I said, "Put him on, then. An FBI lady here needs some advice about her orders." 

    The screen turned a bit and a middle aged man in a suit said, "I'm Agent Morton. What's going on there?" 

    I said, "Hold for Agent Harding," and turned the screen to face her directly as I said, "Here you go, ma'am. Clarify matters." She went through the usual 'Is that really you?' and 'What is this thing?' 

stuff with him before he got down to telling her to simply secure the area and wait. Amy agreed and Morton asked to talk to me again. 

    Pulling the screen back around, I said, "You got me." Morton said, "Don't give my people a hard time, sir." 

    "The mission comes first. She didn't seem to know what the mission was." 

    "She was visiting family. Whoever sent her didn't completely fill her in. Now open that gate let them go do their jobs." 

    "You got it. Anything else?" 

    "No." 

    "Okay. Bye." I tapped the 'off' icon and gestured dramatically as I canceled both the screen and the neon gate bars. People near me backed up somewhat nervously as I sipped my coffee. 

    Amy eyed the can and asked, "What's in that can?" 

    "I wanted some coffee, but I didn't want to dirty a cup at a crime scene, y'know?" 

    The cop who'd laughed before laughed again. When his companions looked at him again, he yelped, "What?! What the hell's wrong now?" Calling up my board, I stepped onto it and sailed up to the front door. When I looked back, nobody at the gate had moved, but they shortly got in their cars and came up the driveway. 

    As they got out of their cars and approached the house, I opened the front door and said, "The unconscious lady in the upstairs bathroom took down four cops in Robbinsville, so cuff her before you wake her up, okay? There are two bodies in the outbuilding and saddlebags full of money and a paraglider in a pack in the garage." 

    One of the suits sent three female cops upstairs to deal with Vivian, detailed three more to the garage with an admonition not to touch anything, and sent the other suit to the outbuilding with two uniformed cops. One of the remaining uniformed cops asked, "Another glider?! One o' those things landed in the street right in front of the station tonight!" I said, "It was hers until she aimed it at the town and bailed out to fly here." 

    The suit sent the remaining cops to various stations. Shoving her cowl back and opening her coat, Amy shrugged it off her shoulders and hung it on a hook by the door, then pointed a finger at me. 

    "You," she said, "Let's go to the kitchen and talk." 

    'Jeez,' I thought, 'Even when they're FBI agents, women seem to prefer to use the kitchen table for 'talks'.' 

    Her lovely brown eyes held mine and I studied them for a few moments before I replied, "The name's Ed. You have gorgeous eyes, ma'am." She also had lustrous brown hair and a button nose. Late thirties. Tall and slender, but not too slender. Very fit. Kinda looked like the woman who used to be the base doctor on Stargate, which was a damned fine thing in my opinion. Who was she? Used to know. Beryl somebody? No. An odd name. 'Teryl'. Yeah. 

    "Ed. Right," she said, taking my elbow to urge me forward, "Let's go." Not moving, I asked, "Are you married, ma'am?" She gave me a fisheye look. "What?!" 

    "Married. You know; what people are after they say 'I do'." Amy snapped, "How is that your business?" 

    "Well, you're really kinda cute. Seriously cute, in fact. And I probably shouldn't talk about what happened 'till Morton gets here and takes over. He may even let you go back home tonight, y'know." 

    Eyeing me for a moment, she replied, "I won't count on that and I want to know a little more about you and those... things... you make appear." 

    "And disappear." 

    "What? Oh." Peering at me, she asked, "Are you in shock or something?" Grinning, I said, "Don't think so, but I probably wouldn't know it if I was. Back to the important stuff, ma'am. Are you married?" Standing stiffly straight and glaring at me, she asked, "Would you like to face harassment charges? I can arrange that, you know." More cops were coming in and the door was open. 

    I shrugged as I said, "Never mind," and stepped outside to the porch. Amy yelped, "Hey! Get back here!" but by that time I'd called up my board and stepped onto it. I moved it some ten feet beyond the raised porch and stood sipping my coffee as she came outside to stare at the board. After a moment, she met my gaze and asked, "What the hell's your problem?" Shaking my head, I said, "No problem. You're a good looking woman. I wanted to talk to you, not your damned badge. You aren't interested, so I'm leaving." 

    She came to the very edge of the porch and raised her voice to say, "You can't leave, damn it! You're a part of all this!" 

    "Yeah, well, talk to Morton and Colter about that, ma'am. And talk to Colter about those 'things'. I'm outta here." 

    Amy yelled, "Wait, damn it! I just want to talk!" I thought about things for a moment --like I said, she was really cute -then I asked, "Can you leave one of those guys in charge for a few minutes?" Shaking her head, she replied, "No. I can't leave until I'm relieved." 

    "Just a minute." I called the flitter down and told it to park next to the porch, then nosed my board through the flitter's field to its deck. As far as Amy was concerned, she'd just seen me disappear into thin air. I watched her rather shocked and puzzled expression become an angry mask, then I told the flitter to drop its fields and said, "Sorry. Had to do something. They'll be able to see you and you'll be able to step back to the porch. Care to join me?" 

    She was still absorbing the sudden appearance of the flitter. Her eyes rose to meet mine and she looked almost troubled as she asked, "Uh... you mean just... just step over there?" 

    "Yup." I jumped up and down once on the flitter's deck and said, "See? 

It's as steady as a rock, ma'am." 

    Looking rather wary, she asked, "You won't move it? We'll stay right there?" 

    I chuckled, "Yup. But I'd prob'ly say that anyway, of course. Do it or don't, ma'am. Ten seconds or I'm gone." 

    Turning to the cop in the doorway behind her, she said, "Collins." Collins said, "I wouldn't go, ma'am." 

    "Hand me my coat, please. If I can't get back, you're in charge." He reached inside for her coat and gave it to her, saying, "Yes'm. But if I were you..." 

    Draping her coat over her shoulders against the cold, she said, "Yeah. I know. Thanks." 

    She turned back to face me, then seemed to steel herself for a moment before she stepped from the porch to the flitter and stopped a foot from the edge of the deck to look at her feet, then back at the porch. 

    "Well, how about that?" I chuckled, "You made it in one piece. How do you feel, ma'am? Need to sit down for a minute?" 

    Her gaze found mine. "You. Shut up and let me think." 

    "Woo. Yes'm. Silence. Got it. Not a word. I'll just stand here and wait as long as it takes you to gather your thoughts and..." Her tone was tense as she said, "Shut-up. Please." Grinning at her, I shut up and waited. After a moment, she took another step forward and said, "It's warm here. How? There aren't any walls or a ceiling and it's cold on the porch." 

    Gesturing at the flitter's seats, I said, "Short version, ma'am; it just is 'cuz it's supposed to be comfortable aboard a flitter." She made no move to sit, but repeated the word 'flitter' softly and said, 

"I've seen them, but I've never been on one. Why wouldn't you talk to me in there?" 

    "You wanted to talk about the wrong things. Besides, none of that matters a damn. They're gonna take it all away from you when they get here. I'd rather talk about you, ma'am. My previous question stands; are you married?" She shook her head as much from disbelief as to deny being married. 

    "No. I'm not married." 

    "Got a serious boyfriend? Are you otherwise indisposed?" Taking her coat off and slinging it over her left arm, she rather incredulously remarked, "You're really making a pass at me, aren't you? In the middle of a case at a crime scene?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Yup. You bet I am. No way am I gonna let you go by without at least letting you know I think you're a very attractive woman." Amy eyed me for a second and said, "Before you go any farther... I don't know a damned thing about you and you're almost twice my age." 

    "Not quite. Only fifty-six. So what? Are you looking for a husband?" 

    "No! I mean, well, no. Not at the moment, anyway." 

    "Then what's the problem? When they let you go tonight, let's go for a ride. It can't be a long ride, but we could talk a bit." She walked over to a seat, tossed her coat over the back, and sat down, muttering, "I can't believe this is happening." 

    "Try harder. You're damned cute and I'm interested. If you'll go for a flitter ride later, I'll stick around until Morton and Colter get here." Repeating, "A flitter ride," she sighed, "Would anyone else be coming with us?" 

    "Nope. Just you and me." 

    Her left eyebrow went up skeptically. "At this very moment, given your stated level of interest in me, that doesn't sound like such a good idea." Sipping the last of my coffee, I tossed the can to the flitter's field and waited until Amy had recovered from the can's fiery obliteration to say, "Then no matter how delicious you look, you probably aren't the girl for me, ma'am." The cops had gone on full alert when the can turned to plasma. The porch was already full of 'em and several were edging around their cars with guns drawn. Two in particular --one of them Collins --were frantically urging Amy to 'get the hell off that thing' and waving at her to come back to the porch. I eyed them for a moment, then turned to Amy. 

    "Amy, I like strong, confident women. Looks are secondary to a woman being a good, solid person who can carry a conversation and share interests. Right now, the only people here not in a panic are you and me. Why?" Waving placatingly to Collins, she replied coolly, "I don't see a reason to panic. Not if I can really just walk off this thing, that is." 

    "It's a flitter, and you can. If that's what you want to do, do it." She turned her head toward me and said, "Tonight, I think I probably should. Morton may or may not let me go, and in any case, I'll have to make a preliminary report in writing. Do you issue rain checks for your flitter rides?" 

    "For you, I could do that." 

    "Good. Do that. You have some godawful nerve, Ed, making a pass at an FBI agent while she's on duty." 

    Nodding, I admitted, "Yes'm. I know I'm terribly out of line and all, but your eyes... Oh, lordy, I just couldn't help myself, y'know?" She laughed, gave me a big-eyed look, laughed again, and then stood up. 

    "Right. My eyes," she chuckled. Handing me her card, she said, "I'm going to go settle things down in the house. If you're serious about that rain check, call me... um... next weekend. Friday afternoon. We'll talk again." I'd stood with her. Taking her card, I grinningly saluted and snapped, 

"Yes, ma'am! Will do, ma'am! I hope you're noticing my enthusiasm, ma'am!" Amy laughed, "Oh, I am. Have no doubt," and stuck out her hand. I took it for a squeeze and a longish hold and said, "I will call. I promise." 

    She nodded. "Okay. We'll discuss things then. Are you sure you won't stay to talk to Morton? I'd rather you would." 

    "No need. They have footage of everything, every step of the way. See if Colter will show you what this evening's been all about." She nodded again and smilingly headed for the porch, slinging her coat over her shoulders and waving off assistance as she stepped off the deck. She turned to look back at me and gave me a little wave, then went into the house. I watched her go and said, "Flitter, put on your opaque fields, please, then take us up to fifty feet before you go to stealth mode." The flitter did so and I sent a probe to have a look in the garage. Two of the three cops were lounging against the Volvo as the third stood by the bags and bitched to another one, "Hey, I just want a look, okay?" One of the cops at the car said, "Sure. Tamper with the evidence. You don't know what the hell's going on or how they're gonna check those bags. You fuck up this case by messing with those bags and they'll make an example of you." 

    Sending the probe into the house, I flew it upstairs and found they'd given Vivian back her jeans and shirt and now had her sitting on the stairs, handcuffed to a support post. Three surviving buttons kept her shirt more or less closed. 

    It seemed odd to have that many cops around without some of them asking Vivian a lot of questions, but except for the two female cops who stood above and below her on the stairs, none of the others came near her. Near the foot of the stairs, Amy Harding stood by a window near the front door, watching the outside world. Collins stood a few feet from her, apparently watching everybody else. 

    Looking at Amy, he said, "I don't see why he had to get you onto that thing to tell you he wasn't gonna stick around. Hell, he said that much in here, didn't he?" 

    She turned her gaze from the window to him and replied rather flatly, "No, he didn't. He just walked out." 

    "Same thing. Why'd you give him your card? Your home office is in Atlanta." 

    "I don't think that would matter much with a flitter." 

    "Huh. Where's he from?" 

    Amy looked out the window again. "I don't know. Here comes a string of lights. Looks like they're just coming out of town." Collins moved to the window. "Yeah. They're on the Miller Creek road. Damn! Must be a dozen cars down there!" 

    She looked at him as if wondering why he was so surprised and turned to look up the stairs at Vivian, then she looked toward the garage and started walking that direction. 

    Collins asked, "Where you goin'?" 

    Amy tossed back, "I'll be in the garage," and kept walking. I told the flitter to take us to Carrington and canceled the probe. Cindy appeared in the seat next to mine and made a production of 'putting her feet up' as she grinned at me. 

    "What?" I asked. 

    "You really liked Agent Amy." Manifesting a field screen with my current biometric readings, she chuckled, "I could tell, you know." Nodding, I said, "Yup. She was definitely a turn-on. Very nice eyes." Cynthia made a poo-poo gesture of dismissal and said, "Her eyes only caught your attention. Her demeanor is what hooked you." 

    "Hooked me? Only almost hooked me, ma'am. Please note that I got away." She laughed, "Got away? Ha. She had you, sir. She let you go because she believes you'll call her Friday." 

    "And she's right. What's your point with all this, ma'am?" 

    "Point? Do I have to have a point?" She laughed, "Why can't I just enjoy the people show the same way you do?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Well, I guess you can, milady. The people show certainly gives me a chuckle often enough." 
Chapter Thirty-four

    Halfway to Carrington, my implant pinged as the flitter's console chime sounded for a generic incoming call. Hm. It wasn't Linda or Colter; they could use direct links and pad links. Angela? Could be, but why? Only other likely caller might be... Jessie, using her flitter's console. I used my implant to bring up the flitter's version of Caller ID. Yup. It was Jessie, calling from her flitter. 

    Keying the console, I brought up a screen and said, "Hi, Jessie." Her eyes flicked from me to Cynthia, then back to me. 

    "Hello. Ms. Baines said you'd be coming back here tonight." 

    "Yeah, that's what she told me, too. She's like that." Looking a bit surprised and confused, Jessie asked, "Like what?" Grinning, I said, "She's kinda bossy sometimes. 'Do this, Ed. Do that. Get back here tonight.' That sort of thing." 

    Nodding as if vaguely enlightened, Jessie fidgeted with something in her left hand and said, "Oh. Yes, well, I suppose she is, since she's in charge here." 

    A few moments passed before she said, "If you're here tomorrow, I'd like to talk to you before you... ah... go back to Florida." Glancing at Cynthia, she added, "In private. No offense, please, Cynthia." Cindy replied, "None taken." 

    Jessie looked at me as if waiting for an answer. I shrugged. 

    "I guess so." 

    "Good. Thank you. I'll... Uh, I'll see you then." She broke the link. I looked at Cindy and said, "Well, she was kinda tense, wasn't she?" 

    "Oh, yes. More than a little, I'd say." 

    "And as you've said, you'd definitely know, ma'am. Is she in any trouble? 

She did all right with Angela today, didn't she?" 

    "Yes. Her bios indicated her tension would seem to have to do with you, Ed." 

