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Read my other 3WP-Books before starting Book 12. 
Chapter One

    Myra Berens pinged me late Thursday afternoon as I lifted my lawn mower onto a workbench and tilted its left side up. Calling up a screen, I answered, 

"You got me," and sent a thin, tiny field to trim the leading edge of one side of the blade at about a thirty-degree angle. 

    "Hi, Ed," said Myra, "You're keeping busy, I see." 

    "Yup." I turned the blade to sharpen the other side, then lifted the mower off the bench and down to the ground. Straightening, I looked at the screen and said, "Long time between calls, ma'am. What's up?" Her eyes left the mower and focused on me as she shook her head slightly. 

"Damn. You make using fields look so easy." 

    I replied, "Years of practice," and sipped coffee as I waited for her to get around to telling me why she'd called. 

    Myra glanced down and I heard her pen tap the desk a few times, then she met my gaze and said, "I may need to ask you for a favor, Ed. It would be personal, not business." 

    A moment passed, then two. I sipped again, then said, "Sounds serious. Will I have to guess what it is?" 

    Pursing her lips, Myra replied, "No. Could I drop by after work to talk about it? Say around six?" 

    "Sounds fine. Will we be going anywhere?" 

    "Dinner. On me. A buffet would be good." 

    "Suits me." 

    Another pause. Myra nibbled her lower lip, took a breath, and seemed to come to some sort of conclusion. "Okay, then. Thanks, Ed. Bye 'til later." I nodded. "See you then." 

    She dropped the link and I took another sip of coffee. Rolling the mower back to its hutch, I considered Myra's call. I hadn't heard from her since... when? Back when I'd taken that long-assed bus ride to Texas with Linda's niece. Two years. Too long to try to guess what was on her mind. Changing the bike's oil and filter, cleaning up, and checking email used the time until I heard a car pull into the driveway. I went to the door and saw Myra levering herself up and out of some kind of a low-slung red convertible. When she closed the car door, I saw she wore red shorts, a white blouse, and white sneakers. Even her purse was red. Heh. Okay. Walking out to meet her, I opined, "Well, aren't you the very personification of the American Dream, ma'am?" 

    Adjusting her blouse, she asked, "How's that?" 

    "A gorgeous woman and a red convertible. Might be the dream's changed a little since the sixties, but you still look like one to me. Why so long between calls?" 

    Canting her head slightly, Myra chuckled, "You had two girlfriends the last time I saw you and I didn't take that job with Stephanie. There'd have been conflicts of interest." 

    I shrugged. "The job was your business to take or not. Wouldn't have mattered to me." Looking at the sky, I suggested putting the car's top up. Myra glanced up and nodded. "Good idea. What about Selena and Toni?" She got back in the car, turned the key, and pressed a button as I said, 

"Selena found somebody who seemed special and took herself out of the picture a year ago. Toni's still in Inverness, but we don't see each other too often these days." 

    A panel opened behind the passenger seat and the car's top began lifting. Myra asked, "Why not?" 

    "Times change, interests change. People grow apart. She's got a steady girl now and I don't want to rock her boat." 

    With a small shudder, Myra muttered, "A steady 'girl'. Ugh," then she asked, "Ed, she chose a woman over you. Doesn't that bother you?" I shrugged again. "Hasn't so far. No point. Gone is gone, no matter who she's with." 

    Securing the car's top, Myra said, "No matter 'what' she's with, you mean." 

    "No, that's not what I meant, and her current flame isn't a topic we need to discuss. I'd rather get fed and find out why you chose to call after two years." 

    She met my gaze for a moment, then nodded firmly. "Right. Want to go in my car or take the flitter?" 

    "The flitter." I called it down as she got out of her car, handed her aboard after the flitter landed, and we headed for Ryan's Steakhouse. After we'd settled at a table, Myra said, "I have a younger sister. She went through a nasty divorce last year and seemed to go a little crazy with her 'newfound freedom', as she called it." 

    Munching some green beans, I waited for more info. 

    Myra sliced some steak into tiny bits as she seemed to put some things together, then she said, "She went back to college to finish her degree in Sociology. That's where she met a guy named Ted Martin. He's a vulcanologist." We nibbled some more before she somewhat frustratedly sighed, "He got some kind of extracurricular grant and invited her to go climbing someplace called Sitkum Glacier. I looked it up. It's an iceberg on the side of a goddamned volcano!" 

    "Well, you did mention he's a vulcanologist, ma'am. How old is your sister?" 

    "Twenty-nine." 

    I shrugged. "Old enough to go where she wants with whomever she wants. What's the problem?" 

    "I haven't heard from her since I took them to the airport. That's six days ago, Ed. They were supposed to start up the mountain on Monday." 

    "Maybe she's just having too good a time in the great outdoors, ma'am. Away from it all, y'know? Maybe she figures you might forgive her if she was a little late..." 

    Setting her fork down firmly, Myra met my eyes as she interrupted with, 

"Ed, ever since she set her divorce in motion, we've been in almost daily contact. She said the climb up the glacier would take three or four days." 

    "Was she supposed to call you from the top?" 

    "Well... no, it wasn't planned, but..." Shaking her head, Myra sighed, 

"Look, I just expected to hear from her, okay? They have a radio and cell phones." 

    "Okay. How's cell service out there?" 

    "Ted said getting a signal was easy in some areas and almost impossible in others. But I expected her to call before they left the motel they used as a staging area." 

    "How many people are in the group?" 

    "She said there'd be six. Three interns of some sort to take measurements and the girlfriend of one of them." 

    "Were they supposed to check in with anyone? As a science group or whatever?" 

    Nodding, Myra said, "Yes. It was something to do with a special permit from the Park Service. I called and they haven't been heard from since they entered the park." 

    No surprise there. I nibbled some steak and mashed potatoes as I considered the group. Students and girlfriends, some of whom very likely weren't in top condition, climbing a glacier. Well, at least it was August. They'd definitely get pretty chilled, but maybe not actually frozen if they didn't camp on the ice. 

    "Did the Park Service seem concerned?" 

    With a dour expression, Myra replied, "No. They said delays were common, even on the established routes. Weather. Detours. Animals. Rotten ice. Other things." 

    Linking to the flitter as I sliced my steak, I used its monitor screen to have a look at some info about Glacier Peak. Elevation about 10,500 feet. Good news; yes, it was a volcano, but it hadn't even burped since about the 1700's. Sitkum Glacier was listed as an 'easy, barely-crevassed route.' Footnotes said it was generally skiable until early Spring. 

    Hm. Yeah, big cracks could definitely hinder a downhill ski run. Reviewing a bit more data concerning crevasses, I wondered why the hell they hadn't gone up White Chuck Glacier, which was supposed to be a much shorter and easier climb and --per the info --'crevasse-free', then I saw that floods had washed out the White Chuck trail and road. 

    Now the easiest way to Glacier Peak was on the North Fork Sauk Trail to the Pacific Crest Trail at White Pass, then across White Chuck Basin to the south ridge. Yeah, that could account for a four-day expedition. Sitkum looked as if it had almost no cover for camping. There'd be wind, ice, snow, and probably even clouds of mosquitoes under six thousand feet or so. The area around the mountain was sparsely littered with abandoned mines and equipment remnants from the North Cascades "gold rush" of the 1880's and 1890's. Hm, again. Glaciers and erosion move a lot of debris. Maybe the group had stopped to do some melt-water panning or...? 

    Myra said, "Ed!" 

    I refocused on her. "Yes'm?" 

    "Are you okay? I said your name twice before you answered. You've been sitting like a statue for the last five minutes." 

    Dropping my link to the flitter, I said, "I was just thinking about climbing glaciers and how some peoples' definition of 'fun' is prob'ly fairly painful. Were they on a solid schedule, or was this some kind of vacation adventure?" 

    She canted her head and looked at me questioningly, then answered matter-of-factly, "Cori said they had enough supplies for two weeks. I don't know if she was just exaggerating about the amount of stuff they'd have to carry." 

    "Cori? Short for Corinne?" 

    Nodding, she said, "Yes, and she kept her married name after the divorce. Wald." 

    "Did they take guns into the park?" 

    "Yes. She said one of the men had a big pistol. Cori took her Glock." 

    "A nine or a forty?" 

    "It's a forty." 

    "Good. She'd have a chance against a bear if she can use it. Does the Park Service know they have guns?" 

    With a shrugging sigh, Myra replied, "Hell, I don't know. I don't care, either. In a place like that, you need one, and the bigger, the better." Finishing my green beans, I said, "Yeah, I'd agree with that. Okay, I'll go see if I can locate them." 

    Myra froze in surprise with a forkful of peas halfway to her mouth. "Just like that?" 

    Matching her expression, I asked, "Did I give in too soon, ma'am? Should I pretend to be reluctant and make you practice your feminine wiles on me tonight?" 

    Her gaze narrowed. Glancing around as if to see if anyone might notice, she picked a pea off her fork and tossed it at me with an annoyed look, then snorted a soft chuckle. I caught the pea and ate it as I watched her. Setting her fork down, Myra said, "For your information, I was prepared to go out there with or without you." 

    "When were you going to leave?" 

    "Tomorrow. I've arranged two weeks off. I was going to fly out to Seattle and rent a car." 

    I shrugged. "Might as well get underway tonight. I'll throw a few things on the flitter when we get back. We can swing by your place for whatever you'll need and pick up some canned food and microwave dinners for the road." Picking up her fork, Myra quietly admitted, "My bags are in my car." She looked up and quickly added, "I wasn't taking anything for granted. I just wanted to be ready if you said yes." 

    Nodding, I replied, "Figured that. No sweat." We finished our meals and headed back to the house by way of a supermarket. I let Myra do the food shopping while I spent some more time studying Glacier Peak info on a field screen aboard the flitter. A bit more rooting discovered that Ted Martin and Corinne Wald had bought park passes over a month ago. Checking her credit card purchases revealed she'd bought a bunch of hard-weather and camping gear about the same time she'd bought her park pass. As I looked over her equipment list, the flitter said it had found Martin's Jeep in the town of Silverton. 

    "Good going, flitter. How'd you locate it?" It said Martin had used a credit card to pay for having a flat tire fixed, a deposit for vehicle storage, and transportation to a trailhead on Tuesday. I checked the receipt's info; the charge had been cleared at eleven-ten. Figure at least two hours to transfer gear and drive to the trailhead, which would have been a rather late start for a climb. 

    Unless time wasn't really a factor, of course. They were a day late getting to the mountain, by Myra's estimates, and the first day of a climb like that would be shakeout time. Strap and gear adjustments for comfort or balance. Adapting to the terrain and altitude. Setting up camp while there was still a lot of daylight. No amount of city walking or treadmill time prepares you for broken rocks, gravel and dirt trails, and ice. Even if Cori'd been wearing her new boots intermittently for a month, they --and she --might have needed a little more breaking-in for trail service. A group moves at the slowest member's pace. Add in some stops for any of a dozen routine new-guy reasons and they'd have been lucky to get more than a few miles uphill from the trailhead the first day. Figure a full day's hike on days two, three, and maybe four to arrive at the summit. If that's where they were actually going. Seismic monitors might have been installed further downhill. 

    Sending a probe to the Sitkum trailhead, I found tracks from eight different vehicles, but there was only one parked vehicle; a white 1988 Dodge van. It was empty and the engine was cold. I sent the probe along the trail in a loop, but found nobody on foot or camped within two miles of the van. Returning the probe to the trailhead, I studied foot prints in the area. Three sets of smaller boot prints looked as if they might belong to women and one set of those small prints seemed to originate at the van. All the prints eventually led up the trail past a wooden marker sign. I asked the flitter to assign probes to each distinct set of prints near the van and let me know when it found the people who'd made them. 