    Shrugging, I said, "Well, of course it did. You read her while she was looking right at me. What do you think it'll be, ma'am? How'd her time with Haver go? Will it be a total kiss-off or a try at reconciliation?" Pursing her lips as Selena had when faced with guesswork, Cynthia leaned her seat a bit farther back and seemed to consider matters at length. I laughed, "Oh, gimme a break, lady. You've already spun up a hundred simulations. What's your take on it?" 

    She shook her head slightly as she looked at me. "Not enough data." 

    "Guess." 

    "I'd rather not." 

    "Chicken, huh? Can't stand the idea of guessing wrong?" Sticking her tongue out at me, Cindy shook her head and said, "No. There really isn't enough data to form a conclusion. Based on available data, her purpose in speaking with you could have either outcome." Making a headshot of Agent Amy appear on the console and looking at me with a grin, she asked, "But I have to ask; since you've already begun shopping for a new playmate, why concern yourself?" I nodded solemnly. "Yeah, that's an excellent question, ma'am." When I said nothing else, she chuckled, "So why not answer it?" Giving her an innocent look, I replied, "Oh. Okay. Well, ma'am, Jessie had a good time with me, but she also has some issues with me. Chances are excellent that even if we managed to patch things up enough to fall into bed again, the patch wouldn't hold very long. Personality clashes would be inevitable." 

    Sighing, I said, "But she sure was delicious, ma'am. Lots of fun once she got over the shock of finding herself in bed with a man on the first date. And Agent Amy is just a vague desire at this point; could be her interest in me has more to do with my flitter and 3rd World's fancy toys than my sparkling personality." 

    Cindy nodded. "Yes, that certainly seems possible, doesn't it?" Giving her a mock glare, I said, "You didn't have to agree with me, y'know." 

    She laughed, then tried to look apologetic. "Sorry. Please continue." 

    "Thank you. At any rate, if Jessie seems amenable, I intend to make myself available to her." 

    "Until the next personality clash." 

    "Yes'm. Until then. Prob'ly won't be very long in coming, either." Looking fairly amused, Cindy asked, "But what if it hasn't happened by Friday?" 

    "Then I'll call Agent Amy and try to cultivate her as a friend." I gave Cindy an aloof look and added, "I don't have to sleep with every woman I meet, y'know." 

    Laughing sharply, she answered, "You could have fooled me." Watching Carrington apparently rise to meet us, I said in a deliberately condescending tone, "Well, that's just 'cuz you were literally 'born yesterday', ma'am. You're probably still figuring a lot of things out." She stuck her tongue out at me again as we landed. We walked into the admin building and headed for Linda's office with a stop for a coffee refill and a look around in the mess hall. Only two people sat talking near the coffee bar. 

    I didn't worry about arriving unannounced; she'd either be in her office or not, and if not, I'd just continue on to the BOQ. A woman named Danner came out of an office ahead on my right and blithely waved at me as she continued on her way. 

    When I pressed the door buzzer at Linda's office, her answering buzz and the 'tack' sound of the lock sliding back came immediately. Nobody sat at her assistant's desk, so nothing urgent had kept her there after hours. Opening her inner office door, I found Linda at her desk --no surprise at all, there --and Wallace and Haver sitting on the couch, going over a report of some sort with diagrams as well as words on a field screen. With a wave and a greeting in passing to them, I went to stand in front of Linda's desk, stood at attention, and saluted her as I said, "The Eastern Front has been secured, Fearless Leader, ma'am." 

    She snickered and waved us to chairs. 

    "Oh, good," she said, "We were beginning to wonder about the Eastern Front." Looking at Cynthia, she smilingly asked, "So, how was your evening?" Cindy smiled back and replied, "Fairly eventful. Interesting." 

    "Anything to add to his reports?" 

    "No, the recordings should cover everything well enough." Looking at me, Linda said, "An FBI agent tapped up your public file earlier. Should we be concerned?" 

    "An agent named Harding?" 

    "Yes." 

    I shrugged. "I'm supposed to call her Friday." 

    "I see. Do you think it'll turn out to be business or pleasure?" 

    "Pleasure, I hope. She's kinda cute. On the other hand, she did seem rather interested in my flitter. And my board." I sighed, "You know how it is with some women, ma'am; what you drive is all they care about." Linda rolled her eyes and Wallace chuckled. I looked to see him grinning over the top of the field screen. Haver was also looking back at me, but he didn't seem quite so amused. More like startled, really. Or even a little shocked. Oh, well. 

    "Ed," said Linda, "Mr. Haver would like to discuss something with you." Looking at Haver, she said, "Mr. Haver." 

    I stood up as he stood up and came to stand by Linda's desk. Meeting my gaze, he cleared his throat gently and said, "First, let me say that was excellent work today, Ed. After the way you wrapped things up so quickly, I no longer question your abilities or your value to 3rd World Products." 

    Hm. 'No longer question', huh? Rather than make a reply, I waited to hear what else he might have to say. Apparently he'd expected an answer of some sort; he continued with, "Well, ah... At any rate, based largely on what I've seen today, I'm prepared to consider you for a position on our DC team." He was 'prepared' to 'consider me'. Hoops and barrels ahead, folks. I looked at Linda. "Have you told him about my allergy to brass, ma'am?" Wallace barked a short, soft laugh and Linda sat back in her chair to say, 

"No, I thought he might have come to realize that on his own." Glancing up at Haver, she added rather flatly, "Long before now, in fact." Looking at Haver, I said, "Thanks for the offer, but I have to decline." As if the idea might somehow be tempting, he said, "You'd be living and working in our nation's capitol, Ed." 

    "Been there. Done that. Got the hell out of there years ago." Haver eyed me for a moment and said, "I don't know your previous reasons for being in DC, but let me assure you that things would be quite different for you as a 3rd World employee." 

    "Oh, no doubt, and probably from the very first moment I showed up in something less than a three-piece suit. Which I would, 'cuz I won't wear a tie. No, Dave. No DC and definitely no teams." 

    Turning to Linda, I asked, "Was this one of those 'up or out' things? 

Should I go pack my gear and head home now?" 

    She shook her head. "No. I warned him, but he insisted on making the offer." 

    Wallace turned off the field screen and said, "I hated my time in DC." He stood up and came to stand near Linda's desk. "Everybody was always running. They never allocated enough time or resources to do anything well; just enough to do a half-assed job and pass it on." 

    Haver said, "It isn't like that within 3rd World." Giving him a sharp glance, Linda said, "It wasn't that way, but it's getting that way. Several new projects were dropped on us last year. I asked for thirty new people. To date, I've received nine and lost four to transfers. Some of the lab staff have had to work double shifts once or twice a month since last June. If that continues past this June, I'll shelve the less important projects indefinitely and make sure everyone up the chain knows why before I take my retirement." 

    Looking somewhat shocked, Haver asked, "You'd retire?" 

    "Yes. If I say I need thirty people, Mr. Haver, I need thirty people. I don't pad the counts, I simply add up the necessary hours and divide by standard duty shifts." She pushed her chair back and stood up. 

    "And something else, while we're on the subject... I know to the very damned dime the profits this company has made, Mr. Haver, so I don't want to hear about penny-pinching measures invented by people trying to look as if they're accomplishing something in questionably-useful positions of authority. As Ed said; 'been there, done that'; far too often during both my careers. There used to be forty-one executive positions in the DC offices that got things done for five full years. Last year the number of executive positions in DC nearly doubled." 

    It sounded as if she'd finished speaking, but then she leaned across her desk and added in a firm, quiet tone, "And now I can't get essential personnel for the projects those executives dump on my facilities. That problem will end this year, Mr. Haver, or it will become somebody else's problem in August." For long moments, nobody spoke. I took my coffee mug off my pants pocket and had a sip, then put it back. Haver noted my motions, but his eyes were really on Linda. She met his gaze in silence. 

    Wallace watched me take a sip of coffee and glanced around to locate his cup on the coffee table by the couch as he said in a conversational tone, "I can't take retirement before next March," and went to get the cup. As he headed to the coffee pot with it, I shrugged and said, "I can re-retire pretty much anytime, I guess. Would you like another coffee, ma'am?" She handed me her cup without taking her eyes off Haver. I joined Wallace at the coffee pot and he filled her cup after filling his. Haver said, "I came here to learn, and I seem to be learning a lot more than I expected. Why hasn't any of this been mentioned before?" Linda said, "It's been mentioned every month since the problem began. If you didn't hear about it, maybe your communications filters are a little too good." 

    I asked, "How many human firewalls are there between this office and yours these days, Dave? Used to be Linda could call and talk to the top brass without going through someone's secretary. What was his name? Chambers?" Linda said, "Chambers died in January, Ed. Philton died in March. Their offices were divided up among six people, all of whom together seem unable to get the job done as well as the two men they replaced." 

    "Hm. Sounds like what happened at Solutions. They had a thirty-to-one ratio of officers and enlisted for two decades, then the ratio dropped to about ten-to-one in the late seventies. The company went bankrupt and was sold for scrap two years later. Too much dead weight above the water line sank the boat." 

    Haver's gaze tightened a bit at the term 'dead weight'. 

    "Relax, Dave" I said, "You're just not used to hearing this kind of stuff

'cuz nobody above the water line's gonna say it. He or she might be one of those tossed overboard to lighten the load." 

    Looking at Linda, I asked, "Same BOQ room as last night?" She nodded. "I told them to hold it for you." 

    "Need me for anything else this evening?" 

    "No, I don't think so. Will you want an update on the mission?" Heading for the door, I replied, "Don't need one. Guess I'll see everybody later, then. G'night, all." 

    Cynthia also said goodnight, but instead of joining me, she simply disappeared from her chair. I let myself out and headed for the front doors wondering if ol' Dave had sense enough to go back to DC and start clearing house. If not, my life was about to change again. 

    After picking up my backpack from the flitter and a key card at the BOQ's front desk, I headed for Jessie's room and knocked on the door. Some moments passed before she answered, and when she finally did, she was wearing a bathrobe and seemed surprised to see me. 

    I said, "You knew I was coming back tonight. I thought you'd be up watching the news, ma'am." 

    "Well, yes, I was, but I thought you'd get back even later. Ms. Baines said it would take hours to sort things out in North Carolina, so I didn't really expect to see you until tomorrow morning." 

    "Well, it'll prob'ly take a bunch of cops and FBI a few hours to sort things out to their satisfaction, but I didn't see any reason to stick around while they do it. Want me to come back in the morning?" It didn't seem like such a big question to me, but apparently it was to Jessie. She appeared to give the matter some thought, then pulled her door fully open and said, "No. It isn't that late, I guess." But it was, really, already after eleven. I hesitated, not wanting to get embroiled in a long conversation in the middle of the night. 

    "You're sure it shouldn't wait?" 

    With a sigh, Jessie reached to grab my shirt pocket flap and pulled me into her room. "Yes, I'm sure." Once she'd closed the door, she walked past me to sit on one of the beds and picked up her can of Coke from the night table. Crossing her legs made one side of her robe fall open and I saw she was wearing a short-skirted, pink satin night dress. I studied her bare legs with unabashed interest as she sipped, then she almost choked as she giggled. Taking a breath, she said, "God, I've missed that look. No games tonight, Ed, it's too damned late for games. How would you feel about sleeping in here?" 

    Well, damn. Talk about your dramatic about-faces, huh? I tossed my backpack on the other bed and set my coffee mug on the night table. 

    "Well, I wouldn't want to seem overly-eager, of course, but it's so hard not to. You do have damned fine legs." 

    She laughed, "Thank you," as she flipped the other side of the robe off them. 

    Opening my backpack to get my bathroom kit, I knelt to kiss her knee and slide my hand up her thigh as I said, "Just let me clean up a little first and be ready to tell me where you'd like me to start." 

    Jessie grinningly watched me head for the bathroom. After a quick shower and the use of my toothbrush, I stepped back into her room to find her propped up on a couple of pillows as if to watch TV, snoring softly. Her bathrobe was on the chair at the desk and I took a few moments to admire her. Yup. Damned fine legs. 

    Well, it had been a long day for everybody. Grabbing her ankles gently, I pulled her far enough down on the bed to straighten her out, slid one of the pillows out from under her head and tossed it to the other side of the bed. Working the covers down under her, I then spread them over her and climbed into bed. 
Chapter Thirty-five

    The bedside phone rang and Jessie's rather loud travel alarm went off almost in unison at seven, startling me awake as if I'd fallen four feet to the bed. My reaction startled Jessie, who sat up, took in me, the room, and the noisy appliances, and tapped the alarm off before reaching for the phone. After assuring someone she was, indeed, awake, she turned to me and said, 

"Good morning." 

    "Likewise. You look pretty good first thing in the morning, lady." Reaching to stroke her thigh under the sheet, I asked, "Do you have to be anywhere real soon?" 

    She watched my hand move under the sheet and sighed, "Yes, damn it. I won't be finished until noon, Ed. Sorry I fell asleep last night." Squeezing the underside of her thigh gently, I replied, "Apologize to yourself, ma'am. I was all set to lick you silly and make you sing with happiness. You have no idea what you missed." 

    Jessie laughed, "Yes, I do. That's what you did to me the last time. Do you need the shower right away?" 

    Yanking the covers down and rolling onto her legs, I planted a flurry of kisses on her thighs and breasts and asked, "If I say yes, can we shower together?" 

    Giggling as she picked up the travel alarm, she showed me the time, then folded the alarm shut as she firmly said, "No. I have to get moving." 

    "Oh, we'd be moving, ma'am. A lot. Sort of." Shaking her head, she laughed, "I'm due on range nine at eight-thirty." 

    "We can skip breakfast. Better yet, you can be my breakfast." Rolling on my back, I pointed at my dick and said, "Got yours right here, ma'am." Jessie bit her lip and eyed my dick for a moment, then worked her legs out from under me and swung them over the side of the bed as she sighed, "Damn. I should have set the alarm before I dozed off. Now I'm going to be horny as hell." 

    "Don't have to be. Solution's right here. Just say the word." Shaking her head again, Jessie said, "I don't skip breakfast anymore, Ed. Kids can get away with that, but I get tired and bitchy when I'm hungry." 

    "Hey, that's good info. I'll start carrying munchies with me at all times." 

    She gave me a fisheye that narrowed quickly, then she stood up and put the travel alarm on the night table. 

    Walking to the end of the bed, Jessie said, "Just so you won't forget where you're supposed to be at noon..." and slipped off her nightie. Standing gloriously naked, her legs spread slightly and her right hand on her hip, Jessie grinningly dangled the nightie over the bed on a fingertip at arm's length for a moment before dropping it on the bed and turning on her heel to make a grand exit to the bathroom, walking on the balls of her feet as if she wore heels. 

    I watched her long legs flex gracefully as she stretched down to pick up her bag without stopping and wished I'd had sense enough to think of setting the alarm to go off an hour early. 

    At the bathroom door, Jessie stopped, put a hand on the door frame, and looked back at me over her shoulder to give me a smug little smile, and said, 

"Give me a few minutes, then you can brush your teeth," entered the bathroom, and pulled the door shut. 

    My implant sounded Linda's chimes and I replied without bringing up a screen. 

    "Top of the morning and all that, Fearless Leader." 

    "You're already up?" 

    I sighed, "Yeah, you could say that." 

    "I know you've never been a morning person, but you sound a little tense, Ed." 

    "Oh, I don't doubt that, ma'am. Not at all." After a moment, she muttered, "Oh, hell. Sorry, Ed. See you at breakfast." 

    "Sounds good." 

    She dropped the link and I rolled to swing my legs off the bed with a sigh. I had my pants and shoes on when the phone rang. Answer it? Nah. Prob'ly either Haver or Angela, and they'd likely show up for breakfast, too. The phone rang again and Jessie yelled from the bathroom, "Aren't you going to answer that?" 

    Damn. I yelled back, "Yeah, I'll get it. Hang on one. I'm fixing my coffee." 

    "You're what?" 

    Enunciating clearly, I repeated, "Fixing-my-coffee. Just a minute." I let the phone ring twice more while I sent a warming tendril into my coffee and stirred the contents, then I picked up the receiver and said, 

"Hello." 

    There was a pause, then Angela asked, "Hello, Ed." 

    "Hi, Angela. Jessie's in the bathroom." 

    "Did you work things out with her?" 

    "Our rooms share a bathroom, ma'am. She yelled at me to get the phone." Sounding somewhat surprised, she asked, "Jessie yelled at you?" 

    "Yes'm, she yelled at me. She's on the pot. Want me to take a message?" Another pause, then Angela chuckled, "No, she just wanted me to call to make sure she was up. See you at breakfast." 

    "Sounds good. See you there." 

    "Okay." She hung up. 

    As I sipped my overnight-strong coffee and unzipped the side pocket of my backpack, the toilet flushed, then Jessie stuck her head out the door and asked, "Who was that?" 

    "Angela. She said it was a wakeup call." 

    Jessie paused, then asked, "How'd she react when you answered the phone?" Shrugging, I said, "Well, after she screamed and dropped the phone, she seemed to pull herself back together fairly quickly." Making a wry face, Jessie straightened up and pushed the door open, then turned to head for the shower. I took my toilet gear to the sink and prepped for the morning, now and then watching her blurry outline in the sink mirror. Hm. Being on strange turf on someone else's schedule, it was very possible that Jessie had arranged for Angie to call, despite having left a wakeup time with the front desk and having a travel alarm only a few decibels quieter than an air horn. It was also possible that Jessie really hadn't expected me to return so soon. 

    But... I'd dealt with Jessie as an enemy of sorts for years, and I knew she could be just as devious as her sister Joanie. If she'd decided not to let me go so easily, this was exactly the sort of trick to expect. Angela had seemed to back away a couple of paces over the phone. 

    The mirror started to fog, even with the door open. I wiped it, finished shaving and used my toothbrush, then went to put my kit away and make a fresh coffee. After rinsing my cup, I found my stash of instant, assembled a fresh mug, and sat on the bed sipping from it as I considered matters. Jessie soon came out of the shower and seemed to be selectively patting herself dry. I realized she'd done most of her toweling in the shower stall; that's something many women seem to do that had never occurred to me prior to seeing a woman do it. I'd always just stepped out and grabbed my towel. With a little smile at me, she briskly applied some kind of skin stuff to her arms and legs and a bit more on her breasts and torso. I was supposed to watch, so I did, and it was a fine little show in my estimation. From her bag she retrieved a small hair dryer and plugged it in, then she took the towel off her hair and started straightening it with her fingers as she blow-dried it. Keeping her arms up made her breasts stand even higher than her plastic surgeon's talents had. 

    Once her hair had been dealt with, she pulled the door shut. I heard tooth brushing and various other sounds, then the door opened again and Jessie put on her makeup, shooting me little grins between applications of various substances. 

    A short time later she apparently judged herself finished with that task, as well, and stepped into the room to head straight for her hanging clothes, which except for being different colors were much like the ones she'd worn the day before. 

    She grinned at me some more as she put on panty hose --I grinned back, of course, once I pried my eyes off her legs and noticed her grinning at me -then she put on her skirt, blouse, and short jacket and stood looking around the room as if something was missing. 

    Walking quickly back to the shower stall, she retrieved a plastic disposable razor, rinsed it in the sink, wrapped it in tissues, and packed it. Zap. Done. Washed and packaged inside fifteen minutes, the fastest civilian time for morning preps I'd ever seen a woman accomplish. Applauding softly, I said, "Wow. Now you can never use that old 'I need another five minutes to get ready' line with me." 

    I stood up and walked around her once, tugging lightly at her jacket pockets as if to adjust the hang of her jacket and fiddling with her collar as if I'd actually noticed something amiss, then I kissed her and stood back to salute her as I said, "You may launch when ready, ma'am." Her left eyebrow went up slightly. 

    "That's almost the same way I used to... Never mind." Saluting again, I said, "Yes, ma'am. Never-minding now, ma'am." Jessie chuckled until I grabbed my backpack and slung it on a shoulder to get the door for us, then she asked, "You aren't going to leave that here?" 

    "Nope. My instant coffee's in it." 

    "There's coffee in the dining facility. And Linda's office." Moving us through the doorway, I replied, "I prefer instant." Her eyebrow went up. "You're serious?" 

    Pulling the door shut, I said, "Yup." 

    She glanced oddly at me, seemed to shrug without actually doing so, and set a quick march pace toward the mess hall. I saw Angela standing behind a display in the window of the tiny corridor-corner convenience store near the mess hall, as I'd expected. She always stopped there in the mornings to chat with the clerk, Brenda, and buy a newspaper. 

    I stopped to re-tie a sneaker lace and waved at Jessie to keep going. She nodded and marched on through the mess hall doors. Standing up, I dusted the knee of my jeans and started walking again, this time at a more ambling pace. Angela stepped out of the little store without her usual newspaper and said, "Wow. She looked pissed." 

    Pretending to notice her for the first time, I replied, "Well, hi, there, Lieutenant Angela, ma'am. No, not pissed. That's just her usual trot." Snickering, Angela repeated, "'Trot', huh?" 

    "That's what it's like to someone walking with her." Studying me for a moment with a somewhat narrow gaze, Angela replied, "I think the two of you are really only trying to figure out who's in charge." 

    "You may be half right, but only one of us is trying to grab the reins. The other one is trying to make her understand there will be two sets of reins." 

    "Meaning?" 

    "Meaning I'm not interested in the kind of relationship she's used to. I'll ride along with her for a while, but I won't hitch myself up to a wagon for her." Giving her a small salute, I said, "See you at the table, LT," and started walking. 

    "Wait, I'll come with you." 

    Looking at each of her hands, I said, "You don't have your paper yet." Joining me with a grin, she replied, "I'll get it later." In other --unspoken --words, she apparently thought whatever might happen in the mess hall might be more interesting than the headlines. Hm. Maybe so. She was right at my left elbow as we entered and waved greetings to Linda, Wallace, and Haver at a table near the middle of the room. Jessie was already halfway through the serving line as we grabbed trays and utensils. She glanced at us in a rather tense manner and continued selecting as I chose scrambled eggs rather than wait for some to cook. Angela did the same, chose the same meats and side dishes, and we reached the other end of the line with virtually identical trays. I wondered if she was sending Jessie some kind of message. 

    As usual, Linda had taken the second seat from the end of the table. Wallace --also as usual --sat on Linda's left. Haver sat across from Wallace. Jessie had sat down next to Linda and her look as Angela and I came to the table seemed to say 'yeah, I know you usually sit here'. To me, that was only worth a mental shrug. I didn't particularly care where I sat. I pulled the chair in front of Linda out for Angela and seated her. That earned me an odd look from Jessie as I sat down next to Angela. Once a round of greetings had passed, I dug into my eggs and managed two bites or so before Wallace said, "Vivian got away from the cops again." I looked at him to see if he was joking. He wasn't; Linda nodded slightly. Looking at Linda, I asked, "Am I going back there this morning?" She nodded again, said, "Yes," and took a sip of her coffee. As I continued eating, Wallace said, "She was cuffed to a chair in the kitchen and apparently got one of her hands free. One of the locals wasn't careful enough; he got too close to her. One of our people was killed. Your FBI friend took a bullet in the leg and Vivian took a hostage. She made one of the guys with a rifle shoot out car tires on all but one car, then took off with her gun at the hostage's neck. She kicked him out of the car along Miller's Creek road and disappeared." 

    I looked at Linda and asked, "Our people were there. Why wasn't she stunned somewhere along the line?" 

    "I've seen the vids. She kept the pistol jammed under the guy's chin the whole time, Ed. Colter and the others didn't want to take a chance." Jessie asked, "What chance? Aren't stuns instantaneous?" 

    "Not quite," said Linda, "In that split-second before a stun took full effect on her nervous system, she might have managed to pull the trigger." When I hadn't said anything through a few more bites of breakfast, Jessie asked, "Shouldn't I go, too? Could they use another flitter in the search?" Linda answered, "You're in training today." 

    "But the flitters practically run themselves. I could come back for that." 

    "No. Flitters don't make certain types of decisions easily or well. Better you find out about those on a range here. Angela, after she finishes on six, take her to four. Let her see what we're talking about." Nodding, Angela replied, "Yes, ma'am." 

    I finished breakfast fairly quickly, made my goodbyes, and took my tray to the bins, refilling my mug before I left. Once aboard the flitter, I asked for details concerning Vivian's escape on a three-foot screen. By the odd times in the corner of the display, the vids appeared to have been assembled after the fact from piecemeal probe views. Vivian seemed well-attached to a metal chair in the kitchen in the first views, her cuff-chain threaded through one of the support staves as a guy in a suit talked to her from across the table. 

    In the next scene, she lunged at a cop passing the table. She took him down hard, slamming his head twice on the tile floor and grabbing his gun with her right --uncuffed, I noted --hand. 

    She shot the guy in the suit in the head at a range of about six feet and put another round into Agent Amy, who had her gun drawn and was diving for cover well down the hall. That hit looked like a lucky shot, not that it mattered. Just less than four seconds had elapsed since she'd lunged. Pinning her more immediate victim to the floor, Vivian put the still-hot muzzle of the pistol to his neck and ordered the guy to get the cuffs off her. The guy didn't argue; he shakily produced keys and opened the cuff on her left wrist. She told him to roll over carefully and put the cuffs on himself. He hurried to comply. 

    Keeping the gun under his chin, she pulled him to his feet and walked him backwards toward the door, where she ordered one of the outside guys with a rifle to pop tires, then she and her hostage got into the last car in line, where she made him kneel on the middle of the seat facing backward so she could keep the gun buried in his throat while she drove. The vids ended not far from the gate. Probes normally have real-time watchers guiding them, and after all that had happened, one or more of the probes would have been directed to stick with Vivian. I noted the time; zero one-twenty-eight. 

    "Flitter, let me have the probe views from after the series I just watched, please." 

    "There are none, Ed." 

    "Reason?" 

    "According to the logs, the probes which recorded those videos were limited to the immediate vicinity of the incident." 

    "That would seem to mean they were unattended. Why?" Then I amended, 

"Never mind. They probably just thought the excitement was over and set drones to record the cleanup. Show me a current view of the house, please." The flitter did so and I studied the driveway. Good. No new snow yet. Vivian had grabbed the last car in line, but subsequent activities by others had obliterated its tracks in the driveway. 

    On the other hand, she'd made a good-sized circle on the front lawn in order to turn the car around without having to back up or shift. Only one set of tire tracks sliced through the northern side of her circle. 

    "Flitter, she took the last car in line. See if you can extrapolate a good set of tire patterns from that car using what's left at the scene and vid pictures, please, then sniff around that circle in the snow for her car's specific exhaust residue. Let me know when you've finished. Oh, and see if there's a vehicle log that can tell us when it last filled up and at what mileage." 

    I kicked up a comprehensive weather report for the region and found that more snow was definitely on the way, likely to begin around six-thirty in the evening. If tracking could work at all, it would have to work before then. An AI manifested behind me and somewhat to my left, but I saw no reflection in the field screen and it didn't feel like Steph, Sue, or Elkor. Waving over my shoulder, I said, "Hi, Cynthia. Where U been, lady?" 

    "Out doing stuff, to borrow a typical reply from someone in particular." She came to sit beside me and manufactured a sigh. "I guess it's my turn to ask; how did you know I was there, Ed?" 

    She was wearing an electric blue mid-thigh skirt, a short matching jacket, and a light blue blouse. Her low-heeled shoes matched her skirt and there was a silver bracelet on her left wrist that looked woven in some manner. I realized that what struck me as odd about it was the fact that it had no clasp. Of course. She could make it appear and disappear, so why bother with a clasp? 

    I replied, "Your 'turn' to ask, huh?" 

    "Sure. All the others have." 

    "Same answer, ma'am. I dunno. I just seem to sense you." Looking her over once, I added, "I'd much rather see you, though. That's a great outfit." Yeah, she'd borrowed Steph's body style. I let my biometrics speak for me as I studied her from head to toe, then quietly added, "Wow. You're almost painfully beautiful, Cynthia. Heartwrenchingly so. To me, anyway." Her left eyebrow went up. "Should I say thank you or begin treatment?" I chuckled, "Guess that would depend on the treatment, milady. You might want to tone things down some around other people, though. Some of 'em would fall at your feet and pray to you and others would hate your guts instantly." She smiled, and I'm absolutely sure she recorded my reaction as she asked, 

"Only tone down around other people? Not around you?" 

    "No, not around me. I'll just suffer gracefully while I stare mindlessly at you." 

    Her smile widened. "Right. 'Mindlessly'. Any progress with finding Vivian?" 

    "Don't know yet. Depends on what the flitter can come up with before six-thirty or so. I'm gonna try to use it as a bloodhound." 
Chapter Thirty-six

    Pulling up some maps, I studied the county vehicle maintenance record for the Ford Crown Victoria she'd taken, then speculated how much gas might have been left when she'd left the house. The car had been filled at four p.m., and not counting any other miles it may have traveled before the sniper incident, it had traveled ninety miles or so in mountainous terrain in a convoy to get to the house. 

    Contrary to how things may appear, convoy driving by people not used to convoy driving isn't usually fuel-efficient. The line spreads out and condenses every time the lead vehicle slows or speeds up, and every other vehicle in the line tries to keep a general set distance from the car ahead of it. 

    After considering matters, I decided Vivian likely only had a 200-mile range, gas-wise; four or five hours of driving. She was in jeans and her boots, but still wearing that three-button shirt. 

    They'd found the cop walking along the road in full uniform gear, and since he'd been indoors, he hadn't been wearing his coat when she'd jumped him. She'd be warm enough as long as the car was running. But unless there was some cold-weather gear in the car, Vivian was a little underdressed for the season. If she'd spent too much time on main roads, chances were excellent that the car would have been spotted by probes or cops. With as little traffic as there was at that hour, the cops would have set up roadblocks and stopped everybody. 

    So... figure she had about half an hour of viable running time and knew it. On most of the local roads, she'd have managed forty, maybe fifty. To get where? No home invasions had been reported, but that could simply mean there was nobody alive to report an invasion. Still, it didn't seem likely enough to me. 