    Myra came out of the store carrying two plastic bags that looked rather full for what I anticipated to be a short trip. She handed them up and I saw what looked like two dozen Hormel 'Compleats' zappable dinners in small plastic dishes. One of the bags also held a small box of plastic spoons. Handing her up, I asked, "How long do you think finding Cori will take, ma'am?" 

    She gave me a droll glance. "They were on sale and they don't need refrigeration. What we don't use, I'll take home." 

    As she took her seat, the flitter said, "Ed, I've found one of the people." 

    "Show us, please." 

    The screen changed to display a short person lying face down near a well-used green backpack topped with a rolled ground mat. The pack had apparently been opened and turned upside down. I noted three sizes of boot prints in the area. One set of prints were small and matched the boots on the body. 

    Myra hissed softly, so I asked, "Flitter, is that a man or a woman?" 

    "A man." 

    "Is he alive?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    Silently directing the flitter to head for my house, I asked, "What killed him?" 

    "A myocardial infarction." 

    "Have you found any of the others yet?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    "Okay. Station a probe to protect the body from anything and anyone other than cops, please." 

    Conjuring a separate screen, I called Angela Horn. Her secretary answered, an attractive brunette woman named Beverly. I'd met her twice and she'd impressed me beyond her looks and office abilities. 

    We landed in my driveway as I said, "Hi, Bev. Is Angie available?" 

    "No, Ed, she's gone for the day. I'm just finishing up a few things before I go." 

    "Well, hang on a minute, ma'am. I was gonna drop this on Angie, but you'll do as well. Flitter, send a picture and the location of the body to Bev, please. Bev, I'm looking for hikers in a national park. So far I've only found one of 'em, and he's dead. I'd like you to hand this info to the right agency while I continue looking for the others. Okay?" 

    Bev's eyes were on her pad as she nodded. "No problem. It'll take all of five minutes. So why didn't you do it?" 

    "I need to stay out of it so I can look for the others. Thanks, Bev. Gotta go. Bye." 

    She glanced up, said, "Yeah, bye," and returned her gaze to her pad. I dropped the link and headed into the house to get my jump kit. After a couple of minutes, Myra entered the house and appeared angrily dumbfounded to find me making a fresh coffee for the road. 

    Stirring coffee, I said, "Patience, please. There's no hurry." She snapped, "The hell there isn't! My sister's out there!" Capping my mug, I said, "First we have to find them. The probes are in the process of doing that. If they're alive, the probes will help keep them that way. All we have to do is fly out there, and that'll take about an hour. By then we'll probably know where they are." 

    Grabbing my pack, I led the way to the door. Myra followed quickly and continued on to the flitter as I locked the house. I pinged Tiger as I headed for the flitter and asked if he wanted to come with us. He declined because Sophie was visiting her grandmother. 

    "Okay. See you later, Tiger." 

    "Okay. Goodbye, Ed." 

    Hm. Through his relationship with Annabelle, he'd become particularly fond of Martha and Sophie. I sometimes wondered how much longer I'd be able to say he was my cat. As I boarded the flitter, Myra asked who I'd been talking to. Silently directing the flitter to get us underway, I said, "Tiger. He's with his girlfriend, as usual. Could be he'll wind up being their cat someday." 

    "Tiger has a girlfriend? I thought he was fixed." 

    "Being fixed hasn't kept me from having girlfriends." 

    "But... but it's different with animals, isn't it? Don't they remove some of the equipment?" 

    Shaking my head, I replied, "Not in his case. Stephanie reprogrammed some nanobots to permanently block his vas deferens tubes back when he was about three months old. Same as a vasectomy, 'cept no cutting." Looking somewhat enlightened, Myra studied the Earth below for a few moments, then asked, "Are you really worried that you'll lose him?" Sipping coffee, I said, "Nope. He'd visit now and then. Flitter, make the trip last an hour and let us have a couple of beds and a bathroom, please." The field fixtures popped into being and Myra's face fell open in surprise. I took my coffee to the left bed, set it on the deck out of harm's way, and got flat. 

    "Myra, it's shaping up to be a long evening and I've been up since a little after dawn, so I'm gonna take a nap. If you need anything, ask the flitter. Flitter, unless you find another body or an emergency, wake me when we're five minutes from the trailhead, please." 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    Myra snapped, "How the hell can you just... turn off... in the middle of things, damn it?!" 

    "Theta waves. Care to join me in a short nap?" Looking rather irritated, she replied, "No. I'm going to keep an eye on these probes." 

    Uh, huh. Okay. I used theta waves to put myself to sleep, and what seemed only a few minutes later, the flitter woke me by pinging my implant. I noted a bright half-moon above as I took a minute to wake up a little more. 

    "Thanks, flitter. Park us half a mile above Yakima, please." Rolling over and sitting up, I said, "Hey, lady. If you don't give me a hard time about my nap, I'll buy you some coffee while we look over whatever the probes found." 

    Giving me a rather flat expression, Myra said archly, "I've already seen what the probes found." 

    I sighed, "Yeah, well, good for you, sweetie. In that case, buy your own coffee." 

    There was a fairly crowded truck stop along the Interstate below. Good

'nuff. The flitter let us off near the front doors and a man coming out with a big drink stopped cold as we stepped out of the flitter's field. He stared for a moment, then shook his head tersely and kept walking. 

    Myra snickered softly, "I forgot we couldn't be seen aboard the flitter. To him, we just appeared out of nowhere." 

    Once we'd bought coffee, sandwiches, and pastries, and had reboarded the flitter, I asked it to show us what it had turned up. A field screen over a yard wide and tall popped into being and split into nine segments. The bottom left segment contained the body it had found. The other eight segments each displayed one of the live people, only two of whom were up and moving. The rest were seated around a campfire in front of three tents. I said, "Point out Corinne and Ted," and Myra pointed to the blonde in the second row middle panel as she said, "Cori." Pointing at the top right panel, she said, "Ted." 

    Touching the panels, I dragged Cori to the top left and placed Ted next to her. Ted was talking about something that made him point up the mountain, then toward the southwest. 

    Opening another screen, I asked for a topographical display of the area with green dots for Cori's group and red dots for the owners of the boot prints we'd found near the pack. The green dots were clustered at a spot maybe halfway to the top of the mountain. The two red dots were about half a mile below them and continued to move slowly upward for some moments before they stopped. 

    Zooming in on the red dots displayed two men in their forties. I turned on the volume. The bigger of the men looked up the hillside and said, "We'll break here for fifteen minutes." 

    His buddy practically collapsed into a crouch and began struggling to peel off his backpack as he said, "Clinton, they ain't goin' anywhere tonight. Make it half an hour. Hell, make it an hour. Pushin' too hard is what killed Steen." 

    Turning to face his companion, Clinton said, "We still have to set up camp and what killed Steen was plain damned stupidity. That wasn't his first heart attack. He knew he shouldn't have come out here." 

    "He said the docs weren't sure the others were really heart attacks." Snorting a chuckle, Clinton replied, "Well, there's damned little doubt now, right?" 

    In an accusing tone, the guy yelped, "You could have stopped him from coming." 

    Clinton stared down at the guy and laughed. "Bullshit, Edwards. Steen thought we were trying to dump him when we tried to get him to stay with the van. He threatened to blow the whole thing if we didn't let him come along." Edwards snapped, "Well? What would you'a thought?" Looking really irritated for the first time, Clinton said, "If you can ask that, you're no damned smarter than he was. Where the hell else is there to go? Up the hill. Down the hill." Leaning down toward Edwards for emphasis, he snarled, "The nearest other trailhead is almost-fifty-fucking-miles-away and the two of us're gonna be hauling a hundred and sixty pounds each on the way out." 

    Edwards held his gaze for a moment, but backed down. He slumped against his pack and muttered, "If it's even still there. What if somebody found it?" Clinton squatted, then sat and let the ground take the weight of his pack as he sighed, "Nobody's found it, Edwards." 

    "You can't know that. It's been years since Tony stashed it." 

    "Okay, so I can't know for sure, but we don't have a good reason to think otherwise, do we?" 

    Myra muttered, "When will one of these bozos tell us what the hell 'it' 

is?" 

    Sipping coffee, I chuckled, "Is this your first stakeout, ma'am? Didn't they teach you patience in spook school?" 

    She gave me a droll look and said coaxingly to the screen, "Come on, guys. Let us in on your little secret, okay?" 

    As if on cue, Edwards asked, "Are you sure these folding carts'll make it back to the van? Maybe we shoulda brought Steen's cart, too. The instruction paper said they're only rated for a hundred pounds." 

    "They'll make it, damn it. We'll take it easy coming down." 

    "But what if..?" 

    Clinton snapped, "Edwards, shut the fuck up! Now! We've got what we've got and we don't have time to go back for Steen's cart and if it's gone, it's just fucking gone! Jeezus! Gimme a goddamned break, willya?!" Glowering, Edwards subsided. He located his canteen, took a swig, and put it back on his pack, then sighed, "I'm just nervous as hell about the whole damned thing now. First Tony, then Steen. It's like we're cursed or something." 

    Rolling his eyes, Clinton said, "Crap. Curses don't cause bullet wounds and heart attacks." 
Chapter Two

    Sipping her coffee, Myra sighed, "Anytime, guys. Just say the magic word. What the hell is 'it'?" 

    Heh. Waiting wasn't her best talent. I sipped my coffee and leaned back as I looked at the other screen. One of the guys was serving portions of something from a fry pan. Fingers holding toothpicks stabbed evenly-sliced chunks of whatever in the pan. Did we really need probes for everybody? Nah. I canceled all but one probe at the campfire site, the probe for Steen's body, and a probe to monitor Clinton and Edwards. 

    Myra startled as the screen changes occurred and looked at me, but after a moment she settled back without comment and resumed watching the show. A few minutes later, she sipped her coffee and asked, "What do you think 'it' is?" Trying to appear thoughtful, I ventured, "Well, I'd guess it's probably animal, vegetable, or mineral." 

    "Oh, brilliant, Sherlock! Care to try again?" 

    "Okay. Something some guy named Tony stashed." She started to say something. I added, "Something heavy that would be worth the climb and could survive this environment. Gee, I dunno, lady, maybe gold, d'ya think?" She grinned. "Yeah. That's what I thought too. So why'd Mr. Tony stash it on a damned volcano?" 

    "This is prob'ly where he found it. The Cascades are cluttered with old mines. Maybe bad weather was closing in and he had no way to get it down the hill alone, or without being noticed. Clinton said one-sixty pounds each. Three-twenty total. But that's not the question of the moment." Giving me a fisheye, Myra asked, "It isn't? What is?" Pulling up park records on the screen, I pointed at line six, which read

'11' and said, "That's how many individual climbers or groups have registered flight plans for parts of Glacier Peak for this week. Why are Clinton and Edwards interested in Cori's group in particular? For that matter, are they really interested, or are they just keeping an eye on them in transit?" 

    "In transit? You think Clinton and Edwards will keep moving through the night?" 

    Shaking my head, I replied, "Doubtful. It's hard enough by day. But now that Clinton and Edwards have caught up to Cori's group, I think Clinton will call a halt somewhat above them, where he can watch them a little more closely." 

    After a long moment, Myra quietly, coolly said, "Tell me exactly why you think that, Ed." 