    The whole thing with Krause had been so well planned... and women tend to be somewhat less ego-driven than men, even the dynamic women. They tend to be a bit quicker than men to realize the truth of Murphy's Law; 'that which can go wrong will go wrong'. 

    While she'd been working with five others, she'd had her own overall plan that apparently didn't include them toward the end. Well, it might have included Krause --hence the extra powered glider and saddlebags at the shed

--but she'd damned well been perfectly prepared to proceed without him. And there was the matter of her training. She'd been to someone's spook or special ops school, which meant that --like at the cabin --she'd have had some kind of private stash on hand at every major stop along the path of her plan. Any she didn't use could be retrieved or replaced later. Another several minutes of such thinking passed before Cindy asked, "Ed?" Shaking myself out of my reveries to look at her, I responded, "Yes'm?" 

    "You've been almost disturbingly quiet for quite a while." 

    "Just thinking. Our first stop will be the house, ma'am. Flitter, use infrared to pinpoint any living heat sources on that property bigger than a rabbit, please. Display police and 3rd World personnel in green and all others in red." 

    Cindy actually seemed surprised for a split-second. Her eyebrows went up a bit, anyway, so I'll count that sort of response under those circumstances. She asked, "You aren't going to look for the car?" 

    "The flitter's doing that. I'm going where I think she may actually be before I start any other searches." 

    The flitter said, "I'm ready to begin tracking." 

    "Show me your results, please." 

    On one side of the screen appeared complex chemical formulas and diagrams. On the other were tire tracks. 

    Nodding, I said, "Excellent, flitter. Don't bother sniffing all the roads, just check intersections, driveways, parking areas, and other places where someone could drive off the main roads within a one hundred mile radius. If you pick up her trail, your probes can follow it in appropriate directions from that point." 

    Sipping coffee, I studied the screen while I thought about other things. 

    "Oh, please," said Cindy, "Do you really understand what you're seeing?" 

    "Complex hydrocarbons. Ash. Moisture. Faint metallic residue. Plain ol' 

dirt and other stuff that has nothing to do with burned gasoline or 10W40

motor oil." 

    She eyed me skeptically for a moment and I said, "Tell me I'm wrong." 

    "No, I'll just say that I think you were speculating." I chuckled, "You're welcome to your opinion, ma'am," but I damned well swapped that screen for a topological view of the house's property before she could think to pop something else up there and test my knowledge of chemistry. Another icon presented an infrared overlay of the 28.2 acres of mountainside on which the house stood. There were a surprising number of deer and other four-legged animals foraging on the property. There were red blots all over the place. 

    "Flitter, subtract known non-human life forms from the infrared, please." The number of red spots thinned quickly to nine. 

    "Now subtract the guys." 

    There were only three red blots left, two of which were inside the house. I asked the flitter to get me the names of the unknown ladies in the house. The red lady on the left flashed twice. "This is Gloria Walker, an insurance adjustor." The other red lady flashed twice. "This is Mary Harp, a relative of the deceased couple found in the outbuilding last night." With perhaps more expectation that was warranted, I asked the flitter to identify female red blot number three. As we watched, she entered a bedroom of the stick-figure outline of the outbuilding and sat down. But the flitter said she wasn't Vivian. 

    "She's Lynette Leyton, niece of..." 

    "Oh, hell," I interrupted, "Niece of John Leyton, the guy at the cabin." 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Who owns that property? And why the hell didn't I think to ask that before?" 

    Cindy snickered, then laughed as the flitter replied, "This property is listed as a Huron Industries corporate investment holding, Ed. I don't know why you didn't think to ask that before." 

    We began descending as I asked Cindy, "Who owns Huron Industries?" She replied, "Bradley Incorporated Investments of Asheville." 

    "How is John Leyton involved?" 

    "He's on the board of directors of Bradley Incorporated Investments, Ed. I've just examined financial records concerning this property and discovered an inconsistency. Its taxable value has remained unchanged for six years and was depreciated heavily prior to purchase. Is that information of any use to you?" 

    "Probably not, but it indicates something hinky's going on here. Flitter, now it's time to look for heat sources other than human or animal." Four small red blots appeared well up the hill from the house. Three were cylindrical, but one was almost perfectly square. I sent a probe to check out the cylinders and found they were vents, as expected. 

    Sending the probe to the square blot revealed little; the blot was situated beneath a raised gazebo in the middle of a clearing. I switched to normal view and found the area ringed with six-foot cyclone fencing that had been painted green, apparently so it wouldn't be quite so visible against the surrounding foliage. 

    The gazebo had been screened on the outside with chicken wire and on the inside with regular window screening. I thought the chicken wire detracted somewhat from the decor, but it made functional sense; small animals looking for food and shelter would slice and dice regular screening. Moving the probe to the gazebo's door, I found it, too, had the chicken wire, mounted on a 2x2 frame screwed onto a fairly standard wooden screen door. I turned the probe to have a look at the house from the gazebo; though bare trees almost blocked the view entirely, the house looked like a toy mansion. On the screen, the distance was three hundred and seventy yards. There were no footprints in or around the gazebo. It might well be an entrance to something or an exit, but it wasn't likely the one in current or recent use. 

    Flying the probe through the floor made the concealed entrance to the region under the gazebo less concealed; there were inside latches for a panel that lifted to allow access behind the wooden steps leading to the door. The hotspot dead center under the gazebo was a flat sheet of metal with a handle on one edge and hinges on the opposite edge. As the probe passed through it, I saw a four-inch sheet of foam insulation had been glued to the underside. 

    Under the door was nothing but the end of a rather steep tunnel made of sections of yard-wide concrete drainpipe like you see waiting to be installed in trenches on the side of some roads. 

    A single low-watt bulb burned in a caged socket mounted on one wall and someone had anchored inch-tall rounded strips very foot or so along the floor of the tunnel. I sent the probe down the tunnel toward the house. I wasn't surprised when it encountered an intersection with a lateral tunnel that led off to the right. Hm. The house faced east, so that was south. I referred to the screen. 

    South led to the edge of the property within two hundred yards and the next fancy home on the hillside was over five hundred yards from the property line. I split the probe and let one follow the southbound tunnel as the first one continued to the house. 

    As we settled to hover a hundred feet above the house, probe one reached a solid cinderblock wall that appeared to be the foundation of the house and seemed to end there. An unfinished tunnel? I looked at the moss-green tunnel walls and the floor. Maybe so, but the tunnel looked as if it had been there quite a while. 

    Then I saw a hairline crack of light perhaps an inch long. Zooming the probe, I confirmed it and followed the line to the edge of the concrete cylinder. The line disappeared, then continued under and beyond it. Okay, maybe a doorway wider than the mouth of the tunnel? 

    Probe two reached the edge of the property and continued on another ten yards or so before it found an upright tunnel cylinder. When I turned it upward, I saw there were two concrete cylinders stacked on end and joined with black sealant. A rudimentary ladder made of lengths of steel rebar embedded in the wall led upward to another insulated steel plate. 

    Sending the probe up through the plate showed me a dense forest surrounding the spot. Looking down, I saw that the tunnel entrance had been scraped clear of snow, branches, leaves, and soil. Looking around, I saw a single set of footprints and slide marks leading down the hill to the entrance. 

    Mystery; one set of prints to the entrance. No sign of exit at the gazebo. An apparently solid wall at the bottom of the tunnel, but there must be a door mechanism of some sort. 

    All people in the house and the outbuilding had been accounted for and identified. Or had they? 

    "Flitter, what method did you use to identify the women on our screen?" 

    "I examined their identification documentations, Ed." 

    "Call them ID's for convenience, please. Drivers licenses and cop ID's, right?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Did you simply read their ID's, or did you actually match the faces on the ID's to the people?" 

    Cynthia's head turned quickly and her eyes arched a bit in genuine surprise as the flitter said, "I acquired their names from their ID's." I said to Cindy, "My money's on Leyton," then said, "Try matching faces to ID's, flitter. Put the results on my screen, please." Sure enough, Lynette Leyton's face was also the face of Vivian Kelmark. I called up a screen to ping Linda. 

    She answered with a screen and, "Hi, Ed. How's progress?" Poking an icon to send my screen to hers, I said, "Here's a picture of Lynette Leyton, Fearless Leader. She's in the outbuilding at this very minute and I'd like someone of suitable rank to order the cops now at the house to go out there and at least try to apprehend her." 

    After one sharp and startled look at the screen, Linda said, "I'm on it. Thanks. Call you back shortly." 

    Cynthia asked, "May I ask why you didn't simply show this info to the police?" 

    "Sure, ma'am. Figure most or all of the cops down there now weren't there last night. Also figure Lynette Leyton --the rich man's niece --is likely known to some of them, whereas Vivian Kelmark isn't. Instead of listening to someone ask me in an outraged manner whether I'm out of my mind and having to explain things a few times by asking them politely to arrest a prominent young woman on suspicion of being a murderer based on flitter reports, I called someone who can arrange an immediate, no-argument arrest." Though there probably weren't any, I said, "Flitter, check beneath the outbuilding for tunnels, please, then send a copy of everything to Linda." The flitter reported finding no other tunnels, so I called up my board and three suit and sighed, "Back in a while." 

    Cindy asked, "Where are you going?" 

    "Up a little higher. By myself, please." 

    "Ed, why does capturing Vivian seem to depress you?" I thought about how to answer that and asked, "Have you seen a tiger hunt, Cindy? Where they beat the bushes and drive it into the open or corner it, then throw a net over it or shoot it?" 

    Nodding, she replied, "Yes. Just now, because you mentioned it." 

    "It was a brutal, ugly event, wasn't it? I admire tigers, Cindy. All cats, really, but tigers and leopards in particular. Even though I know they're faking it, I still look away for a while when they kill a big cat in the movies." 

    "Ed, the police will arrest her, not kill her." 

    "Yeah, they'll try, but she's conscious this time and I have a feeling things won't turn out well. She knows the charges and she probably has others pending elsewhere." 

    Cynthia nodded. "Yes, she does." 

    I sighed, "Flitter, please stop all ongoing searches," and with that, I slid off the deck and headed for the sky. Below me, the cops began leaving the house and headed to their cars as if some of them were preparing to leave the property. 

    As soon as four of the cars were running, someone gave a signal and all four cars dashed across the lawn to the outbuilding, where they took positions on all four sides of the outbuilding. 

    Cops got out of cars and got behind them. One cop used a bullhorn several times, likely to call her by both names and to tell her to come out with her hands on her head. 

    Nothing happened for several minutes, then some of the cops startled hard and seemed to focus on the outbuilding even more intently. After some moments, bullhorn guy gestured intently at three cops behind an approaching van and they ran up the steps behind plastic shields. 

    One of them used a battering ram on the door so the others could enter, then he followed them inside. After several long moments, one of the cops came to the door and said something. The other cops stood up by their cars and two suits put their guns away and went into the building. It was over. That's when I nosed the board up and headed for space at about half speed. My implant pinged with Linda's signal. I sent back our 'can't talk now' signal and continued upward until the sky turned black and some stars were bright pinpoints among clouds of other stars. 

    Sitting down on my board, I looked up until one of the bright pinpoints seemed somehow more meaningful than the others. 

    Sighing, "Sorry, Vivian," I started back down, putting up a screen and opening a link to Linda. 

    She answered with a screen of her own. Her eyes took in the view of near-space behind and above me and she asked, "Do you want to talk about it while you're up there or would you rather come to my office?" 

    "Your office, if I have to talk at all. She seemed like another Karina, Linda. I just needed a minute to myself." 

    "Figured that. Cynthia said you were talking about tiger hunting before you headed upstairs. Ed, as far as I'm concerned, it's all over but some accounting and chasing down a few leads other people can handle." Nodding, I replied, "Okay. I'll see if I can find the car she took last night. For the time being, my comm system is only open to you. If the others ask why they can't get through, just say I'm busy, okay?" Linda nodded in return. "Okay." She glanced off-screen and said, "Haver is in Wallace's office. He wants a word with you when it's convenient." 

    "I'd rather not right now. Unless you think there's reason." Shaking her head slightly, she said, "I'll explain things to him. Later, Ed." 

    "Thanks, Linda." 

    She dropped the link and I dropped through the sky until I spotted the house, then aimed at the southern side of the property to find the second tunnel entrance. I didn't have to follow the footprints far; less than a hundred yards up the hill and nearly invisible in a culvert sat the car. It still had plenty of gas and the keys were in it, but it wasn't moving without help; she'd literally 'ditched' it. That made me wonder how the hell she'd expected to leave the property or if she'd intended to leave it at all for a while. 

    There was the Volvo in the garage, of course. She'd have been able to use that if nobody questioned it. And why should they? As Lynette Leyton, she'd probably been seen driving it lots of times. 

    The cops and others could figure out what the tunnels had been about. And the caves, though I expected them to discover that Krause, Vivian-Marie-Lynette, and possibly John Leyton had been scamming One Earth. Hm. The narrow trail that led along the fence line around the property looked as if it had been made for a golf cart. It had barely allowed passage of the Crown Vic, and getting a tow truck up here would likely cause a lot of damage to the woods. 

    I called the flitter to heave the car out of the ditch. Cynthia was nowhere in sight when it arrived. Once the car was on the trail, I headed the flitter for the house. 

    When I landed the flitter in visible mode, it caused a small commotion. I sat sipping coffee until one of the cops with some brass on his collar came out and walked up to the flitter to rap on the 'hull'. 

    Dropping the field, I showed him my ID and said, "I found the car she took last night. It's up the hill on the neighbor's property. If you want, I'll take someone up there to document things, then roll it back down here. I'll show them the tunnel entrance, too. It starts under the gazebo in the woods. One end goes under the fence and another end stops at the house." Calling up a screen, I showed him the car and the tunnel system. He stared at the screen for a time, then said, "Gimme a minute. I'll get some people." A few minutes later, four people joined me on the flitter, three of them registering wide-eyed wonder and the fourth simply taking a seat with her camera. She seemed extremely tense. 

    "Ma'am, we won't be flying very high; just scooting over the ground." Nodding tersely, she replied tightly, "Okay. Yeah. Good. Thanks." Two of the others who weren't sitting dashed for seats when the flitter started moving. I kept it ten feet off the ground and headed up the hill to the gazebo. 

    "Under there is a big steel door," I said bringing up a diagram on the flitter's console, "The main tunnel leads down to the house. Another branch goes under the fence. The entrance beyond the fence has been used." I took the flitter there next and everybody got off to take pictures and notes, lift the lid, and discuss matters. It was decided that two of them would check out the tunnel and two of them would go see about the car. When we got to the car, the remaining guy said, "Wow, she beat the shit out of it, didn't she? Wonder if it'll start." 

    Looking down the hill, he marveled that she'd managed to get it up that far and opened the doors and trunk as the lady cop took a bunch of pictures of the car from all angles. After they took some pictures of the inside, as well, he sat in it and turned the key. It started right up. 