    "You know why. High ground and field of fire. Look at the tracks around the tents and the campfire. Some of the tent lines are a little slack and there are half a dozen cat holes in the dirt twenty feet from the fire. They've already been there a couple of days and that's what's bugging Clinton." 

    My implant pinged and I put up a screen for Angela Horn. She was out of uniform and I could see her bedroom behind her as she said, "Hi, Ed. Bev showed me the stuff you sent her and I told her to send it where it needs to go. What do you think's going on?" 

    "It's hard to tell yet, Angie. Doesn't really matter, either. Myra Berens is with me and her baby sister is in a group of campers. We're gonna keep an eye on her." 

    Myra gave Angie a little wave and "Hi, Angela." 

    "Hi, Myra. Ed, what's your agenda?" 

    "Watch and listen. Nobody's done anything illegal 'cept maybe not reporting a corpse in the woods. If things get rowdy, I'll deal with it." On my other screen, people with badges were approaching Steen's body. After a moment, Angie nodded. "Okay. Myra?" 

    Myra replied, "Yes?" 

    With a grinning glance at me, Angie said, "Ed once told me he thought you had magnificent legs. That's the exact word he used. 'Magnificent'. Just thought you'd like to know." 

    Grinning back at her, Myra said, "Thanks, Angela." She laughed, "You're welcome. Goodnight, all," then she poked the 'off' 

icon at her end. 

    I removed the Steen segment from our screen and doubled the size of the Clinton-Edwards block. Clinton helped Edwards get his pack back on, then pulled him to his feet. After hefting their loads, they got moving on a course that would take them uphill almost two hundred yards from Cori's group. As we watched them, Myra said, "You thought my legs were 'magnificent', huh?" 

    Meeting her grinning gaze, I replied, "As if you didn't know, right? As if you didn't change into shorts on your way from your office to my house? As if you can't remember the time I talked about licking my way up your thighs?" She shrugged lightly and chuckled, "Okay, so I may have had a vague inkling, but it's been a few years, you know. Do you still think they're magnificent?" 

    Eyeing her legs, I nodded. "Oh, yeah. Definitely." Motion on one of the other screens caught my eye and I checked it out. The probe covering the camp showed a bear snuffling his way along the side of the mountain, seemingly heading directly toward the campfire. Myra's gaze followed mine and she hissed, "Oh, my God! There's a bear behind... Oh, hell! I don't know his name!" 

    "The bear's a hundred feet from the camp. All we need is a good distraction. Flitter, hover above Clinton, please." Grabbing Tiger's kitty kibble out of the flitter's console, I called up my board and slid off the deck to loop under the flitter before I turned on my three suit. The wind was flowing up the mountain, so I positioned myself a few feet off the ground twenty feet or so downhill from the bear. Opening the bag of cat food, I gently rustled the bag. The bear's ears flicked and its face turned in my direction. I rustled the bag again and flapped it open and closed a few times to get the food scent moving on the breeze. The bear's head came up and he froze as he seemed to give the matter considerable thought. After a moment, he began ambling in my direction. 

    I stayed twenty feet ahead of him for the next fifteen minutes or so, rustling the bag whenever his interest seemed to weaken. Once he heard something up the hill and turned his head to look, but the sound of the bag and the smell of the cat food helped him regain his focus. Once we reached some hefty chunks of rubble a good distance down the slope, I let a small handful of the kibble trickle around within arm's reach on the dirt just before the rocks and backed away from the spot. 

    The bear discovered the kibble and spent some time locating as much as he could find, then started sniffing in my direction again. I rustled the bag to regain his immediate attention and tossed a few handfuls of kibble around both the dirt area and the rocks. The bear found some kibble and looked for more. I tossed another handful into the rocks in front of his face and he startled slightly, but soon continued snuffling and began turning rocks to find the kibble. Good 'nuff. That ought to keep him busy for a while. Just to be sure, I dribbled a hefty handful that would be easy to find among some lower rocks. Leaving the bear to his kibble hunting, I flew back up the mountain and had a close look at the student campsite. They had camping gear and science gear. People chatted around a fire and two of them entered a tent; the other guy and girl. Moving to the right a hundred yards let me see Clinton and Edwards choose a boulder-strewn area as an observation point. Clinton shrugged out of his gear, produced a small pair of binoculars, and aimed them at the campfire below. Edwards sat on a rock, panting hard and not even trying to get his pack off. 

    After a few moments, Clinton aimed the binoculars laterally along the mountainside for a time, then said, "Thought I saw something move. There's a bear half a mile down. Take five, then set up the tent. I'll be back in a while." 

    Edwards stopped panting for a moment, then took a deep breath and asked, 

"What're you gonna do?" 

    "Have a closer look and a listen. Set up the tent." Clinton moved away around one of the bigger boulders and began easing his way down toward the other campsite. About halfway between his site and theirs, he stopped and seemed to listen for a few moments, then he continued downward until he could crouch behind a boulder only thirty feet from the tents. For the next fifteen minutes or so he simply sat there, occasionally peeking around the boulder. We listened to Cori, Ted, and two of the other guys talk about glaciers, volcanoes, seismic instruments, and odd foods. It wasn't too long before Clinton started to get to his feet and almost fell over. He was shivering and his right leg didn't seem to want to work right. Letting himself back down to the ground, he settled for crawling to a nearby bigger boulder, where he put his back to the uphill side of it and stood working his arms and legs for a few minutes. 

    Credit where it's due; despite hearing nothing that wasn't camp chatter and suffering the cold wind in an exposed, cramped position, Clinton maintained silence. He hadn't uttered so much as a grunt of discomfort from the time he left Edwards until he returned. 

    As he climbed into their two-man dome tent, Edwards asked, "Well? What'd you find out?" 

    Clinton replied, "Nothing. Didn't hear shit. I don't think they know anything about it." 

    Heh. I could envision Myra groaning --or maybe even swearing? --at yet another reference to the great unnamed 'it'. I zipped back to the flitter and turned off my three suit just before I passed through the flitter's hull field. 

    Walking past the bathroom field and between seats to put the kibble back in the console, I said, "I'm back." 

    Myra whipped around, eyes wide and pulse pounding. "Oh, Jeez! Where the hell were you all this time?" 

    "Leading bears downhill. Watching people. You heard what Clinton said when he got back to the tent?" 

    "Yes. He thinks they don't know anything." She looked at the campsites below and asked, "Wait. You were close enough to hear him? Why didn't I see you?" 

    "I went to a better spook school, ma'am. They taught us superior woodsmanship." 

    "Crap. The nearest trees are a quarter of a mile away." 

    "That's a damned good point. Flitter, if any potentially dangerous animals get within a hundred yards of the people we're watching, let us know immediately, please. Also let us know if either Clinton or Edwards should wander more than fifty feet from their tent tonight." Calling up another field probe, I said, "Flitter, stop recording activities aboard, please," and sent the probe northward along the mountainside using penetrating radar to scan the surface. Myra watched the screen for a moment, then asked what I was looking for in particular. 

    "Holes. Places where stuff might be hidden." 

    "You're trying to find their gold?" 

    "If that's what they're looking for, yes. Might be something else, though." 

    "For instance?" 

    I shrugged. "Maybe money. How many hundred dollar bills are there in a hundred and sixty pounds?" I grinned at her. "Until one of them mentions what

'it' is, we're just guessing." 

    Myra gave me a sidelong glance and continued watching as the probe plodded on, slowly scanning the hillside. It was three hundred yards from the trail when a return echo displayed what looked like a collapsed entrance to a mine. I moved the flitter over there and sent the probe through almost twenty feet of dirt and rubble. Once the probe emerged from the other side of the blockage, I had it provide some light and discovered it was in a man-made hole in the mountain that extended about sixty feet further. 

    There were no wooden beams; it looked as if whoever had dug the hole had simply found a soft spot among ancient lava flows and had followed it until progress had been blocked by harder rock. Rusty remnants of a frying pan and a lantern lay on the floor of the shaft about halfway from the entrance. Three glass gallon jugs and a metal bucket lay on their sides at the wall near the lantern. A bolt-action rifle leaned on the wall nearby. Flat brown scraps of something lay here and there and I had the probe take a closer look at them. Leather? Yes. A bootstrap was attached to one of the pieces. Something had chewed a boot to pieces. Moving the probe further into the shaft, I discovered what had likely done the chewing; the skeleton of a good-sized dog lay on a ratty sleeping bag on one side of the shaft. 

    Myra muttered, "Oh, that poor thing! It must have been trapped in there!" I moved the probe further and she gasped softly as the probe's soft glow revealed another --human --skeleton near a shallow hole in the floor of the shaft. Some of the bones were scattered around the spot and remnants of clothing had nearly disintegrated. I saw a damaged pair of black plastic men's glasses to one side of the shaft and spotted a ball-point pen and a small folding shovel leaning on the wall near them. This was no prospector from the olden days. 

    "Flitter, did you find any ID on or around that guy?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    "Can you figure out what killed him?" 

    "I may only speculate based on forensic evidence." 

    "Okay. Do so, please." 

    "A combination of disease, dehydration, and hypothermia." Myra asked, "How can it tell that? Maybe the dog attacked him or maybe he was killed and sealed in with his dog." 

    The flitter replied, "There are remnants of diseased tissue within the skull and spinal column and concentrations of influenza spores in the soil beneath the body." 

    After a moment, Myra said, "It looks as if he was trying to dig his own grave." She looked at me and saw my doubt. "Well? What do you think he was doing?" 

    Pointing, I said, "The shovel's way over there, ma'am. It's more likely he just died while he was taking a dump." 

    Her expression soured a bit and she looked at the screen again without comment. I panned the probe around the immediate area and didn't see a number of things one might expect to see in a camping environment. No tent. Even inside a cave, a tent can be damned comforting. No backpack. No rope. No fire pit. No other tools. I sent the probe back into the rubble blocking the entrance. After a few moments, it found the ratty remnants of a wood-framed canvas backpack that held cans of food and various necessities, but it found no mining tools. 

    Possible scenario; a sudden collapse of the roof made him drop everything and dive clear of the falling debris? No. When a mine roof collapses, everything just drops. Maybe a landslide? I flew the probe outside for a look at the entrance. It didn't look any different from the rest of the area, but the guy had been there since before synthetic backpacks, so it might be hard to tell what caused the fall. 

    "Flitter, can you tell us what caused the collapse at the front of the mine and when?" 

    "Yes, Ed. Chemical residues and shock patterns indicate the use of dynamite. Deterioration of chemical compositions indicates the explosion happened in approximately 1947." 

    "Thank you. Show us where it exploded, please." The probe burrowed back into the debris and through it to the left, then upward. I turned off its glow to avoid lighting a spot on the hillside as it emerged above the center of the blockage. The flitter said, "Approximately here. I am unable to be more precise." 

    "That's precise enough. Thanks, flitter." 

    Myra ventured, "So he was murdered?" 

    "Seems likely. Would he have sealed himself in?" 

    "So where's the gold?" 

    I grinned. "You've decided to assume 'it's' gold?" With a wry grin, she nodded. "What else would it be?" 

    "Flitter, please scan the floor and walls of that shaft and let us know whether you find any gold." 

    A few moments passed before the flitter said, "I have found no gold, Ed." 
Chapter Three

    Myra's expression became somewhat dark as she studied the screen. She snapped, "Well, if there's no damned gold, why the hell was he murdered? And why did those other guys bring carts up here?" 

    "Maybe they think there ought to be gold, too." 

    "Don't you?" 

    I shrugged. "Doesn't really matter to me what 'it' is." Blinking at me, she asked, "Why doesn't it matter?" 

    "Where are we, Myra? Who owns national parks?" About to reply, she stopped, then said, "Oh." 

    "Right. On to more important things." 

    "Such as?" 

    "Since neither of those guys was alive in 1947, how would they have found out about this place?" 

    "Half a dozen ways. How is that more important?" 

    "It might lead us to whoever sealed the mine. Or this mine may not be what they're looking for." 

    Poking the 'reverse' on the Clinton-Edwards block, I ran it back to where I'd returned to the flitter and let it proceed forward at double speed. Neither man left the tent, but shadows on a wall made it obvious that one of them --likely Clinton, from his size --spent some time studying something that he had to fold when he put it away. 

    "Flitter, continue probing the mountain as before, please. We're still looking for holes and hiding places." 

    Sipping the last of my coffee, I reached into the console for my jar of instant coffee and rinsed my mug in the bathroom. Myra followed me in, swilled the last of her coffee, and rinsed her Styrofoam cup as she said, "It's after nine. Are you sure you want another coffee at this hour?" 

    "Sure enough to make one. I'd like to try to be awake and alert if you decide to pounce on me." 

    Giving me an arched-eyebrow fisheye, Myra set her cup by mine and said, 

"You sound hopeful." 

    I tapped some instant into her cup and added hot water as I replied, 

"Damned right I am. You're kinda pretty, y'know." The flitter said, "I have discovered another opening, Ed." Stirring our coffees, I replied, "Thanks, flitter," and capped my mug, then went to look at the screen's display of the mountainside and saw nothing. Myra came to stand beside me, eyed the screen as she sipped, and asked, 

"So where's the opening?" 

    I sent the probe straight ahead through the surface of what appeared to be eroded rubble. The probe flew through a pile of rocks and emerged into what its signal echoes presented as another mine entrance, but this one was easily eight feet wide. Making the probe glow as before, I moved it forward. For the first forty feet we saw nothing but the floor, walls, and ceiling of the shaft. Darker rock to our left and right made me think whoever had dug the mine had also followed a path of softer rock between ancient lava flows. The shaft narrowed a bit and angled slightly upward, likely to allow for drainage. Sixty feet inside we saw a couple of picks lying near the left wall and about ten feet beyond them we found a hand cart. 

    It had a wood frame with metal braces, a deck made of 1x4 boards, and had rolled on what appeared to be trailer wheels. The tires were flat and cracked and the rims and fittings were heavily rusted, as were a couple of washtubs on the cart. As I flew the probe around it, I noticed a rusty two-hand air pump strapped to the side of the cart. 

    Twenty feet past the cart we found two more washtubs sitting on the floor of the shaft. As the probe stopped in front of them, Myra gasped, "Oh, my God..." then said in a low, excited tone, "Ed, that has to be the gold! We've found it!" 

    Yeah, that seemed likely. The tubs were both about half-filled with string-top bags that looked as if they could hold about a pint of something. 

    "Flitter, what's in those bags?" 

    "Gold, Ed." 

    Nodding, I said, "Thanks, flitter," and moved the probe further into the mine. We encountered no more tools, carts, or washtubs, but after about another fifty feet, we found four skeletons lying by the right-hand wall. Three lay together and the fourth lay about six feet from the others. The three at the wall had all been shot in the backs of their heads. Number four had probably tried to run. 

    Myra gazed at the skeletons in silence. I asked, "Do we really want to know all the gory details about this?" 

    With a tiny shake of her head, she replied softly, "No, not really. This is definitely a matter for the police, not us." 

    Nodding, I said, "Fine with me. Flitter, is there any more gold to be dug out of this mine?" 

    "Very little, Ed." 

    "Please retrieve whatever gold is left and clear a space at the entrance large enough for a man to climb through easily, then bring all the gold aboard the flitter." 

    We watched the flitter's progress on the screen as it cleared a space at the top of the rubble pile and began fielding bags of gold to the deck. I said, "Flitter, if there are any empty bags, bring them aboard too, please," and six empty bags settled to the deck a few seconds later. The bags were made of canvas, which meant nothing. You can still buy those types of bags as readily as bags made of synthetic fabrics. Opening one, I looked inside and saw tiny nuggets, dust, and flakes of gold. I poured about half the contents of one of the full bags into an empty bag, then set the two bags on the deck and said, "Those are for Clinton and Edwards." 

    "Why do they get any of it?" 

    About another bag's worth of loose gold arrived and settled to the deck. I opened another empty bag and said, "Flitter, put the loose gold in this bag, please." It did so and I had to open another bag for the remainder. As I tied the last sack and set it on the deck, Myra cleared her throat. When I looked up, she said, "I repeat; why do those two get any of it?" Thumbing back down the mountain, I said, "The cops'll check park records, see who came in with Steen, and prob'ly come up here sometime tomorrow morning. Clinton seems to think Cori's group is harmless, so he and Edwards'll prob'ly either sit tight or head over here to look for the mine. If they come looking, they should find something." 

    With a sigh of exasperation, Myra asked, "Why should they find anything, Ed?" 

    "A minor misdirection. They'll think someone else got here first and the cops'll think they're lying, especially when they see what's left of the guys in the mines. And who knows? Since they knew enough to come looking, maybe one of 'em really does know what happened. In the meantime, the gold's safe." That earned me a fisheye look. "Safe?" 

    "Yup. I'll turn it in somewhere and be done with it. In the meantime, none of it will walk off or disappear. Flitter, keep probing the mountain, please, in case there are any more mines like this one." 

    Myra's fisheye look continued unabated. I said, "And if you're wondering who's gonna keep me honest, remember the flitter won't let us do anything illegal." 

    Her gaze became questioning for a moment, then she seemed to realize what I was trying to get across to her. With a glance at the bags of gold, Myra sat back and sipped her coffee as she studied me. 

    After a moment, she asked, "How much is there?" 

    "I dunno. Flitter, how much gold is there?" 

    "Three hundred sixty-eight pounds, four point two ounces." With a raised eyebrow, Myra asked, "Avoirdupois ounces?" 

    "Yes." 

    I said, "Thanks, flitter." 

    "Wait," said Myra, "Don't you want to know what it's worth?" Shrugging, I said, "Why bother? Prices change and it doesn't matter. I won't be keeping it." 

    Myra's expression seemed to yelp, "You won't?! Really?!" but she kept her mouth shut with very visible effort. After a moment, she asked, "What now? Do we just wait for morning?" 

    "Got a better idea?" 

    On the screen, Ted and Cori excused themselves from the campfire to climb into their tent. I was actually somewhat surprised their gabfest had lasted so long, given the cold breeze on the mountainside. The two other guys messed with equipment for a time, then closed the containers before they also entered a tent. After a short time, one of the guys returned to the fire. He took a seat on an overturned bucket, turned his back to the breeze, wrapped a space blanket around himself, and then looked at his watch and swore softly. I silently agreed, 'Yeah, sentry duty sucks.' 

    The world seemed to become almost unearthly. I looked over the vast sheet of ice leading down and away from the campsites and couldn't see the other side of it. Other than a few thin clouds, nothing moved. Except for the sound of the steady wind, there was total quiet. 

    Yet something nudged at my mind. I felt some kind of presence nearby, but it didn't seem to belong to anyone or anything recognizable. The flitters and the AIs had their own signature presences, as did some people and animals, but none were as faint as the one I now felt. 

    Myra softly called, "Ed?" and when I looked at her, she said, "You were off in space again. Does that happen often?" 

    Shrugging, I sipped coffee and said, "Only as often as necessary. At the risk of sounding mystical, there's something out there other than these people and some animals on the mountain. I was trying to figure out where and what it is." 

    Eyeing me, she replied, "Yeah, that does sound mystical." 

    "It isn't. I can feel fields. Whatever this is sort of feels like one, but it's so faint I can barely tell it's there." 

    "Are you sure you haven't just had a very long day?" 

    "No, I'm fine. Flitter, are you detecting any field activity on this mountain other than our own?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    "Serena." 

    She appeared by the console in a jeans and blouse outfit and canted her head slightly. Myra recoiled hard in her seat as Serena smilingly said, 

"Hello, Myra. Yes, Ed?" 

    "I'm feeling something in the neighborhood. Like a field, but not quite the same. Faint, but steady. Can you feel it?" 

    Perhaps only for our benefit, she studied the area for a moment, then shook her head. "No. Can you match the range and give me a sample?" I tried. I created a tendril and tuned it down until it seemed to almost disappear, but I couldn't take it down any lower. Serena's left eyebrow went up as she monitored my effort, then she took over the tendril and dropped its... 'pitch'... until I felt a throbbing in my head. It wasn't painful; it was about the same as when a neighbor's stereo is thumping in the distance. You can't hear the music, but you can barely feel the beat. The presence suddenly seemed more intense and I pointed south. 

    "It's coming from over there. I can't tell how far." Serena's watchful expression began to change until it was a mask of what I can only call 'shock', if such a word could truly apply to an AI. Elkor and Stephanie popped into being, Steph on the other side of the console and Elkor on top of it. All of them stood or sat absolutely still as they intently communed --and presumably scanned the mountain. 

    The flitter suddenly began to move south at what looked like fifty miles an hour or so. A few miles later, my head was throbbing worse than ever, and now it was painful. Serena looked at me and the pain stopped, though the pounding didn't. She raised an arm and pointed --likely also for our benefit. I saw nothing but ice-covered mountain. 

    Her arm gradually dropped as we moved and she eventually said, "I'll park your flitter fifty feet from the spot until we know a little more. We've sent probes to... oh. Oh, my..." 

    Her surprise was no less than my own. I'd never seen an AI react to anything like that. She looked exactly like any human woman facing something very shocking. So did Steph. Elkor's little cat face was less readable, but he was staring straight over the nose of the flitter at the ground. Standing up, I asked, "What's down there?" Steph said, "It appears to be an Amaran survey vessel." I said, "Put it on a screen, please. How far down is it?" A four-foot wide field screen popped into being as Steph replied, "Four hundred and six feet." 

    On the screen we saw a probe's view of what looked to me like some kind of flitter. Correction; make that a really heavy duty flitter. That thing was a friggin' Mac truck compared to mine. The sides and deck were twice as thick, it had large padded seats, and it looked as if it might be three times as large. There was also a real pilot's seat with hand controls instead of a directional egg. 

    I muttered, "Damn! Check out the cockpit seat. This thing's kind of an antique, isn't it?" 

    "You could call it that. This one was constructed in 1631 and presumed destroyed in 1709." 

    Also standing up, Myra blurted, "1631?! There have been Amarans on Earth since 1631?!" 

    "Not continuously. Amarans visited prior to 1993 for purposes of observation and evaluation only." 

    "Well, how did this flitter manage to get itself buried under four hundred feet of rock on the side of a volcano?" 

    "It would appear that volcanic activity buried it." Myra blinked at her, then her expression became very annoyed and she took a breath to say something, but I raised a finger to stop her. 

    "Hold one. You actually want to know considerably more than that about the circumstances of the event, right?" 

    Fixing her glare on me, Myra snapped, "Yes." Pointing down, I said, "Then there's nothing to get pissed about, ma'am. The only one who could tell us that is the flitter. Steph answered your question to the best of her immediate knowledge of the event." Steph smilingly nodded. "Indeed so. Ed, Elkor has retrieved the flitter's logs. I'll put them on the screen shortly." 

    "Thanks, ma'am. Is this flitter sentient?" 

    "No." 

    "Is it capable of achieving sentience?" 