    "Jimmy," said the lady cop, "You sure you want to try that trail?" He shrugged and eyed the steep, snowy slope as he replied, "Sure, Tina. I'd haveta hit something pretty hard to mess it up any worse, huh?" 

    "No," I said, "You wouldn't. As it is, it's her evidence. If you hit stuff, it'll be your evidence they find. Everybody hop back aboard the flitter and I'll have..." 

    Jimmy bridled and snapped, "Jus' hold on, mister. We hadda come up here with ya, but we ain't got no orders to take no damn orders from ya." Stunning him cold, I watched him tumble out of the car. Tina freaked a bit and started to pull her gun. 

    I sighed, "Ah, hell. Don't make me stun you too." Turning away from her, I asked the flitter to load Jimmy aboard and told Tina to take a seat if she didn't want the flitter to put her in one. After a moment, she did so. I made the flitter lift to three miles, then lightly slapped Jimmy awake. 

    When he saw me, his eyes turned mean and I warned him, "Before you open your goddamned mouth again, look over the side." 

    He glanced at Tina first and saw she was frozen in her seat. Leaning to look over the side, he absolutely froze for several moments. Reaching down to swat the back of his head, I said, "Don't ever mouth off to me again, Jimmy. You can ask, suggest, or even object to something in a polite manner, but don't even think about getting snotty again. And learn English, willya? You sound like an ignorant backwoods hick." He glared hard at me for a moment and started to scramble to his feet. I said softly, "You'd better relax, kid. I'll stun the shit out of you if you give me any trouble. Literally. You'll crap in your pants and it'll happen in front of her." 

    Casting a neon red tendril that began in mid-air between us and looped around him toward the console for no good reason was all it took to make his eyes pop and his mouth fall open. 

    "Now," I said, "What I was going to say was; we can let the flitter guide the car down the hill. Nobody has to take a chance on screwing things up." Tina screechingly hissed, "Yes! Yes, please! Just get us down! Please!" Looking at Jimmy, I asked, "Does that work for you, too?" Still glaring at me, he muttered, "Uh... yeah. Yeah, sure." 

    "Good. Take a seat." 

    We descended. I closed the car's doors and trunk, put the car in neutral, and the flitter carefully guided it down the hill to the road in front of the properties. 

    Once the car had stopped, I lowered the flitter to within a foot of the ground near the car and said, "There you go. It's all yours now." Tina couldn't get off the deck fast enough. She got into the car on the passenger side and sat staring stiffly ahead, avoiding looking at the flitter. Jimmy gave me a last, seriously dirty look and hopped off the deck to get in the car on the driver's side, then he started it and got it moving. I had nothing else to report, no reason to stick around, and I was in a foul mood. Recordings or not, Linda would want to discuss the mission. 

    "Flitter, let's go to Carrington base, please." As we lifted over the house, I saw an ambulance arrive without using its siren or lights. It was guided toward the outbuilding. I stopped watching it when it was halfway across the yard and had to take a moment to shove the beginnings of another round of memories of Karina out of my head. Rather than continue to try to block them, I called up the field bed and bathroom, took a leak, and stretched out on the bed, then asked the flitter to feed me theta waves until we were five minutes from Carrington. 
Chapter Thirty-seven

    My nap lasted less than half an hour, but it seemed to have refreshed my spirit a bit. I swilled some mouthwash from my pack and spit it over the side, then made a fresh coffee, took a seat, and put my feet up on the console. Cynthia popped into being in the seat to my left and said, "You're feeling better." 

    "Yup. And you're looking better." 

    She grinned. "You know I haven't changed." 

    "Well, then, you must be perfect, ma'am. Coming in with me?" She shook her head. "No. I discussed your mission with Linda during your flight. She shouldn't have many questions for you." 

    "Thanks. Did you discuss me with her, too?" Her eyebrow went up. "Yes. To a degree. Unavoidably, of course." I nodded. "Oh, yeah. Of course. Don't worry, you aren't fired." She snickered, "Gee, thanks." 

    Calling up my three suit when we landed, I stepped off the flitter and headed into the admin building behind some guy with a bouquet of flowers surrounding a small envelope on a plastic pitchfork-looking stake in a tall blue vase. Hm. 

    Chuck stopped the guy and signed for the flowers, then set them aside and tapped a button on his phone. I stepped back outside before the door closed and turned off my three suit, then walked back in with a wave at Chuck. 

    "Hey, Chuck, you got a secret admirer?" 

    "Ha. They're for that woman you brought up here. She's still on the range with Angela. I'm supposed to take 'em to Wallace's office on my next break." I agreed, "Yeah, prob'ly so. I'm going that way. I could take them now." Nodding, Chuck shoved the vase toward me. "Works for me. Thanks." When I walked into Wallace's office with the flowers, Haver looked up from a screen and said, "Oh. Thanks for bringing them, Ed. I hope you don't mind, but last night Jessie said you were just friends." 

    Just friends, huh? Was she trying to keep her bases loaded? 

    Shrugging, I said, "Well, I used to go with her niece, Dave. She's sort of a younger version of Jessie, if that tells you anything. Kind of a goddess, really." 

    He grinned. "I'll bet she is." Looking at his watch, he seemed puzzled. 

"Why are you back here so early? Linda said you found Vivian. What about the wrap-up?" 

    "Yeah, I found her. Left the paperwork to others. Linda has the details." 

    "You sound tense. What happened?" 

    "Things got ugly. She decided not to go to prison." When I turned to leave, he softly snapped, "Just wait one, Ed. I'd like to know what happened." 

    Turning back to meet his gaze, I found he'd stood up. 

    "Dave," I said, "I don't want to talk about it and Linda has the reports. And aren't you supposed to be on the ranges with Angie and Jessie?" Gesturing at the desk, he said, "Some things needed to be done worse than I needed a flitter ride, so I borrowed Captain Wallace's office. Why won't you tell me what happened? And I'm not just asking that as your boss's boss." Hm. What the hell. 

    "Vivian's dead, Dave. I found her, then told the cops where to find her. She killed herself when they surrounded the house." Did he really pale a bit? He muttered, "Oh, Jesus! Are you okay?" Wondering what, if anything, Linda had truly 'explained' to him earlier, I answered, "Yeah, I'm just in a crappy mood right now. Good luck with Jessie." I didn't add 'you may need it'. 

    Turning again with a small wave, I made it out the door without interruption and headed for Linda's office. Her assistant was out, so I knocked on her door. The buzzer sounded and I entered her office to find Wallace sitting on her couch. 

    Waving a small mock salute at him, I went to Linda's desk and sat down, then faced Linda directly to say, "Nothing further to report, really." She nodded. "Are you going to stick around and fly back with Jessie?" I shook my head. "Nah. She may have other plans by then, anyway. Haver sent out for flowers. I dropped them off with him before I came here. If he isn't careful, he'll wind up as her next hubby." 

    Wallace asked, "Are you really okay with that? I could go talk to him." 

    "No, thanks, Emory. I told him 'good luck with Jessie'. He's more her type." 

    There was a moment of silence in the room, then I said, "Emory, I knew Jessie back when I was with Selena. She was every bit as much a vicious bitch toward me as Selena's mother was in those days. Once Selena was firmly out of the picture, Jessie seemed to suddenly find me interesting. I found her interesting, too, but mostly because of her looks, I think. If Haver's into her beyond that and she's into him, he's the guy she should be with." 

    "Uh, huh. And you're basing this on their physics conference in the pub?" 

    "Yeah, partly. Also on my instinct for self-preservation. I think she's looking for something long-term, and I'm not up for major changes in my life. I prefer being a friend and an occasional toy." 

    Linda sipped her coffee and sat back, then said, "Ed, Haver just about dropped his jaw when I told him you'd found Vivian. He blurted --blurted, mind you --'Already?!' and acted generally amazed for the next five minutes." 

    "Yeah," said Wallace, "He was expecting a major manhunt that would take days or longer." Shrugging, he added, "What the hell... we all were, really." For lack of another answer, I said, "I got lucky." Linda chuckled. I looked at her and she sipped her coffee again. Wallace asked, "So how'd you know where to look for her?" I shrugged. "It just seemed likely, so I checked out the property. Could we not talk about all that for a while? How's Jessie doing on the ranges today?" 

    "Pretty well," said Linda, "For someone with nearly zero flitter experience. I'll schedule her for a week here sometime in February. Paul Jacob will be back from his leave by then and he can be her trainer." Nodding, I said, "That'll work. He'll pull her best out of her." When nobody had anything to say for some moments, I quietly suggested, 

"You could tell me to make a courier run, Fearless Leader. That would get me back here around late afternoon, wouldn't it?" 

    She chuckled, "That does seem likely, doesn't it? Would you care to make a courier run, Dragonfly?" 

    Standing up, I saluted and said, "By your command, milady. You call, I haul. Anything for my Fearless Leader." 

    Linda laughed, "See Reynolds in dispatch. I'll tell him to have something ready to go somewhere shortly. Any preferences?" 

    "Nah. Anywhere's good, as long as the trip's official." When I reached Reynolds's office ten minutes later, he handed me a routing envelope destined for the New York offices. 

    I asked, "This is all you could come up with?" He gave me a fisheye and said, "Be happy you got that much on short notice. In case you haven't heard, it's the electronic age." Lifting the flitter, I aimed it to pass by range six in visible mode and, as expected, my console beeped. 

    I opened a screen and Angela asked, "Where are you off to now?" Behind her, Jessie was directing the flitter through a rescue simulation. 

    "It's a courier run." Holding up the envelope, I said, "Apparently this is worth a special trip to New York today." 

    Her eyebrow went up. "Just that? Nothing else?" Shrugging, I replied, "Yup. Just that. No idea what they'll send back. How's Jessie doing with the flitter?" 

    "Good. She'll be almost street-ready when she leaves today." 

    "No surprise. You're sharp and so's she. Linda's scheduling her for more training later, whenever Jacob gets back from his leave." That made her eyebrow arch again. Before she could speak, I said, "He'll take up the slack if you leave any." 

    With a chuckle, she replied, "I'll make a point to leave him a little." 

    "I'm sure he'll appreciate having something to do around here for a change. Back to work now, lady. Maybe I'll get back in time for dinner." She grinned. "Okay. Later." 

    "Later." 

    Yeah, she'd caught my drift on matters with the mention of Jacob's leave and of returning in time for dinner. 

    After an uneventful trip, I dropped the envelope at 3rd World's downtown Manhattan offices and gave some thought to lunch. I still wasn't ready for a lot of company, but that's what I'd have if I took lunch in New York. Nope. I got underway and stopped at a Wendy's, took the food back aboard, and parked at the very edge of space to eat my lunch in peace. 

    Or so I thought. A little after one, my console beeped. I tossed up a screen without considering who it might be and found Jessie looking back at me. She'd been taking a breath to say something the moment I answered the call, but her eyes seemed to unfocus as she looked at the sky behind me and her mouth froze in the open position for a moment. 

    "Where the hell are you, Ed? That looks like space." Nodding, I agreed, "Yeah, it does, kinda. What's up, Jess?" 

    "Uh... Angela said Ms. Baines sent you someplace." 

    "Well, she's prob'ly right, ma'am. I don't seem to be at Carrington just now." 

    Jessie's gaze left the stars behind me and narrowed as it focused on my face. 

    "I didn't call to hear smart-assed answers, Ed." I shrugged. "Okay." 

    Her gaze narrowed further. She sounded like an interrogator --or perhaps a wife? --as she said firmly, "I-asked-you-where-you-were, Ed." A number of possible answers flitted through my head, but I settled for, 

"Let's talk later, Jessie," then I poked the 'off' icon and said, "Flitter, bounce all calls from Jessie for now, please." 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Thanks." 

    I considered matters. Was I being hasty? Yesterday she'd told Haver I was just a friend at a time when it seemed unlikely that she truly considered me one, but last night she'd pulled me into her room. Kind of a big change of mind, that. 

    And when I'd returned, I found Haver had sent her flowers. But she'd been at the ranges all morning, so she may not have had a chance to talk to him... 

    "Flitter, cancel my previous command regarding Jessie, please." The console instantly beeped. It beeped again before I kicked up a screen. Jessie appeared and screeched, "You hung up on me!!" Sipping my Wendy's-issue drink, I replied, "Wanna see me do it again?" She didn't take the hint; she yelled, "Don't you dare hang up on me again!" 

    Putting a finger near the 'off' icon, I said, "If you can't talk in a normal tone of voice, call back when you can, ma'am." Slapping a hand over the screen icons at her end as if that could somehow prevent my icons from functioning, she snapped, "Wait! Just wait, okay?" 

    "Okay, I'm waiting. What's on your mind, Jessie?" She hesitated, then said, "David said you brought my flowers to his office." 

    Shrugging, I said, "Yup. I was at the front door when they arrived, so I dropped 'em with Dave on the way to Linda's office." 

    "Is that what this is all about? The flowers?" Giving her a wry look, I said, "Hardly. My morning didn't go well at all, Jessie, and it seems to have flavored my whole day. I'm not in the mood to argue." 

    "What do you mean 'it didn't go well'? You caught that woman, didn't you? 

I heard Captain Wallace say they thought it would take days. Maybe longer." Shaking my head, I replied, "No, I just found her." I sighed, "It might have been better if I hadn't left catching her up to someone else." But having said that, I nonetheless mentally amended myself with 'or not.' 

Vivian had decided her fate on her own terms, denying everyone else the opportunity to decide it for her. No decades in a tiny cell for her, watching herself grow old in a small mirror mounted over a sink between prison bunks. Her last act had been to give us all the finger. 

    Jessie thumped on her monitor screen with her fingertips and raised her voice to snap, "Ed!" When I looked up from my coffee cup, she asked, "Are you all right?" 

    I shrugged. "Yeah, I'll get by. Always have." Heh. The look on her face told me I'd chosen exactly the wrong words --or maybe the right ones. Jessie wasn't a 'get by' type and I hadn't accepted delivery of her earlier attempt at a tirade. Her eyes changed in some subtle manner and it was as if she retreated a pace and dropped a barrier between us. After a moment, she nodded tersely and said, "Right. Well, let me know if... No. No, don't bother. If you wanted any help with whatever's bugging you, you'd talk to your old friend Linda, not to me." She took a breath and seemed to come to a decision. 

    "Okay, Ed. I have to get moving here. If we don't see each other again for a while, I'll say thanks now for setting me up with this flitter." 

    "De nada, ma'am. You seemed to fit the bill for it." Apparently at a loss for more words or reluctant to continue, she nodded. 

    "I guess I'll see you later, then." 

    "Sounds good, Jessie. I'd like that." 

    That seemed to surprise her, but she said, "Bye, Ed," and poked her 'off' 

icon. 

    Killing the screen, I sat back and sipped my drink, idly wondering where Cynthia had disappeared to. Prob'ly with Steph and Sue, stamping out more PFM's or whatever. I noted that the world suddenly seemed a little brighter and that I felt as if I'd both taken off a heavy mental backpack and managed to duck just in time. 