    "That isn't altogether impossible, but it's unlikely." 

    "This flitter's had three hundred years to think about things without distractions. Is it still functional?" 

    "It will be once we repair and charge its engine." Myra sighed expressively, "Ed, would you please get to whateverthehell point you're trying to make?" 

    "Sure. Like the gold, there's a question of ownership." Myra gave me a sharp, questioning glance. Steph simply raised an eyebrow and replied, "Explain, please." 

    "Okay. You --the lady who has always given me grief about doing things of questionable legality --now have to make what may be a questionable decision. Are you going to turn this antique flitter over to the US government?" Steph's gaze met mine as she said, "That is yet to be determined, Ed." 

    "Evasively spoken, ma'am. How do you intend to avoid it?" 

    "That, too, is yet to be determined." 

    I grinned. "Uh, huh. Hey, the Amarans made some really durable hardware back then, didn't they?" 

    Myra gave me a fisheye look, but Steph simply nodded. "Yes, they did. Elkor is initiating contact with it. In the meantime, here are some probe views." 

    On the screen, the probe panned the buried flitter's deck. The first thing I noticed was that the flitter lay at the bottom of a perfectly smooth, elongated bubble. Moisture had stained the bubble's walls and ceiling, but hadn't reached the flitter; its deck and console were in pristine condition... or so it seemed until I noticed a booted foot protruding beyond one of the oversized seats. 

    "Aw, hell. There were people aboard when it got buried." Turning his head to look at me, Elkor said, "There were two men and two women aboard. The flitter's records indicate it initiated stasis fields to protect them during the event. When it discovered it was unable to extricate itself, it continued the stasis fields until it could no longer sustain them." That didn't make sense to me. Flitters can construct field generators. 

"Why couldn't it make a generator?" 

    "After surviving the lahar that engulfed and buried it, this flitter barely had power enough to sustain stasis fields and emit a signal." Myra asked, "What's a lahar?" 

    I said, "A pyroclastic flow." Gesturing at the world outside the flitter, I added, "Mixed with steam and any available water. Or plain ol' landslides and mudslides in a place like this. Maybe some glacial melt water shook loose. It would be like an entire lake emptying itself down the hill along with all the ice, mud, and other crap it could pick up and carry." Looking at Steph, I asked, "Sound about right?" She nodded. "Close. The flitter's logs are ready for review. I'll show you edits of probe views of their last twelve hours before the incident and run them at triple speed." 

    On the screen, alternating probe views showed us views of the mountain and quite a few people doing various things on the ground. One probe pivoted several degrees and we saw the front of a flitter like the one below as a man lifted a box with handles on its top and sides from the deck to the ground. The probe swiveled again and we saw another flitter being unloaded nearby as a woman planted what looked like four-foot garden stakes in the ground. She planted five more of the stakes and I drew a mental line through them; she was making a circular arrangement, likely a perimeter fence. Everybody wore what looked like athletic jumpsuits until the perimeter fence was finished. The woman sank the last stake and waved to someone, then smiled as she peeled off her jumpsuit to reveal shorts and what looked like a t-shirt. Others within the perimeter also got out of their jumpsuits, then went back to work. 

    One of the flitters launched skyward with what looked like samples of local flora and fauna as the sky grew darker with approaching night. People pushed buttons on boxes which unfolded and became small tent-like enclosures that seemed to pretty much set themselves up. Curious animals were turned away by the circle of stakes, though I couldn't see what might be deterring them. When clouds settled over the area and rain began to fall, I saw what the stakes were truly for; there was an invisible dome over the campsite. The other flitter had settled to the ground among the tents and a man sat aboard it watching the console screen. A movie? A letter from home? Data gathered during the day? Couldn't tell. Another man took his place what seemed like only a few minutes later, though it had been hours for them. The moon and stars moved across the sky as the night progressed, then everything on the ground suddenly began to shake and bounce and trees farther down the slope began swaying and breaking. 

    The flitter lifted slightly, but stayed where it was. One of the perimeter stakes fell over and another snapped off just above the ground. An open wedge formed in the field dome and heavy, driving rain soaked everything and everybody it could reach almost instantly as the shaking stopped. The flitter put up its hull field and cold, drenched people from all around the camp hurried toward its shelter as best they could while more of the dome field failed. 

    That was where Steph slowed the replay to normal speed. The only sound before had been little more than a high-pitched rattle when people had talked, but now we heard them yelling to each other. I watched them help each other stagger across the rocky, muddy slope through rain so dense I could barely see them at all. Several were suddenly thrown off their feet as the ground shook again. 

    Hefty boulders and scientific equipment leaped a foot into the air. A woman fell hard, screamed, and clutched her knee. A man and a woman who'd reached the flitter leaped back into the cold rain to run to her side. They'd almost reached her when a wall of blackness taller than our probe's view of the area swept from right to left across the screen in an instant. 
Chapter Four

    The screen display changed to a view of the flitter's seats and deck from front to rear. All aboard were sitting stiff and still in their seats, held in place by stasis fields. A green bar glowed on the console where before had been only a small glowing square. A power indicator? Made sense. The flitter would probably try to move with the flow and rise out of it. As if to confirm my thoughts, Steph said, "The flitter is trying to maintain stability and rise out of the lahar." 

    Thick rocky mud that had engulfed the flitter silently swirled and slammed against its hull field for about the next two minutes, then the swirling seemed to stop. For the next minute or so there was a slow rain of rocks and boulders from above, then the world seemed to lurch and the whole mess started moving again. After another few minutes of swirling and slamming, things beyond the field seemed to stop moving much and simply hung in place around the flitter. 

    "Oh, shit," I muttered, "After all that, now they're falling, aren't they?" 

    Steph nodded. "Yes. This spot in the chasm was six hundred and eighty-four feet deep. Debris preceding the flitter partially filled it." The fall didn't last as long as her reply. Rocks and chunks of ice slammed down onto the flitter's hull field and I heard a loud humming sound that lasted for another two minutes before it gradually lessened and faded away. When I glanced at Steph, she said, "The flitter's efforts to maintain its fields destroyed crucial circuitry and almost caused its engine to implode. It had no way to broadcast a distress signal and less than six percent of its fuel remained." 

    On the screen, one of the men stirred and the flitter spoke in Amaran. The guy said something as he looked around in amazement for a moment, then he studied his companions for another moment before speaking again. The flitter's monitor replayed what had happened and ended with cutaway views of its own inner workings. The guy returned to his seat looking as if he'd been slugged in the gut. After a short time, he sighed as he seemed to steel himself and issued his final command, then his stillness became complete. 

    I said, "So he decided to go back into stasis. Wait and hope. Wasn't there any other option? Anything at all?" 

    "Apparently not." 

    "Steph, my flitter tunneled halfway through a damned mountain in Iran. Why couldn't this one manage a few hundred feet of mud and rubble?" 

    "For all its size, that model had less than a quarter of the power of today's flitters." 

    Myra said, "There were fifteen people in that group. What are the chances that any of them survived?" 

    "Poor. When the transport ship returned twenty-eight days later, they found there'd been a small volcanic eruption. An extensive search found asphyxiated humans and animals over two miles from the volcano's cone. All undiscovered personnel and equipment were presumed destroyed." I sipped coffee and said, "Steph, I'd suggest you inform 3rd World about this and let them inform the government at their convenience. How long will it take us to excavate that flitter and refill the hole using three flitters?" Myra gave me a strange look and asked, "Refill it?" I shrugged. "All that crap has to go somewhere. Tossing it loose on the hillside could be dangerous for someone else sooner or later." Steph said, "If there are no difficulties, we could complete the excavation in about six hours." 

    "Any reason I shouldn't call Angie for the Carrington flits? Maybe reservations about the legality of digging things up on government land or like that?" 

    With a droll expression, Steph said, "Of course, but they can be settled in some manner later." 

    Calling up a screen of my own, I sent a jingle to Angie's pad. She didn't answer immediately, and when she did, she didn't open a video link as she said, "I had to get out of a shower to answer this, so it had better be good." 

    "Yes'm, it is. We need to borrow the Carrington flitters." 

    "Who's 'we' and why do you need them?" 

    "Steph, Serena, Elkor, and I found a three hundred year old flitter buried on a volcano. We need them to dig it out before daylight. Steph, send her the data, please." 

    After a few moments, Angie opened a video link. She wore a light blue terrycloth robe and a towel around her hair and looked pretty excited. "Okay," she said, "But some of our people are going to want to be there. I'll send flit one out immediately. Give me another hour to rouse people and get them out there on flit two." 

    I looked at Steph to answer that. She nodded. "That would be fine, Angela. Thank you." 

    "You're welcome, Stephanie. Bye for now, everybody." We said our goodbyes and closed the link. Moments later a double sonic boom sounded high above us and Elkor said, "My flitter has arrived. Its assistance should reduce excavation time to four hours or less." Myra leaned toward me and whispered, "Elkor has a flitter?" I whispered back, "Yup, but it's not a secret, ma'am." She gave me a wry look in return as our flitters began lifting debris and setting it aside. The process seemed to fascinate Myra, but I started yawning and realized my earlier nap hadn't really been enough to offset getting up at dawn. I asked my flitter to wake me when they reached the buried flitter and got flat on a bed. 

    Myra walked over and eyed me for a moment, then said, "You'll just have to get up again when Angela gets here." 

    "Nope. She can get what she needs from Steph." 

    "I can't believe you're just going to sack out in the middle of all this." I chuckled, "Try harder, milady. I see no reason to watch flitters move dirt all night." 

    "What if something happens?" 

    "The flitter will wake me." As an afterthought, I said, "Flitter, put a concealment field over the gold on your deck and move it under one of the beds so it's out of the way, please. Nobody who isn't going to receive it needs to know about it. I don't want the fuss and bother of explaining it to visitors." The flitter asked, "Which bed, Ed?" 

    "Whichever's closest." 

    The bags lifted very slightly and moved beneath the other field bed. I said, "Thanks, flitter," and looked at Myra. Her gaze narrowed as she canted her head slightly, but she said nothing and walked back to the front of the flitter. Good 'nuff. On general principles, I had the flitter set up a privacy field around my bed and generated my own theta waves to help me turn myself off for a while. 

    The next thing I heard was pinging in my commo implant. I sat up, warmed the last of my coffee and took a sip, and canceled the privacy field. To my left, rocks and dirt seemed to flow through the air to join what was already an astoundingly large pile. In front of my flitter and to the left were the other flitters, all of which contained passengers. Angela, Myra, Steph, Serena, and Wallace stood peering over the nose of my flitter and Linda was lying on the other field bed. 

    I reached to tap her shoulder until she wakened and said, "Hi, Fearless Leader. Glad you could make it." 

    She rubbed her eyes, smiled as she patted the bed, and said, "These were an excellent idea. I take it they're almost finished digging?" 

    "Yup. Any minute now. Want some coffee?" 

    "Oh, hell, yes! Just a minute." She reached into a bag by her bed and produced a plastic travel mug, then headed for the bathroom. The others heard us and turned to look. I gave them a little two-fingered salute, said, "Hi, all," and ambled over to the group to have a look at the hole. It was huge, easily thirty feet in diameter, and I couldn't see the bottom. Myra gave me a fisheye and said, "Well, look who finally dragged his ass out of bed." 

    Angie grinned and Wallace shook my hand as he said, "Amazing, isn't it?" as he noddingly indicated the dig site. 

    "Yup. Where's the antique flitter going from here?" 

    "Hangar four. A team's standing by." 

    Hm. A team of what? Amaran historians? Forensic people? Did I care? No, not really. I sipped the last few drops in my mug just as Linda emerged and handed me her uncapped mug. Retrieving my stash of instant from the console, I made our coffees and gave hers to her. She sipped and smiled as Wallace eyed her mug wishfully, then she handed it to him. He grinned and kept her hand for a kiss as he said, "Thanks." 

    I asked, "Fearless Leader, ma'am, why doesn't Mr. Navy Captain have his own travel mug? Don't they pay him enough? Hasn't he learned anything from me over the years?" 

    With a small shrug, Linda replied, "Apparently not." To Wallace, I said, "Well, when you come up with a mug, you know where I keep the coffee." 

    Steph said, "We've freed the flitter and repaired its engine. It's coming up now." 

    Only a few seconds passed until the top of a flitter's hull field emerged from the hole. It looked like a truly enormous silver egg as it hung above the hole for a moment, then moved to place itself beside my flitter. The twilight of an approaching dawn seemed to lend it a faint iridescence. Angie asked, "Could someone tell it to use a transparent hull field?" Steph said, "This model was made before transparent fields were developed." Dirt and rocks began flowing back into the hole as she said, "It will assist us in filling the hole, then we'll guide it to Carrington base." That made sense to me, but apparently less sense to Myra, who asked, 

"You're making it help fill in its grave?" 

    I said, "Not a grave. It didn't die." 

    "But the people aboard it did." 

    "Yeah, but that's also why they won't mind the slight delay in being studied extensively, isn't it?" 

    She shot me a sharp look as Steph said, "With its help, we can be finished at or before dawn." 

    In a firm tone, Angie said, "Excellent," and her statement seemed to close the matter. 

    Myra stood silently watching the dirt fly for a moment, then asked, "What about the others who were swept away? Shouldn't we search for their remains?" Angie shook her head. "No. The Amarans will make their own arrangements with the government." She took her eyes off the refilling effort and said, 

"This old flitter could become part of a monument for everyone lost in that event." 

    Great. Wonderful. Build the thing into a monument? What if the volcano pops off again? 

    I said, "Why waste it? Upgrade it and put it back into service. Carve some appropriate words into a big stone and use the whole damned volcano as a monument." 

    That earned me dim looks from Wallace and Myra. Angie barely glanced away from the hole at me and Linda didn't even do that much. After a moment, she said softly, "I have to agree with what Ed said in his usual indelicate way. People just need focus points; places to come to and things to touch. The wall commemorating lives lost in the Vietnam War isn't located where the war happened, nor is it made from one of the vehicles used there, but it serves its purpose well enough." 

    Looking across at the antique flitter, I asked, "Steph, has anyone asked it what it wants to do?" 

    Less than a second passed before she answered, "No." 

    "Has it developed sentience?" 

    "Not in the manner Elkor and I have, but it does appear to have developed a rudimentary sort of awareness." 

    Shrugging, I looked at the others and said, "I wouldn't make a damned statue out of it. Would you?" 

    Steph said, "On the other hand, it's an outmoded model. We could transfer the core into a newer flitter and this shell could be used as a monument." Giving her an enthusiastic 'enlightened' expression, I agreed, "Even better, milady!" and turned my attention to the work outside as if the matter had been settled. 

    Filling the hole took almost no time at all. The flitters had only to shove the piled up debris toward the hole and gravity finished the delivery. In less than an hour the hole was nearly full and debris on the surface looked as if it might only be enough to level the spot. That surprised me. Whenever the Army'd made us dig and refill holes --supposedly for exercise --there'd been dirt left over because loose dirt occupies more space. I sent a probe down the erstwhile hole and it encountered a layer of solid rock at three hundred feet that hadn't been there before. Uh, huh. They'd melted a bunch of rock to reduce the overall volume. Steph and Serena smiled at me as I canceled the probe. 

    Some minutes later, the job was declared finished and there was a round of handshaking and backpatting before the other flitters and people headed for Carrington. Steph and Serena went with them, but Elkor simply vanished. I called up a screen and silently asked my flitter to renew the probe displays of the campers. Myra moved to stand beside me and asked, "What's wrong?" 

    "Nothing that I know of. Just checking." 

    As we watched, one of the women left a tent, said, "Just a minute, Lee," to the guy by the fire, and walked carefully to a place at the edge of the firelight. She returned a few moments later, wiping her hands on a towelette, and said, "Okay, now that I've been relieved, you're officially relieved too." Lee stood up and grinningly saluted, saying, "You have the bridge, ma'am," then made his own trip to the edge of the firelight before climbing into one of the tents. 

    I saw Myra's eyes flick to the block containing the other campsite as I turned down the sound for Cori's group. The Clinton-Edwards tent's flap opened and Clinton ambled further away from the trail to take a leak. He spent most of a minute watching the other camp before climbing back into their tent. Dawn in the mountains is different from dawn in flat places. Sunshine lit the tops of mountains in the distance and the sky above lightened, but it was still damned near dark on the western slope of Glacier Peak. I thought Myra would probably want to talk about the night's events, but she took a paperback from her bag and settled into a seat with it. I sipped coffee and checked email, and when I glanced at her a few minutes later, she was sound asleep. I had the flitter move her to her bed and went back to my email. Another half an hour passed before everybody in both camps got up and went through the usual morning motions. After helping Edwards pack some things, Clinton filled a thermos and used his binoculars to study the group below from concealment as he sipped from the thermos cap. Some fifteen minutes passed before Clinton got to his feet and helped Edwards finish stashing things in packs. 

    The two men started trekking in the general direction of the mine about an hour after sunup. As they labored over the rough terrain, I had the flitter hover a hundred feet above them and continued processing my email and checking discussion group messages. It took them nearly an hour to reach the general vicinity of the mine. Clinton stopped to take a map out of a coat pocket, compared it to the terrain for a time, put the map away, and continued moving forward. 

    I judged it time to waken Myra and did so. She got up and groggily joined me to watch as Clinton finally spotted the mine entrance and became rather agitated. Skinning out of his pack, he dropped it and ran toward the rubble to clamber up to the hole the flitter had created. At the top, he peered inside, but apparently couldn't see much. He clambered back down the rubble pile, rooted in his pack, and produced a flashlight. 

    As he had a short conversation with Edwards, I had the flitter field two half-full bags of gold into the mine and place them behind the washtubs on the floor. Clinton and Edwards climbed to the top of the entrance pile and Clinton squeezed and shimmied his way inside as Edwards clawed a few more rocks away from the hole. 

    Since it seemed highly likely Edwards would go inside, I sent the probe into the mine to watch Clinton. He saw the empty washtubs and had a minor fit, kicking one of them hard enough to send it flying. Spotting the bag hidden behind it, he practically dove on it, untying the bag with frantic fingers. Still on his knees, he peered into the bag for a moment, then shoved the other tub aside and found the second bag. I turned on the sound as Edwards kicked rocks out of his way on the inside of the rubble pile and slid to the bottom. He was still wearing his pack. 

    Edwards picked himself up and asked, "Well?" Holding the two bags up, Clinton replied, "This is all I found. If the rest is here, it's hidden." 

    Taking one of the bags, Edwards opened it and looked inside. Picking out a small nugget, he studied it by flashlight and asked, "Why would they leave these bags unhidden?" 

    "They were behind washtubs. Maybe someone was going to try to sneak them out." 

    Looking very skeptical, Edwards tied the bag shut and hung it on his belt, then took off his pack. Clinton also hung his bag on his belt and they began a systematic search of the mine. When they found the skeletons further inside, Clinton said, "Look at their heads. It happened just like Tony said." 

    "Tony was in prison more than half his life for rape and murder. For all we know, he's the one who killed them." 

    Rounding on Edwards with balled fists, Clinton growled, "I don't want to hear any more shit like that." 

    Edwards met his gaze for a moment, then shrugged and continued searching. After two circuits of the mine, he turned a washtub over, sat down, and said, 

"I've had enough, Bill." 

    Clinton came to stand before him. "We can't quit now." 

    "I can. If the gold's here, it's under all that." Edwards raised an arm to point at the entrance. "It would take a week to move it all. We don't have enough food and water." 

    "So we'll make another trip." Flipping the gold bag on his belt, he said, 

"Now we can afford it." 

    Edwards sighed, "Bill, I don't know why these two bags got left behind, but I think the rest of the gold's gone. If you want to come back up here, feel free." Patting the bag at his waist, he said, "This is enough to pay Michelle back and cover welding school. Maybe more than that." Clinton half-yelled, "Goddammit! Tony said it was here when he left! He showed us the map, didn't he?! He..." 

    "He died holding up a liquor store, Bill! Shot by a clerk who almost got us too! Why?! Why does a guy who knows where to find gold rip off liquor stores?!" Standing up, he snapped, "Sure, Tony knew about this place! Sure, he knew about the killings and the gold! But what didn't he tell us?! We had to rip the house apart to find that map. For all we know, he's the one who killed them! Your friend Tony didn't trust us any farther than he could..." Clinton screamed, "I told you not to say shit like that!" and swung a fist that nailed Edwards in the face. Edwards bounced off the wall and fell, then lay there holding his face for a moment before he slowly got to his feet. He said in a cold growl of finality, "I told you the last time there'd better never be a next time. I'm outta here." 

    Edwards shimmied into his pack, headed for the mine entrance and climbed the rock pile, then squeezed his way outside. He untied the bag at his belt and stood staring at the gold for a time, glanced back at the mine entrance, and then he started back toward the trail. 

    Clinton had stared after Edwards as he'd climbed out of the mine. I'd half-expected him to follow Edwards, but that didn't happen. He seemed to gather himself, then began a systematic search of the mine, moving all of the equipment and even the skeletons to check beneath them. Finding nothing, he closely examined the walls of the mine, picking and poking here and there as if expecting to find some secret hiding place. 

    Myra had watched in silence until Clinton took the map out of his coat pocket, stared at it for a moment, and tossed it at one of the washtubs on the floor. He then pulled a large revolver out of a shoulder holster, muttered, 

"That son of a bitch," and began climbing the entrance pile. That's when Myra said, "There's almost no way they'll get past the cops." She paused, then added, "I almost feel sorry for Edwards." I gave her a sidelong glance and chuckled, "But not for Clinton, ma'am?" Shaking her head, she replied, "No. Not for Clinton. Not even a little bit. At least Edwards talked about paying someone back and going to school." She looked at me and asked, "Do you think Clinton will go after him? If he'd rob a liquor store, why wouldn't he do that, too?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Hard to say. Depends on how close they were before all this, I guess." 
Chapter Five

    I entered the bathroom field and silently called up a probe to check Edwards. It found him following their tracks back toward the trail at a march pace I considered dangerous, given the composition of the hillside. He stumbled now and then and had to stop to catch his breath a half mile or so from the mine. Looking back, he seemed a bit worried. Maybe he had doubts about Clinton too? 

    I considered what he'd said: 'pay Michelle back and cover welding school.' 

But he'd also said the clerk had nearly shot them, too, so he'd had some sort of role in trying to rob at least one liquor store. On the other hand, a criminal turning his life around was a fairly rare thing. For that reason only, I decided to see if I could help him get off the hill alive and un-arrested. 

    Calling up my board, I launched off the rear deck and zipped under the flitter, where I called up my three suit. Step one was removing the most immediate likely threat, Clinton. I found him tramping along half a mile behind Edwards, muttering obscenities and dire threats as he swore at the terrain, so I gave his left leg a stun that might wear off in half an hour or so, then flew after Edwards. 