    "Flitter, send a probe to Jessie's location, please." Calling up a field screen to display the probe's view, I saw Jessie from behind and took control of the probe to look around. She landed in the admin building's courtyard and sent her flit to hover above the building before she went inside. 

    After showing her ID badge at the desk, she marched straight to Wallace's office, paused and consciously changed her demeanor to one of general happiness at the door, then entered the outer office smiling as she gave Haver a little 'hello' flap of her hand. 

    Haver asked, "How was your talk with Ed?" 

    "That woman in North Carolina must have brought back some memories for him, I think. He needs some time to himself, but he'll be fine." Picking up his pen from the desk, she half-turned as if to study something on the side of it under the bright overhead lights for a few moments, then looked at Dave and smiled as she said softly, "Nobody's sent me flowers for quite a while. Thank you, David. They were lovely." Uh, huh. She'd let her eyes adjust to the direct brightness, then she'd looked at Dave as they'd adjusted to the lesser light from the desk area. Cute. He'd probably felt instantly and strongly drawn to her. As Dave's own eyes widened slightly and he fumbled up an overly-polite response when he should have said something reasonably gallant, I said, 

"Flitter, cancel this probe, please." 

    Nothing to worry about with Jessie. She'd simply adjusted course to a new heading and hoisted her sails. I still had some afternoon to kill, so I checked email, filled orders, added a couple of chapters to the latest work in progress, and then edited them a bit. 

    At about four-thirty, I aimed the flitter at Carrington, cruising onto base in visible mode at about fifty miles an hour above the range road so base security would make note of my arrival. If Angela was working, she'd see me. If not, I'd send a ping to her pad. 

    The console beeped and I brought up the screen. 

    Angela grinningly asked, "Sneaking onto base, are we?" Making a deliberately feeble attempt to appear offended, I replied, 

"Hardly. I'm in visible mode, if you'll notice." 

    "Yeah, I noticed. That's why I called. I ran into Jessie on my break a little while ago. She seemed to think you might need some time to yourself." 

    "Yeah, I may have given her that impression." 

    "Do I want to know why?" 

    "So she'd dump me and aim herself at Haver. What time do you get off, milady?" 

    Her eyebrow went up. "Um... Five." 

    "Great! How about dinner off-base? Seeing as it's you, I'll even pay." She snorted a laugh. "So good of you! Are you going like that?" Gesturing at the empty deck behind me, I replied, "I think I may have something a little spiffier around here somewhere. I could hunt for it, I guess." 

    Nodding, she chuckled, "Yeah, do that." 

    "Okay. Are you going like that, Lieutenant? With the bars and all?" Angela laughed, "No. Stand by to be dazzled." With a small salute, I replied, "Yes, ma'am. Standing by now, ma'am." 

    "Good. See you above admin in a little while." She grinningly poked her 'off' icon and I had the flitter clean my dress clothes as I used my electric razor on my stubble and brushed my teeth. I thought about a quick shower, then decided to see if Angela would be up for sharing one later. 
Chapter Thirty-eight

    The flitter pinged me at six a.m. as I'd requested. I woke enough to realize I was in Angela's apartment and eased my numb left arm out from under Angela's head. It tingled almost painfully as blood again flowed to my fingers. A loud ringing began on the other side of the bed and Angela groaningly reached to tap the top of her alarm clock. 

    When she realized she wasn't alone in her bed, she startled slightly and turned to look at me. I smiled and waved my functional right hand and she relaxed. 

    "Hi, there, lady. Remember me from last night?" With a sigh, she rubbed her eyes and chucklingly mumbled, "Mmmm. Yeah, I think so. You're the guy with the flitter, right?" 

    "You got it, ma'am." 

    "What are you doing awake at this hour?" 

    Poking at my still-tingling left arm, I replied, "Trying to get my arm working again. It was under your head all night." 

    Angela grinned and poked at my bicep as she faux-sympathized, "Oooo. Poor baby. I know that feeling. Want some coffee?" 

    "Only if I can't have you." 

    She shook her head. "Not until I've had my coffee. And a toothbrush." Thumbing at her alarm clock, she said, "We're up an hour early, you know." 

    "Yes'm. You said something last night about usually getting up at seven." 

    "You know why we're up an hour early, don't you?" 

    "Well, I had certain hopes, of course, but I'd never presume..." Angela grabbed my dick through the sheet and laughed, "You go right ahead and presume, mister. Once I've had my coffee, I'm gonna get laid again." Kissing her shoulder, I replied, "Oh, yes, milady. As you say, milady." Sitting up, I leaned to kiss her cheek, then her right breast, and said, 

"Yes, indeed, that sounds good to me, ma'am. Wanna take a chance on my coffee-making skills and be first in the bathroom?" Nodding, she rolled her legs over the side of the bed and stood up, then headed for the bathroom. I watched her glorious nakedness until the door shut behind her, then I headed for the kitchen and assembled coffee for half a pot, making a mug of my own instant coffee to sip as I waited for the other stuff. Angela came out of the bathroom some minutes later and eyed me in a shamelessly speculative fashion as she entered the kitchen. I studied her in the same way, of course. She saw the pot in operation, then saw me sip from my mug. 

    "Is that the stuff from last night?" 

    "Nope," I said, offering her the mug. "I just made it." She took it and sipped, made a face and said, "Eeewww," and then sipped again twice before handing the mug back to me. It felt about half full. 

    "For someone who doesn't like my coffee, you sure sucked enough of it down." 

    "Oh, quit bitching. I left you some. Now go brush your teeth so you can kiss me properly. I'll put some toast on. We'll get breakfast at the mess hall." 

    "Dining facility," I corrected her, "Official redesignation, you know." Making a raspberry noise, she said, "Until last year it was always the mess hall. It's still the mess hall to me." 

    Shrugging, I said, "Yeah, same here. Back in a few." When I came back to the kitchen Angela was leaning against the kitchen counter as she buttered our toasts. She put the knife down and wrapped herself around me fairly thoroughly, then kissed me just as thoroughly, which caused an immediate reaction that nudged her just below her navel. Looking down, she giggled and played with it for a short while, then leaned to kiss it and went back to buttering toast. 

    I said, "Some women wouldn't be buttering toast with something like this waving at them." 

    She grinned at me and shrugged. "I'm not 'some' women, I guess. Think you can eat toast, drink coffee, talk, and fuck, all at the same time?" 

    "Well, I'm willing to make an effort, ma'am. Where do you want me?" Pointing at a chair by the kitchen table, she said, "In that chair. I'll be in your lap shortly." 

    And so it was. Once the toast was ready and we had coffee refills, she impaled herself on me and we alternated kisses with bites of toast and sips of coffee. Now and then she'd make little bouncing motions or settle herself as deeply as possible into my lap as she bit her lower lip and used me to pleasure herself. 

    The toast was gone and so was her coffee when Angela took my mug from me and set it on the table, then wrapped herself around me and got serious about reaching for her personal pinnacle on my pole. 

    For whatever reasons, I couldn't meet her when she crested, but that didn't seem to bother her much. She leaned back in my arms and drew a few deep breaths, then leaned forward and kissed me. 

    Breaking the kiss, she whispered, "Not gonna come, huh?" 

    "Can't at the moment. Dunno why. Don't even care. Got you on my lap." She giggled and kissed me again, then asked, "Maybe in the shower?" I nodded. "It could happen." 

    And it did, but not until I'd thoroughly enjoyed myself by washing Angela rather thoroughly from head to toe and nibbling her through a few teaser orgasms that left her leaning on the shower wall with shaky legs. Sliding and kissing my way up her body, I kissed her soundly and she wrapped her legs around my waist to plant herself firmly on me. 

    "You gotta be kidding," I whispered as my left foot slipped on the slick tile floor and I caught us before the right one also slipped. As I caught us again, she said, "I want it deep. Hard. Like on the chair." 

    "No problem, but not like this. One of us'll get broken." Angela made a reluctant production of releasing me. I kissed her again, turned her around, turned off the water and told her to brace herself, and then slid myself in to give her the 'deep and hard' she wanted. At one point, she whispered harshly, "Faster! Harder! Now! It's time!" and I responded accordingly, replying, "By your command, milady," and pounding myself into her as ordered. 

    We ended up on our knees when her legs failed her and I came almost painfully hard with her. For long moments we stayed locked together, then we slowly and gently separated and sat rubbing our knees. 

    Her low chuckle made me look up from her legs. Angela grinned and lifted her right leg to place her calf on my shoulder. "Here you go. Have a closer look." 

    Eyeing the lovely leg by my face, I said, "Why, thank you, ma'am," and kissed the inside of her knee. 

    She raised her other leg and said, "This one, too. They have to match." Kissing her left knee, as well, I agreed, "Yeah, that's usually for the best." 

    Meeting my gaze directly, Angela said, "Jessie will be at breakfast." 

    "Figured that." 

    "Any regrets?" 

    Shaking my head, I replied, "Do I seem regretful, ma'am?" and kissed her legs again. "Don't worry about Jessie. She's a big girl with her own agenda." Angela glanced at her watch, muttered, "Damn," then lowered her legs and got to her feet. "Time to finish up and get moving." A few kisses and some rinsing later, we stepped out of the shower and soaked up a bit more coffee. As Angela used the bathroom, I stuffed my dress clothes back in my pack and asked the flitter to clean my shirt and jeans, then put them on. 

    She came out and stopped cold just beyond the doorway, eyeing my shirt and pants. "Those clothes were in your pack, weren't they?" 

    "Yup." 

    "Why aren't they all wrinkled?" 

    "The flitter took care of them." 

    "Took care of them? How?" 

    "It cleaned and pressed 'em." 

    Looking at her Air Force uniforms in the closet, she shook her head, then looked a bit irritated as she asked, "When did you...? No. Never mind. Damn!" 

    "Damn?" 

    "Yes!" she snapped, "Damn! Do you know how much it costs me to put my uniforms through the cleaners every week?" She grabbed a hanger with a jacket, blouse, and skirt on it and almost demanded, "Show me. Please." Once my flitter had finished, she shook her head and muttered, "Like I said, 'damn!'" and sighed, "thanks," then got dressed. I helped her put on her bars and circled her once, tugging, tucking, and adjusting, then kissed her fully and stepped back to render a textbook salute and say, "Absolutely perfect. You're ready to fly, ma'am." She grinningly returned the salute and said, "If you're ready to fly, too, we probably ought to get going." 

    Halfway to base, Angela asked, "Are we alone here? I mean... alone?" 

    "Yup. No AI's aboard at the moment." 

    Biting her lip for a moment, she said, "I just wanted to say thanks." 

    "Me, too. You beat me to it." 

    Shaking her head, she said, "No, just a minute, okay? You know how I said, uh... 'faster, harder'... in the shower?" 

    "Yup. And I said, 'by your command, milady'." Nodding slightly, she fidgeted a bit, then said, "Yes, you did. Sometimes... well... sometimes I've wondered..." she took a breath, then sighed, "Oh, hell. I don't know what I'm trying to say. It's just that sometimes I've felt embarrassed after... after saying that during sex." Lifting her hand for a kiss, I shook my head. "Don't be. If a guy gets the urge to go hard and fast, he can just do it. If the lady wants it like that for a while, she may have to say something. Men aren't always very intuitive." Angela snickered. "Some are. Most aren't, I think. You are. And until I tried to tell you about it, I wasn't embarrassed at all." With a little shrug, she amended, "Well, not much, anyway." 

    "Don't be," I said again, "Not even a little. Not at all, ma'am. I wanted very much to please you and you seemed pleased, so I was happy, too. That's how I think things should go at such times." 

    Snickering again, she said, "You make it all sound so simple." The flitter descended toward the admin building as I replied, "It is simple, Angela. As far as I was concerned, I had my hands on a wet goddess. Pleasing you was my entire purpose for being at that moment. You shouldn't ever have to worry about what you say or ask for in the middle of sex and a man should only be concerned about doing his best to help you get to the top." She grinningly leaned to kiss me and said, "I like the way you think, Ed." 

    "Thank you, milady. How soon can you be my wet goddess again?" We landed as she answered, "How about tonight?" 

    "You got it." 

    With a chuckle, she shook her head and corrected me, "No. I'm going to get it. Lots of it, in fact. And we won't waste a lot of time over dinner. We'll eat and run, so to speak. Straight back to my place." Stepping off the flitter, I handed her down and fed her words back to her with, "I like the way you think, too, Angela." Wallace was near the front doors and opened them for us, then walked with us to the mess hall. At one point during our walk, he stood straighter and glanced behind Angela's head at me to give me an odd look, then he faced front. Linda was already at a table with Jessie and Haver and I suddenly realized why Wallace had been hanging around the front door. As we joined the food line, I asked him, "You were waiting for us?" Angela heard me and looked at Wallace as he answered, "Yes, I was. After yesterday, I thought it might look better if we all came in together." 

    "Were you worried about Jessie's reaction?" Holding his tray out for some eggs, he replied, "Partly. Haver's reaction, too." He turned to look at me and said, "You don't give a damn what people think, I know that; but Angela... Lieutenant Horn... is here every day, and how she's perceived can have an effect on her career." Maybe he'd expected an argument, but I couldn't think of one that would have any real merit in a military hierarchy. He was right. Nodding, I said, "I see what you mean." 

    Angela, on the other hand, seemed a bit angry. She stiffened a bit as she held her tray out for a dollop of scrambled eggs, but she said nothing, and after a moment, her tenseness evaporated. 

    "Yeah, he's right, damn it. I'd like to make captain this year." I said, "Then we'd best not be too public about things, ma'am." 

    "That's all it's about, really," said Wallace, "Not being too obvious." We reached the drink dispensers and from there went to the table. Jessie and Haver eyed us first as a group, then individually, but said nothing other than "Good morning" and such. 

    Some five minutes or so into my breakfast, Jessie glanced at Angela, then looked at me as she said, "I thought you were leaving yesterday, Ed." Checking my hands, then patting my chest as if to make sure I was really there, I looked up at her and said, "Apparently I didn't, but I'll check with somebody to be sure. After breakfast, that is. No hurry about it." She gave me a droll look and said, "You didn't stay at the BOQ last night." 

    Forking up another bite of egg, I asked, "Did someone make you my official keeper, ma'am? Or do you have some other reason for trying to nose around in my privacy? Where I slept last night is not necessarily your business, is it?" Sitting back, she replied, "You don't have to get snippy about it." Haver observed the exchange as he sipped his coffee and looked at me with a raised eyebrow after my response. His gaze switched to Angela, who was cutting her sausage. She apparently felt or otherwise noticed his eyes on her and looked up questioningly. Haver's gaze again located me. Table chat took over. I finished my breakfast and said, "Goodbye, all," then headed for the bins with my tray. After refilling my mug, I left the mess hall with a wave at the table. 
Chapter Thirty-nine

    As I entered the house, my phone rang. When my machine answered it, Detective Greer said, "Hi, Ed. When you get in, give me a call. Nothing official, just a couple of questions." 

    Hm. Prob'ly about the woman on the swale the other night. I thought about calling him, then sent a ping to Tiger. 

    He answered loudly, "Hello, Ed! Are you home?" 