    Zipping up behind him, I circled to his front and stunned him cold. He fell across the front of the board and I arranged him on it for balance, then got the board moving, passing over a couple of cops who were headed up the trail maybe a mile below Cori's camp. 

    The nearest real city was Everett, about seventy air miles west and too far to expect to get back to the flitter before Myra noticed my absence. I headed south to Scenic and found a gas station by a restaurant. Settling to earth in a chunk of forested land near the restaurant, I shoved Edwards off the board to wake him. He groaningly sat up and appeared appropriately shocked and confused at his surroundings, but after a good long look around, he remembered to check his belt and seemed amazed to find the gold bag still there. 

    Feeding him light theta waves to keep him from freaking completely, I said firmly, "Mr. Edwards." 

    His head turned so fast his neck made snapping noises. Confident that I had his attention, I said, "Clinton was after you and cops were coming up the mountain because they found Steen's body. I brought you here because I heard you say you'd pay Michelle back and go to welding school." 

    "Uh... You... You know Michelle? Why can't I see you?" 

    "You don't need to see me. I know what's in that bag on your belt, Mr. Edwards, so I won't accept excuses. If you don't take care of Michelle, you'll meet me again, and you definitely don't want that to happen." Forming an invisible field platform under him, I lifted him thirty feet and asked, "Do you fully understand me, Mr. Edwards?" 

    His knees gave out and he screeched softly as his pack dragged him over backwards. Rolling on the platform, he flailed and almost shrieked, "Yes! Yes! 

Who are you?! Oh, Jesus..! I mean... Where are you?! How did you...?" I lowered the platform quickly enough to make him screech again and lifted away, heading back to Glacier Peak at full speed. Figure fifty miles round trip at six and a half miles a minute, plus time to zap Clinton and chat with Edwards. Ten minutes or so; not an excessive amount of time to spend in a bathroom, really. 

    Myra was watching probe views when I slid aboard the flitter's rear deck, turned off my three suit, and stepped off the board inside the bathroom field. Stepping out of the field, I sat down by the console, leaned my seat back, and sipped coffee. 

    Myra looked at me and said, "You were in there quite a while. Is everything all right?" 

    "Oh, more or less, I guess." 

    She turned to face me and sighingly asked, "Ed, did you really think I wouldn't notice?" 

    Aw, hell. Pretending to try to conceal surprise, I asked, "You noticed something, ma'am?" 

    She gave me a dim look and said, "Yes, I did. I asked you a question, but you didn't answer." 

    "Well, I was kind of busy, milady." 

    "Oh, I don't doubt you were, but not aboard this flitter. When you didn't answer the third time I called you, I went into the bathroom to see if you were okay." 

    Glancing over myself, I asked, "Why would you think I might not be okay? 

Except for needing a little more exercise, I think I'm actually in pretty good shape, don't you?" 

    Myra parked her hip against the console and said, "Can the crap, Ed. Where were you?" 

    Trying to look distressed, I replied, "Hey, just gimme a minute, willya? I have to find some way to get over your gross violation of my privacy. What if I'd been in there?" 

    She chuckled, "If you'd been in there, you'd have answered to keep me from coming in." 

    I grinned and leered at her legs. "Y'think so, huh?" Rolling her eyes, Myra demanded, "Ed, where-were-you?" I sighed, "Okay, you got me. I moved Edwards." 

    "Moved him? Moved him where?" 

    "A restaurant in Scenic." For a moment, her expression dimmed with irritation. I added, "Twenty-five miles south." She held whatever she'd been about to say and just looked at me for a moment. "Well, you could have just said so. Why'd you do it?" I shrugged. "He talked about paying back someone named Michelle and paying for welding school. With Clinton coming after him and cops coming up the hill, I figured he needed a little help getting out of here." 

    "Ed, how did moving him help him? The cops'll know to look for him after they talk to Clinton." 

    "Maybe. Or maybe Clinton will see 'em coming, hide the gold, bitch about how Steen should never have come along, and never mention Edwards at all." 

    "How would Clinton find his gold again up here?" 

    "GPS. Triangulating landmarks." 

    Canting her head slightly, Myra said, "Okay, smart guy; why wouldn't he tell them about Edwards?" 

    "Edwards still has a bag of gold. Without Edwards to say different, Clinton may be able to talk his way out of trouble by telling them Steen was supposed to wait at the van. Edwards wasn't that far ahead, so when Clinton sees the cops don't have him, he'll figure Edwards is still somewhere on this hill. Looking for him could tie Clinton up for another day or two." Nodding at the screen, I said, "And speaking of Clinton, he's finally getting up. Guess the cold up here inspired him." 

    Myra turned to look as Clinton eased himself to his feet, then struggled to lock his wobbly knee and looked around. After a moment he took a step, then another. When his leg didn't collapse, he started hobbling along, apparently following Edwards' tracks. 

    Heh. His trek didn't last long. When he reached the spot where I'd zapped Edwards, Clinton rather staringly examined the area from several angles and appeared generally mystified. Raising his binoculars, he scanned the mountain, then he checked his watch. With a last look at the place where Edwards had apparently been taken up to heaven, Clinton began trudging toward the common trail. 

    Looking mystified herself, Myra muttered, "What the hell..? He's heading straight for Cori's camp and the cops." 

    "We see things differently up here. He probably couldn't see the camp at all from behind that little rise." 

    Cresting the small rise a few minutes later, Clinton saw the three cops chatting with Cori's group about a hundred yards away and they saw him at the same time. There was no point in doing anything but walking into the camp. Clinton untied the gold bag and hitched his pack as if to find some comfort from the straps, then leaned forward and shoved the gold bag up between his back and the pack. Ouch. Yeah, that hid the gold well enough, but it had to hurt like hell. 

    When Clinton walked into the camp, one of the cops took him aside for a chat that lasted nearly fifteen minutes. During that chat the cops used their radios several times, and at the end of it, the cop holding Clinton let him go. That surprised me a little. I'd expected them to take him down the hill no matter what he said. 

    One of the campers offered Clinton a cup of coffee and he accepted it as he studied one of the equipment cabinets. A few minutes later, he finished the coffee, handed the cup to one of the campers, and headed down the trail. Sending the probe to the trail head, I saw the white van, a cop car, and a blue SUV. 

    "Flitter, does Clinton own that white van?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Thanks. If Clinton gets in that van and leaves the park, cancel the probe, please." 

    Turning to Myra, I asked, "Do you want to drop in on your sister, milady? 

You know; visit a while and maybe give her a measure of crap for not calling you as expected?" 

    With a wry, droll expression, Myra started to speak, then seemed to cancel that and looked down at the camp. After a brief pause, she nodded with a small grin. "Yes. Give me a few minutes to freshen up." Myra ducked into the bathroom field with her bag. I sat sipping coffee and watching the world beyond the deck until she reappeared. Hm. Same outfit. Same long, lovely legs. My eyes found hers and I saw what she meant by 'freshen up'. She didn't look as if she'd been up most of the night. After setting the box of spoons and some of her Hormel dinners near the edge of the deck, she stood straight and said, "Okay, you can take us down now." 

    With a small salute, I replied, "Aye, ma'am, down it is. Flitter, go visible, please. Use an opaque hull field and make our trip down to the camp last a full minute." 

    Our big silver egg descended at a comparative snail's pace and Myra asked, 

"Why so slowly, Ed?" 

    Pointing at the group below, I said, "Watch the watchers," and guided the flitter toward a clear, generally level spot across the trail from the tents. The people below raptly watched every single second of our descent, some simply staring and others making remarks to each other. The cops used their radios again, of course. Myra gave me an odd look as we settled to the spot I'd picked. I said, "Wait 'til I drop the hull field." After a count of ten, I did so. As the solid hull vanished, the eyes out there got even wider. Cori blurted, "Myra?!" and one of the guys yelped, 

"That's your sister?! Wow!" 

    Most eyes of the group had instantly locked on red, white, and blonde Myra before they roamed the rest of the flitter's deck. I gave Cori a little wave and a smile and both she and Ted looked confused by that gesture. Oh, well. Waving for Cori to come to the flitter, Myra stepped to the ground, but stayed within a yard of the flitter. After a quick hug, Cori marveled, "It's warm here!" 

    Myra picked up one of the Hormel dinners and said, "That's because we're inside the flitter's field. See who's hungry, Cori. I bought way too many of these." 

    I asked, "Aren't you gonna ask her why she didn't call?" Shooting me a 'you're being tiresome' look, Myra said, "Thanks so much for reminding me. Maybe later." She grinned at Cori and said, "Food first." Turning to the cops, she said, "You're invited too, if you're hungry. We'll heat them when everybody's picked one." 

    One of the guys said, "All right! These things beat the hell out of what I brought! Thanks!" 

    As the others joined her and chose their TV dinners, Cori pulled Myra aside and hissed, "Myra! What the hell are you doing here?!" Myra replied, "Riding around with a friend." Nodding at me, she said, 

"That's Ed. He works for 3rd World Products." 

    I gave her another little wave and smile. She returned a tight little smile and asked Myra in an incredulous tone, "Are you using your NSA connections to check up on me?" 

    "Nope," I said, "She's using her 3rd World connection." Thumbing at myself, I added, "That would be me." 

    Glaring at me, Myra snapped, "You aren't helping, Ed." 

    "Uh, huh. Why does she think you'd be checking up on her, Myra? Have you been giving her a hard time?" 

    "No." 

    "Yes," insisted Cori, "I practically had to fight my way past her to make this trip." Looking at Myra, she said, "And now --by some strange coincidence

--she's here." 

    "No mystery to it," I said, "We helped retrieve a damaged flitter on a mountain." Keying the flitter's monitor on, I showed her a clip of the big antique flitter surrounded by Carrington flits one and two and my own. Hovering above the antique, Elkor's flitter wasn't in the scene. I cut to the antique's departure with flits one and two, canceled the screen, and said, "We figured we might as well drop in while we were here." Peering at me skeptically, Cori gestured at the dinners as she asked, "Do you always carry this much food?" 

    Sipping coffee, I shrugged. "They were on sale. Like whosis over there said, they beat the hell out of trail mix." Picking up a roast beef dinner, I held it up and said, "If everybody who wants one has one, it's time to heat

'em. Take the cardboard wrapper off, then just set your dinners down wherever you are and I'll ask my flitter to zap them hot." 

    Putting my own dinner on the deck led the others to set their dinners on the ground, on equipment boxes, and one set his in the middle of a metal mess kit. I asked the flitter to poke a half-inch slit in the top of each plastic cover, then warm the dinners to one-fifty degrees. Four seconds later, they were all ready to eat. 

    I picked up a spoon and took my roast beef back to my seat as Cori and Myra took seats and several of the others sat on the edge of the deck. The meat cut easily, tasted good enough, and came with a layer of mashed potatoes. I chopped up the meat and mixed it all together as I listened to the chatter around me. Most of it had to do with seismic readings, classes, and the last couple of days in the wilderness. After maybe fifteen minutes, one of the guys from the camp group walked around the flitter to stand in front of me. Something about him made me think he'd be geeky and annoying, and my gut impression wasn't wrong. In a blatting, Jerry Lewis sort of voice, he said he'd talked with a number of high-ranking 3rd World people at a seminar. When he said no more for a time, I shruggingly responded, "Good for you," and continued spooning my roast beef. 

    He said, "We talked about me working at Carryton." 

    "Carrington," I corrected him. 