    "Hi, Tiger. Yes, I'm home. Where are you?" 

    "At the lake! We found a fish!" 

    "A live fish or a dead one?" 

    Pausing a moment, he replied, "Elkor says it's dead." 

    "Ah. Well, if you leave it there, I'll take you with me to see Detective Greer." 

    "Okay! Wait for me!" 

    "Okay, Tiger, see you shortly, right?" 

    "Yes! Soon! Goodbye, Ed!" 

    "Goodbye, Tiger." 

    A few minutes later, he floated into the yard on Elkor's flying disc and hopped off by the garage yelling, "Thank you, Elkor!" Elkor's disc replied, "You're welcome, Tiger," and disappeared. I felt an AI presence in the kitchen and turned from the sink as I said, "Hi, Elkor." From the corner of the kitchen table, his cat-golem replied, "Hello, Ed." 

    "He wanted to bring that dead fish home, didn't he?" 

    "Of course. He wants to bring home everything he finds." 

    "Yeah, it's a cat thing. I've seen where he keeps his trinkets beside the couch, so I'll thank you now for all the things you talked him out of bringing home. Want to come with us to see Greer?" 

    Elkor's little cat head canted slightly. "I think not, though I may wish to observe your visit." 

    With a grinning shrug, I replied, "Sure. I'm just going to see what's on Greer's mind and maybe introduce Tiger to Deputy Hall." 

    "That should be interesting." 

    Tiger came dashing into the kitchen and hopped on the counter for some attention as he told me all about the fish they'd found and recapped his last couple of days. When he'd wound down a bit, I told him to saddle up and led the way outside to call up my board. 

    Elkor declined to join us, so I showed up at the cop shop with only one cat, landing by the front doors in full view of the lovely Deputy Wendy, who was at her desk and on the phone. 

    Her jaw dropped as she stared, then she appeared to hurriedly renew her discussion with whoever was on the phone as Tiger and I entered the station. We went to the back and waited a distance from Greer's desk as he finished with someone and sent them on their way, then he waved us to his desk. Greeting both of us, he waved me to a chair and Tiger hopped to the corner of his desk. Greer opened an accordion folder on his desk and took out a smaller folder that he opened across his blotter. 

    "Ed, I was just curious to know whether you knew this woman." 

    "Nope. Tiger called me to tell me she was there and I patched a call to the 911 here from Carrington." 

    Turning to Tiger, Greer asked, "So you saw her first?" Seeming rather proud of himself, Tiger yowled, "Yes! Me!" 

    "May I ask why you didn't call 911?" 

    Tiger returned his gaze for a moment, then looked at me. I said, "Tiger and I have discussed what constitutes an emergency on several occasions. We decided he should probably verify the situation. Besides, although he could have made the call, the dispatcher would eventually ask who was calling and he or she might have thought it was a prank call." Deputy Wendy had come to stand a few paces from the desk. She looked at me as if I were nuts. Greer rapped a knuckle on his desk and her gaze switched to him as he said, "Wendy, you've met Ed before. This is Tiger." Tiger stood up and yelled, "Yes, I am Tiger! Hello, Wendy! Hello!" For a long moment, Wendy seemed frozen, staring hard at Tiger. Greer said, "Tiger, please excuse Deputy Wendy. She hasn't been here very long and she doesn't seem to deal with unusual happenings very well." Some guy at another desk laughingly stage-whispered, "No doubt about that!" and Greer gave him one of those 'who asked you?' glances. The guy tried to appear appropriately chastened, but failed as he chuckled. I asked, "You don't have any trouble with the idea of a talking cat?" Shaking his head, he replied, "No, I met him the night we picked up three baddies and some woman at your place. I thought you were bonkers then, but Greer said your cat really talked. Through his collar or something." Wendy unfroze a bit and slowly looked around at several grinning faces, realizing as she did so that she was quickly becoming the source of much humor. She seemed to shake herself out of her lockup and eyed me, then Greer, and then her eyes again found Tiger. 

    "Uh... Hello. Tiger?" 

    "Yes! I am Tiger! Hello, Wendy! Hello!" 

    "My God," she muttered, "Uh... what do I do now?" I shrugged. "Well, you could pet him. And maybe even sit down and make a lap. Right, Tiger?" 

    Tiger yowled, "Yes, please! I like laps!" 

    When she didn't move immediately, Greer stood up enough to snag a chair from a nearby desk and slid it over near Wendy. She eased rather uncertainly into it and Tiger prepared to hop into her lap as soon as it existed, but I stopped him and lifted him to place him in her lap gently. 

    "Gotta take it easy with this one, Tiger. She looks a little spooky." 

    "Okay!" Looking up at Wendy, he said, "You may pet me now, please." A round of chuckles and laughter circulated the group of half a dozen or so deputies who'd met Tiger at some time or other. Wendy looked up and around at them for a moment, then she seemed to become rather irritated. 

    "What is this?" she asked, "Some kind of initiation gag?" She rolled Tiger's collar around his neck as she studied it and asked, "Where's the speaker? Who's doing the talking? Cartman? Ames?" 

    One of the guys nearby leaned as if to instruct a child and gave her a little wave as he said, "Earth to Wendy? Ames and I are right here." Her gaze narrowed and she glared around as she started to get up. 

    "Then who..?" 

    I reached to put a hand on her shoulder. 

    "Stay put and think a minute, Wendy. Do you know about PFM's?" She stiffened at my touch and eyed me tightly for a moment, then looked meaningfully at my hand. 

    I took it away and said, "His collar is a PFM. It translates for him." Greer grinningly nodded agreement, but Wendy was still skeptical. Tiger stood up and hopped from her lap to mine, where he said, "She doesn't like me." 

    "That's not it, Tiger. She thinks we're playing a trick on her." 

    "Why?" 

    "Probably because she's been expecting one since she got here." Looking at Wendy, I asked, "Is that it, or would you just prefer to think that cats aren't smart enough to communicate?" 

    Tiger had been positioning himself to settle in. He froze and looked at me, then looked at Wendy in what was unmistakably a hurt and confused manner. Wendy saw that and her immediate response was to reach toward him, but she hesitated. 

    Looking up at me, she asked, "He really understood what you said, didn't he?" 

    I nodded. "Yes, he did, and while I've no doubt at all that this meeting became the initiation joke you've been dreading, I'd rather you didn't hurt Tiger's feelings." 

    After another moment of hesitation as she stared at Tiger, Wendy seemed to give in to the whole situation and reached for him. She took him into her lap and curled him up and patted him as she said, "I'm sorry if I hurt your feelings, kitty." 

    "Tiger," said Tiger in an unusually subdued tone, "I am Tiger. Hello." 

    "Uhm... Yes. Hello, Tiger." 

    A round of soft laughter and applause circulated the small group as Tiger settled in and looked up at her with a happy little face. 

    "Well," said Greer, "Now that that's settled, back to the woman he found. You say you didn't know her, that she just wandered down your street?" Hm. Asking me probably meant that he couldn't ask her or that he didn't believe her for some reason. 

    "I don't know her," I said, "Why can't you talk to her?" 

    "She died last night. She stole a cell phone from a nurse, called someone, and overdosed in the hospital parking lot about two hours later. We know who she is, but we don't know how or why she ended up on your street." 

    "Ah." Looking at Tiger, I asked, "Tiger, have you ever seen her on our street?" 

    He looked from Wendy to me and replied, "No, Ed." He spoke for a moment before the flitter translated his sounds to, "She got out of a very long car and fell down. The car went away and she sat there for a while, then she walked to where she fell down." 

    Greer leaned forward a bit. "A very long car?" 

    "Yes. It had many doors." 

    Looking at me, Greer asked, "A limo?" 

    "Just a minute." I called up a field screen, which made most of the people near us step back or make sounds of startlement, then fished up a picture of a stretch limo and showed it to Tiger. 

    "Yes," he said, "A car like that." Changing the car's colors gradually through the spectrum, I gave Tiger a second or so to study each one and he eventually chose an odd shade of beige. Wendy said, "I thought cats were colorblind." 

    "Shades of grey," I answered, "Like black and white TV." 

    "Well, damn," muttered Greer, "I don't suppose he saw the plate?" Turning the picture of the car around, I pointed at the license plate and asked, "Did you see one of these?" 

    "Yes. It was like that one. What are those things in the middle of it?" 

    "Numbers. Remember one, two, three?" 

    "Yes," he replied, then he looked at Wendy and said, "I have four paws and many toes." 

    She blinked, then started giggling and couldn't seem to stop. Tiger looked at me and I said, "She's just very happy that you're so smart. I'm going to show you some numbers, Tiger. Tell me if you think you saw them." 

    "Okay! I saw letters, too!" He looked at Greer and said, "I know about letters." 

    Greer seemed almost speechless as he replied, "Uhm. My God... That's very good, Tiger! Very good!" 

    In short, it took us almost half an hour of trial and errors with numbers and letters to end up with two letters and two numbers that Tiger thought he'd definitely seen on the license plate. 

    Lifting my coffee mug, I asked Greer if he'd show me to the coffee pot in his office. Greer stared rather blankly at me for a moment, then nodded. 

    "Tiger," I said, "Can you take care of Deputy Wendy for a few minutes?" Looking up from her lap, he yowled his usual, "Okay!" Greer led me to an interrogation room and asked, "What's on your mind?" 

    "I want to bring in a consultant. Elkor?" 

    Appearing in his cat outfit on the room's table, Elkor replied, "You wish to know about the car Tiger described?" 

    Greer startled considerably, but hauled himself back together to say, 

"Yes. Did you see it?" 

    "No. Tiger called me after he called Ed. I have, however, reviewed the case and the call logs associated with the nurse's cell phone. The phone she called was also stolen. I fear I may be unable to help you, Detective Greer." I asked, "Did a vehicle with appropriate tires and weight pull off the road to let her out near the corner?" 

    A moment passed before Elkor said, "Yes," and raised a field screen to show us the southeast corner of the intersection. Two zooms later we were looking at bare footprints and a tire track in the sand that looked relatively undisturbed. The track extended into the grass, where it blurred for a foot or so before it again became clear in another patch of sand. Greer said, "I need to get someone out there," and started for the door, but I stopped him. 

    "The flitter's faster. Elkor, would you put a field over that track?" 

    "I have already done so, Ed. It will be undisturbed when you arrive." 

    "Good deal. Thanks." To Greer, I said, "Let's take Wendy along to keep Tiger in the mood to talk." 

    Nodding, Greer opened the door and headed for his desk. I looked at Elkor and said, "Good work. Coming with us or will you meet us there?" He replied, "I'll meet you there," and vanished. As he grabbed his coat off a nearby rack, Greer told Wendy to put Tiger on his desk and get her gear. When I told Tiger we were leaving, he jumped into my arms. Wendy hurriedly rejoined us as we walked past her desk. On the way to the front doors, Greer said, "I'll send for uniforms when I know more about what's there. Don't want to take a chance on obliterating that track." 

    When Wendy saw the flitter land, she stopped dead on the steps and stared at it for a moment before Greer snapped, "Let's get moving, Deputy Hall," and followed me aboard. 

    Wendy hurried down the steps and took Greer's hand for the step up to the flitter's deck, then we lifted away from the cop shop. She quickly took a seat and made all the usual first-flight noises for the next minute or so. Nearing my intersection, I quietly said, "Flitter, go to stealth mode and make Elkor's field on the ground glow blue, please." The ground on the corner instantly developed a long streak of neon blue and I said, "That's the field covering the tracks." 

    "Hall," said Greer, "Get us two cars and forensics." Wendy spoke into her shoulder radio mike as we landed, then she took a position at the corner that would keep anyone from driving onto the blue area. 

    "Cynthia," I said, and she appeared in her blue business outfit. "This is Detective Greer, that's Deputy Wendy Hall, and I'm sure you already know Tiger." 

    But it seemed Tiger also somehow knew Cynthia. He hopped off the flitter and ran over to Cynthia yelling, "Hello, Cynthia! Hello!" That seemed a little odd to me, considering that I'd had to introduce Sue to him and explain how she'd come to be. I watched Cindy grinningly return his greeting and pick him up. Oh, well. I'd figure it out later. Wendy had been facing me when Cindy appeared. Her face fell open and she reached to place a hand on a stop sign pole to steady herself. Greer stared, too, but he'd met enough AI's to shake it off fairly quickly and extended a hand to her. "Hello, Cynthia." 

    Cradling Tiger with her left arm, she took his hand and replied, "Hello, Detective Greer. I believe I may have been called here to help." 

    "You got it," I said, "I'd like you to try to help Greer find the limo Tiger saw." 

    Pointing at the field-covered tire track, I said, "They pulled off the road and made a quick stop that dug the front tire into the sand. That kind of makes it look as if she or someone else in the car told the driver to stop immediately, 'cuz he could have stopped anywhere along Northcliffe in a more comfortable manner." 

    "Saw that," said Greer, "Could have been an argument. Or he might have just had enough of her. She was a hooker from Tampa. One of her friends said she had a lot of mouth and attitude." 

    "What about her injuries?" 

    "Minor. She was roughed up a little, that's all. Minor injuries." Wendy yelped, "What?!" and came to stand near us to say, "She had a concussion! What's minor about that?" 

    I pulled up a field screen and reviewed her hospital records, then turned the screen to face Wendy and Greer. "Unpleasant, but like he said, 'minor'. Also 'history' at this point. Crack killed her a full day after her limo ride. Whatever we find here may only point us to other people and maybe her source." Turning to Greer, I said, "Interesting. She could order up a dose of crack, but couldn't swing a ride home?" 

    Still eyeing the screen, Greer replied, "Apparently not." 

    "Accidental overdose?" 

    "We aren't sure yet. Test results are pending." Looking at Cynthia, I asked, "Milady, what's your opinion?" She changed the screen to show an analysis chart and said, "The amount of crack cocaine she ingested killed her, not the type or purity." 

    "Did they find a pipe or anything like that at the scene?" Greer supplied that answer. "No. No paraphernalia." 

    "Someone cleaned up afterward?" 

    He seemed to be enjoying watching me play amateur detective. 

    "Maybe. Or maybe someone just found her and took it." 

    "Nah. She was roughed up and tossed out of a limo. I'd go with a postmortem cleanup and call it murder, if only to make investigation a little more convenient." 

    Cynthia said, "Something else to consider, gentlemen; I've examined her and found slight bruising, searing, and blistering in her throat. What she inhaled was much hotter than it should have been." 

    "Thank you, milady. Think maybe she was force-fed, huh?" Her eyebrow went up. "I wouldn't disregard that possibility." 

    "She prob'ly passed out and..." 

    "Passed out?" asked Wendy, "Crack users don't necessarily pass out when they smoke the stuff." 

    "She was already full of hospital meds, ma'am. Antibiotics, a tetanus shot, some ibuprofen-based painkillers, a lightweight anticoagulant..." 

    "How the hell do you know all that?" 

    I shrugged. "That's how I'd have treated her. I'd also have included vitamins and local blockers for joint pain, 'cuz she'd damned sure have some, and..." 

    Looking highly skeptical, Wendy said, "Just hold on, there. Wait a minute. Why would she have joint pain?" 

    Tapping through frames to a picture of the woman on a morgue table, I pointed to her very swollen right elbow, then split the screen to show its mention on her hospital chart. 

    "Radial fracture of the ulna," I said, "Painful, but it doesn't incapacitate the elbow unless the swelling becomes too severe. No real treatment for it other than painkillers and hot and cold packs. Immobilizing the elbow makes it stiffen up." 

    Greer said, "I need to know how you accessed this information, Ed." 

    "Can't say. You know that. Do you still have that 800 number for Carrington?" 

    "Yes." 

    "That's where you'd call for an answer." 

    "Can you pull up peoples' personal info?" 

    "With proper authorization and a warrant, yes." But I didn't add that having a warrant was entirely optional and 'authorization' was a term that could be construed rather broadly. 

    My answer didn't sit well with him, but he chose to switch the topic back to the dead woman. 

    "What else can you tell us?" 

    "Me? Nothing much. Better to ask Cynthia." He turned to her and she said, "Nothing at the moment." A sheriff's car turned onto Chase Street and hurried up the block toward us. Greer waved the driver to a stop behind the tire marks and told him to set up a cordon. Another car arrived and he stationed that one just before the first driveway beyond the tire tracks. 

    Tiger said he wanted to go back to the house. Cindy said, "Back shortly," and levitated herself to carry Tiger across the intersection. She put him down by the garage and he entered the house through his cat door as Cindy returned to us. 

    Everybody had watched her travel both ways, of course. They stood staring at her as she drifted to a halt and touched down between Greer and me. For a couple of moments nobody moved or spoke, then Greer cleared his throat and said, "That was something to see, ma'am." Cynthia smilingly demurred, "Oh, it was nothing." Greer seemed captivated with her as I leaned to stage-whisper to Wendy, 

"She isn't kidding. For her, it was nothing." 

    After shooting me a wry, narrow glance, Cindy returned her gaze to Greer. A few of the neighbors finally began making an appearance on the street and some of them headed our direction. 

    Holding up my coffee mug, I said to Greer, "Time for a refill. See you later. Cynthia, see if you can help them while they're here, please." Tossing me one of my own sloppy salutes and a grin, she said, "Okay." I headed across the street on foot rather than use my board. When I walked in, Tiger was at the water dish. I greeted him and headed for the sink as I thought about asking how he'd known Cynthia immediately, but the answer was fairly obvious; to him, she was the flitter computer he'd known for years. That made me wonder if Elkor had replaced her matrix or simply cloned it and left a non-sentient version of her in the flitter. No. Unlikely, if he had any intention of having me bring up another one later. He'd likely swapped her core and consciousness for one of the units 'on the shelf' wherever he kept the salvaged computer cores from the original ship. I shrugged. Didn't matter, anyway. 

    Plunking myself at the kitchen table with a fresh coffee a couple of minutes later, I checked email, took care of some book orders, and sat back to consider whether to spend some time on my latest book. 

    After a while I headed for the garage and wheeled my bike out to the walkway. After hitting it with some Pledge and cleaning the windshield, I fired it up and rolled downhill away from Greer's evidence scene rather than give anyone a chance to start a last-minute chat. 
Chapter Forty

    If you want to get a good look at the woods from a vehicle, slow down. I was cruising east along state road 40 at about forty, eyeballing the forest on either side of me like a tourist and waving other vehicles past me, when Cynthia appeared on my right and floated alongside me. 

    "Hi, there, flitter goddess. Thought I'd take in some scenery." A car coming the other way swerved a bit and its right-side wheels went off the road as the driver stared at us. 

    "Much as I hate to say it, you might want to go invisible and chat through my implant, ma'am." 

    Pointing at the back of my bike, she replied, "If you'd take some of that stuff off the Vulcan, I could use the back seat." 

    I grinned and said, "Still couldn't see you, and if I can't see you, you might as well be invisible. Besides, in that outfit, you'd have to hike the skirt up around your waist to sit on a bike." 

    She grinned and chuckled, "You'd love that, I'm sure, but I'd probably change to jeans to foster at least a minimum of decorum." 

    "Jeans, huh?" I shook my head, "Nah. Go invisible before you cause a wreck." 

    She did, then she said, "Although I think I know the answer, I'll ask; do you have any interest in Greer's case?" 

    "A dead druggie hooker? Not really. They're just very slow, ugly suicides that spread their misery to everyone around them as they rot themselves away." 

    "Interesting," she replied, "You've often said 'it's people who and things that', when bitching about someone else's use of English, yet you just referred to a person using the word 'that'." 

    I shrugged. "Druggies are walking corpses. If it weren't for the other lives they trash and crimes they commit, they'd have no identity at all." 

    "As you see things, you mean." 

    "Yup. I'd have 'em all gathered together and give 'em all the drugs they want just to get 'em off the streets. The only ones who'd get out of the place alive would be the ones who could clean up on their own. Why are we talking about them at all, ma'am?" 

    "We don't have to. I was just interested in your views. From what I've gathered, you feel much the same way about criminals." A good-sized lake came into view and I negotiated a lime-rock road as I answered, "Yes and no. Depends on the crimes and how many convictions, and I'd unseal juvie records for those who had them the very first time they committed a crime as an adult." 

    Parking the bike in some shade and dropping my portable hard spot --a slab of eighth-inch-thick aluminum about three inches on a side --so the kickstand would have more than loose sand under it, I headed down to the water. 

    Cindy appeared and said, "That's odd. Sue said you'd probably clean out the prisons, not put even more people in them for longer periods." I looked her over admiringly and nodded. "She's right. Only the lesser crooks would spend any time in my prisons. Probably not more than three years, in fact, under very humane conditions. That's time enough to learn a trade." Skipping a rock across the water, I said, "No second trips to prison, either. If one incarceration can't straighten somebody out, why the hell would two?" Skipping another rock, I said, "Nope. Only one trip per customer. Screw up twice and get buried." 

    "The system can make mistakes, Ed." 

    "Used to be that way, before today's forensics. Faulty or fraudulent eyewitness testimonies, agenda-driven DA's and prosecutors, and circumstantial evidence put a lot of people in prison. Now they're dusting off old evidence and testing for DNA and such. Just recently some guy was released from a Florida prison after twenty or more years. I think it was a rape case." She nodded. "It was." 

    "Whatever. They proved he didn't do it. In some states like Florida and Texas, there's a lot of resistance to reviewing old cases, particularly where the old prosecutors are still in office. That would stop instantly if I ran the system. New reviews and tests of evidence using up-to-date methods for capital crimes older than five years would be mandatory. Anyone freed due to those reviews would get fifty grand for every year they were behind bars." 

    "That's very generous of you." 

    "Not really. Someone getting out after five years or more would have a lot of adjusting ahead and would have lost everything due to the system." Using my implant, I formed a two-inch ball of ice in the water. Minnows darted in to try to take a bite of it until the ball had melted down to a lumpy marble, after which their actions tended to push it around in the water. Looking up to check the sky, I asked, "What is it; about ten 'till noon?" Cindy's eyebrow went up. "Eleven forty-eight. That was a good guess." 

    "It wasn't a guess. Want to get some lunch, milady? We'll go to some country diner where you can dazzle the locals and let them wonder how you got there." 

    She laughed, "I suppose I could provide company through a lunch." I cranked up the bike, retrieved my portable hard spot, and took off toward the next town, but our quiet lunch apparently wasn't meant to be. At the intersection of county road 491, someone tried to beat the only stoplight for miles by running the red light in front of a semi truck. The blue car only barely clipped the truck's front bumper as it scooted through the intersection, but that was enough to throw the car off-course and make the driver lose control. It swerved hard twice, then rolled on its side and slid straight for a line of cars at a gas station. 

    The flitter was still hovering over my house in Spring Hill, so Cynthia and I were limited to our own best efforts to redirect the car. I cast a dense line of wedge-shaped fields ahead of the car and they helped slow it down as they crumpled, but they also made the car spin and battered the passenger compartment. 

    Switching tactics, I formed a wedge attached to the car's front bumper and spread dozens of two-inch balls in its path. The wedge dug in and the balls let the rest of the car spin further, so that it was now sliding rear-first. That's when I anchored the biggest wedge I could manage in a drainage ditch and made it ten feet thick in the direction of the car's slide. When the car hit it, the wedge crumpled, but the car quickly slowed enough that it could no longer slide up the slight rise to the gas station. It stopped on the grass just short of the concrete and rocked a couple of times, then lay still. Someone behind me honked; a pickup had arrived at the light, which was green. I revved the bike a bit and rolled it clear of the pavement, then put the kickstand down on the crushed rock shoulder as I checked the flow of traffic. 

    Cynthia manifested beside the bike --I have no idea why --and studied me for a moment, then vanished again. Through my implant, she said, "The driver is shaken and bruised, but otherwise uninjured." 

    Did I care whether a careless driver was okay? No, but I said, "Good

'nuff," and headed the bike south on 491 before some rubbernecker could run over me while watching the show around the battered car and the semi blocking the highway. 

    That's also when the semi decided to hurry out of the intersection, of course, and he rolled past me about a foot away while watching that very same show in his rearview mirror. I didn't blow my horn; that might only have startled him into yanking the truck away from straddling the road's yellow center line, which would have put his rear wheels squarely on me. Instead, I steered off the road and into the grass and stopped as he went past, then turned the bike around. Following a big-assed truck slowly down a rough two-lane road wouldn't be much fun. 

    Getting back on 40, I headed for Crystal River a little above the speed limit, turned south at US-19, and rolled on until I found a Checkers. Yeah, Checkers again. I like food I don't have to think about. I ordered and took my food to one of the tables as Cynthia chuckled through my implant. 

    "Gee, mister, this place is kinda fancy, isn't it?" 

    "Doesn't matter, ma'am. You don't eat. If you aren't afraid to be seen with me, feel free to pop in." 

    Cindy manifested herself at my table just as a family of four took their orders to a nearby table. The man and one of the kids saw her pop into existence and both of them froze, staring hard at her. The woman looked where they were looking, saw Cindy, and seemed to get pissed. 

    She hissingly snapped, "Pull your damned eyeballs back in, Harry! You, too, Jimmy. It isn't polite to stare." 

    "But, mom..!" 

    Slapping a pack of fries in front of him, she hissed, "Shut up! It's bad enough your father's tongue was hanging out, but you're only twelve, damn it!" She went on to mutter a number of imprecations about men in general of all ages as she divvied up their food and drinks. 

    "But, mom! She wasn't there a minute ago! She just appeared! That's why we were staring at her!" 

    He looked to his father for support, but his dad shook his head tightly and took a bite of his burger. His dad didn't want to believe what he'd seen and was trying to talk himself out of having seen it as quickly as possible. My bike was parked beyond their table. When I finished eating, I asked Cindy to walk over there with me before disappearing. She grinningly agreed. I got on the bike and kissed her hand as the woman and the other kid watched, then fired up the bike, which the father and son used as an excuse to turn around. 

    "Now," I said, and Cindy grinningly snapped her fingers and disappeared. The son yelled, "See?! See?! She's gone! That's what happened before, too!" then he rather lamely amended, "Except that she didn't disappear before. She... uh... appeared. Y'know? Right, dad?" 

    This time his daddy supported the story. "Yeah! I wasn't staring at her, Danielle, I was... well, I mean, I was staring at her, but now you know why!" I gave them a grinning nod and steered the bike out of the parking lot. Maybe ten miles passed before Linda pinged my implant. 

    Without raising a field screen, I answered, "Here. Present, ma'am. Yo." 

    "You're on the bike. I can hear it with your voice." 

    "Right you are, Fearless Leader." 

    "I thought you might like an update on the North Carolina matter." Huh? Why'd she think that? 

    "Why's that, milady? Am I going back up there?" 

    "Ah... no, I just thought you might like to know that Leyton confessed to a scheme to scam One Earth out of a lot of money. He's also the one who hired the hit man, and that's from the hit man's mouth prior to Leyton's confession." 

    No surprises yet. I said, "Figured all that. Why'd they break his leg? Did they catch on or did he try to change the deal?" 

    "Vivian caught on. Leyton said she went outside and disappeared right after the others set out for North Carolina. When the hit man showed up, he went after the others because Krause said he'd take care of Vivian, who apparently had the foresight to buy and use a set of baby-monitors. They found the one in the cabin, but by then she'd already heard Krause's plans to kill her and bury her with Felton. She sneaked back to the cabin that afternoon while Krause was up the hill digging and cut the power line to the cabin, then waited in the tool shed. Leyton said he had a rifle when he went out to see what was wrong, but she was too fast for him. She knocked the rifle out of his hands and broke his leg, then dragged him back inside to question him before she went up the hill to shoot Krause." 

    "Why didn't she shoot Leyton, too?" 

    "Hang on, we'll get to that. He's the one who supported her in Europe after she killed her boyfriend. He arranged her training in southern France, too. Leyton planned to use her as a silencer within One Earth if anyone caught onto his embezzlement operation, but Krause pulled that stupid extortion stunt with Felton and ruined everything, so he decided to have her kill Krause. Then One Earth found out about his embezzling and Leyton decided to make a clean break --with all the money, of course --and start a new life in South America." 

    I heard her sip coffee or whatever, then she continued, "The night after he arrived at the cabin, Vivian saw him sneak out to the car and followed him up the hill. She saw him bury a briefcase, but he didn't tell anyone at the cabin about it, not even her. She was more than a little curious about that briefcase, so she dug it up and found it was full of money and new ID for Leyton, but not for her. You can understand that she was more than a little pissed about that." 

    "Oh, no doubt. After all those years of support and guidance, he was probably one of the few people in the world she trusted to any degree." 

    "That's almost exactly what he said, too. I'm trying to decide whether she did him a favor by not killing him or simply left him swinging in the wind as the one who'd catch all the flak." 

    "Prob'ly some of each." 

    Linda chuckled, "That's what I think, too. Now there's a big rift happening within in One Earth. They're all pointing fingers at each other and they're out a fat bundle of money." 

    "Couldn't happen to a nicer bunch. Any objections to my continuing with Angela as long as she'll have me?" 

    I heard her sip again before she said, "Not outright objections, but a few solid reservations, Ed. Try not to put her career in jeopardy." 

    "She's a big girl and we'll be careful, Linda. We'll discuss it and I'll let her decide when, where, how long, and all that. I'll even speak up if I have reservations of my own about some time or place, okay?" She laughed, "Are you sure you'd know if you had reservations?" 

    "I have before. You were there, as I recall." 

    "Um. Yes. Well, just be careful, okay? I'd hate to lose her. She's one of the best team leaders and flight trainers we have." 

    "Yes'm. By your command, my Fearless Leader. Cautious and careful. Discreet, for lack of a better word." 

    "Exactly. Later, Ed. My one o'clock is here early." 

    "Okay. Later." 

    She dropped the link and I rolled on down the road thinking of my last night with Angela and the night ahead. 
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