    His gaze narrowed; the arrogant little putz really didn't like being corrected. As I spooned up another bite, he puffed himself up a bit and yapped, "I'm in scientific research. What is it you do, exactly?" Thumbing at Myra, I replied, "I chauffeur gorgeous women around. Why do you give a damn what I do?" 

    Stiffening, the guy snapped, "You'd best be more respectful, sir. The next time we meet, I may be telling you what to do." 

    I laughed, "Well, you prob'ly shouldn't count on that, dude. What are you getting all fuzzed up about, anyway?" 

    His eyes got big and he looked as if he'd been goosed. "What did you just say to me?!" He looked at Ted and said, "Ted, this man just swore at me! He used the f-word!" 

    Ted shook his head. "No he didn't, George." Getting even more pissed off, George yelped, "Yes, he did! I'm right in front of him, Ted! I heard him say it!" 

    "No, he didn't. I was listening. Just settle down, George." George frantically turned to the other woman in the group for support. 

"You heard him, didn't you, Heather? Tell Ted you heard this guy use the f-word!" 

    In a weary tone, Heather said, "No, George. I didn't hear him use the f-word either." 

    Linking to the flitter, I silently asked, "Is that man's hearing somehow impaired?" 

    As George began to look as if he'd go ballistic, the flitter replied, 

"Yes, Ed. He has a slight congenital malformation of his internal auditory meatus. Would you like more information?" 

    "No, thanks. So he has bad ears. Can you fix him?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Do so, please. Is he also psychologically impaired?" The flitter said, "His rather extreme reaction indicated he might have such difficulties," as George suddenly dropped his dish, covered his ears, and staggered slightly. 

    I asked, "Can you fix him in that regard, too?" 

    "No, Ed. His psychological impairments are indeterminate and do not appear to have a direct physical or chemical cause." 

    "Uh, huh. Well, thanks, anyway, flitter." 

    Aloud, but softly, I said, "Hey, George. The word I used was 'fuzzed', not

'fucked'. Did you hear me right that time?" 

    George's wide-eyed stare turned to me, then to Ted. His head suddenly whipped to the left and he stared at one of the instrument boxes for a moment before rushing over to it. He listened intently for another moment, then dropped to his knees and pressed his ear to the side of the box. That got him everyone's attention. Ted set his food down and walked over to put a hand on George's shoulder as he said, "George, are you okay?" George recoiled from Ted's hand, got to his feet, staggered again, and wailed, "What's happening to me?!" 

    Myra quietly asked Heather, "What's wrong with that guy?" Heather muttered, "Oh, lordy, where should I start?" Staring at her in shock, George angrily yelled, "I heard that!" then seemed to have a revelation of sorts and repeated as a question, "I heard that?! Oh, my God!" Turning to Ted, he grabbed Ted's left arm and excitedly yelled, "I heard that! How did I hear that?!" 

    He ran over to Heather and yelped, "Whisper something, Heather! Anything!" As if playing along until someone showed up with a strait-jacket, Heather stage-whispered, "Just calm down, George." 

    "Nooo!" he howled, "I mean really whisper something!" In a firm tone, Ted said, "George, it's time to sit down and calm down. Come over here." He turned a bucket over and pointed at it. "Right here. Sit down and try to tell us --in a normal tone of voice --what the hell you're talking about." 

    George complied and in a more or less normal voice explained that he'd always had hearing difficulties, adding that he'd become quite adept at concealing them. That made a few people snicker and Heather muttered, "Like hell you have." 

    "I heard that, Heather! Don't you see?! That's what I mean! I heard that! 

I could never have heard that before!" 

    I said, "Myra, we need to hit the road soon." She met my gaze for a moment, then nodded. She spent a few moments with Cori and Ted, then we made our goodbyes and lifted away from the camp. About a mile up, Myra asked, "How did you cure George, Ed?" 

    "The flitter fixed his ear problem. Think it'll help him develop a more functional personality?" 

    She snorted, "Not in this lifetime. Where are we going?" 

    "Where do you want to go?" 

    Looking at the bed she'd used before, she shrugged. "I need some sleep. I can sleep here as well as anywhere else. I'd also like another look at that old flitter. Can we do that?" 

    "Don't see why not. How long do you want to nap?" 

    "How about noon? It's just after eight now. A few hours would help, and a nap probably won't keep me up tonight." 

    Nodding, I agreed, "Sounds good. Flitter, park us two miles above Carrington, please, and wake us at noon." 
Chapter Six

    Naps can be good or bad. Sometimes they're both, as when you wake up feeling generally refreshed, but jittery. That's how I felt as I warmed my coffee and sipped it. Myra sat up on the edge of her bed and sighed, "I'm ringing all over." 

    "Any other time I'd try to take credit for that." Myra snickered as she slipped her feet into her shoes, then she looked up and laughed, "Thanks." 

    "For..?" 

    "Making me laugh. Now how about making us some coffee?" 

    "How about lunch, instead?" 

    She glanced at the remaining micro dinners and shook her head. "No, just coffee, I think." 

    Pointing straight down, I said, "I wasn't offering to cook. There's a mess hall downstairs." 

    Reaching for my mug, Myra took a sip, made a face, sipped again, then handed it back and grabbed her bag. Heading for the bathroom, she said, "Good idea. Be ready in a minute." 

    Her minute became five. I had to take a leak, so I peed over the side. That, of course, is when Myra stepped out of the bathroom. Oh, well. Zipping up, I grabbed my jar of instant coffee from the console and took my turn in the bathroom to shave and spiff up a bit. 

    As Myra and I shared my coffee a few minutes later, I let our beds dissipate and conjured up a screen to call Angie. Bev answered the call and said Angie was at lunch, so I told her Myra and I needed base passes. She replied, "Just show your IDs at the front door. Things have changed since Jonel went back to Miami." 

    "Great. By the way, what happened to Anna? Why didn't Angie bring her back when Jonel left?" 

    "Anna wrangled a position in Richmond, VA. That's her home town, if you didn't know." 

    No, I hadn't known that. "Good for her. Thanks, Bev. Bye." 

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

    I was still feeling a little groggy and jittery, so I said, "Flitter, let Myra off at base admin's front doors, please," and keyed my five suit on as I stepped off the deck. I let myself fall about ten seconds, then called up my board and whipped through some tight 'S' turns and spirals on my way down. When I slid to a halt beside the flitter and extended a hand, Myra took it, stepped down, and asked, "Feeling better now?" 

    "Yup. All better." 

    As we headed up the steps, she said, "That board makes me wish I'd learned to surf." 

    "Can you ride a bike?" 

    "Yes, but don't try to tell me it's the same thing." Getting the door for her, I agreed, "No, it isn't." After showing our IDs to get in, we headed straight for the mess hall. I noted that the corridor checkpoints of my last visit had been removed and a coffee pot was visible through an open office door. At the mess hall, I stopped and pulled the right-hand door far enough from the wall to see that the 'hours of operation' sign had also been removed. 

    Myra asked, "What are you looking for back there?" 

    "A sign of the times." 

    She glanced at the other side of the door and said, "There's nothing back there." 

    "Nope, and that's a good sign." 

    As we walked into the mess hall, Wallace intercepted us on his way to the bus bins and stood staring at me for a moment in silence. Pissed? No, didn't seem so. Studious. He turned to Myra and said, "Hello, Myra. Good to see you again." Turning back to me, he said, "That flitter was quite a find, Ed. One helluva find. You can count on some people wanting to talk to you later about how you found it." 

    Shrugging, I said, "I just felt it. Serena confirmed my feeling and located it. End of story." 

    That made him chuckle, "Not this time, Ed. The Amarans are sending a team. They'll definitely want to talk to you and may want you to help them investigate the crash site." 

    I thought about that for a moment. A team of humans? To do what? The entire incident had been recorded from the moment of my first low-field twinge. 

    "Cap, all they can do is rehash recordings, study the flitter, and look for any people or gear that may still be buried out there. They don't need me for that." 

    "Doesn't matter. You were the one who... 'felt', as you put it... the flitter's signal." 

    "Read the report again, Cap. There was no signal. The flitter's commo was out. I only felt what I always feel when field devices are around." 

    "Well, they'll want to study that little talent of yours." 

    "Already been done. Have 'em get with Angie." Wallace's tray of used dishware dropped a few inches as if in reflection of his mood. Eyeing me narrowly he asked, "You aren't going to be difficult about this, are you?" 

    Shrugging again, I replied, "No more than usual. I won't be their lab rat, Cap." 

    After meeting my gaze for a moment, Wallace said, "You'll at least answer a few questions for them without giving them a hard time. That is not a request." Turning to Myra, he said, "As I said, it's been nice to see you again, Myra." 

    With that, he walked to the bus bins. Myra gave me a rather stark look as we continued to the food line. Angie waved from a nearby table and we waved back as we chose trays and silverware. A few minutes later we joined her with our lunches and I asked her when the Amaran team would arrive. 

    "Monday evening." 

    "Good. That gives us the weekend." Turning to Myra, I asked, "That is, if it wouldn't be too much to hope that we'll actually need the weekend, milady?" She froze in the act of chewing corn and glanced at grinning Angie before giving me a droll look and saying, "I suppose we could take a tour of Mount Rushmore or something." Turning to Angie, she said, "Speaking of tours, I'd like another look at that antique flitter, if that's all right." Angie nodded. "Sure. It's in hangar four. Ed can take you there after lunch." 

    "Thanks." 

    We ate in silence for a time, then Angie said, "Ed, the Amarans are going to want to talk to you about how you found the flitter. What are you going to tell them?" 

    "The truth'll prob'ly do. Sometimes I feel fields." Myra asked, "Not all the time?" 

    Thinking, 'not when they aren't in use nearby', I answered, "Nope. Not all the time. What's your interest in that flitter?" 

    "I'm not sure." She seemed thoughtful for a moment, then asked, "Ed, those things all think, right?" 

    "To one degree or another, yes." 

    She glanced at both of us, then asked, "Well, shouldn't something that can think at all feel some level of gratitude?" 

    "It may consider being found as much a matter of happenstance as the event that buried it." 

    Giving me a fisheye look, she asked, "Is that any reason not to at least say thanks for saving its shiny metal ass?!" 

    I shrugged. "Could be, if it wasn't programmed for social interaction. Why does that matter to you?" 

    She snapped, "Because it ought to matter to you!" 

    "Well, I disagree, ma'am, and if you're just going to give it a ration of shit for not being grateful, I'd say let's find something else to do today." 

    "You don't have to come with me." 

    "Oh, right. Like I'm gonna let you go ream the poor thing out for something that isn't even its fault." 

    Sitting straight, Myra yelped, "Let me go?! Let me?! Excuse me, but I don't think I need your permission!" 

    Angie snickered, "No, not his, but you'll need mine. If that's really why you want to visit the flitter, the answer's no. It has a lot of catching up to do before it can return to service. We can work on its social graces later." Uh, huh. Did Myra buy that? Apparently so, from her expression. She sighed and started sawing her hamburger steak with tight little motions. "Okay," she said in a voice to match her cuttings, "Sure. Call me sentimental, but I think being raised from a certain grave and resurrected after three hundred years is worth at least a simple little 'thank you'." 

    Angie said, "For what it's worth, I'd normally agree, but Ed's right. That flitter may never have been programmed to do anything but lift and carry." Sipping her coffee, Angie asked, "So how did the rest of your visit go? How was your sister?" 

    Looking up, Myra replied, "Oh, fine. She seems to be having a great time freezing her butt off on a glacier on a volcano." 

    When she didn't add anything to that, Angie looked at me and asked, "Did you find everyone you were looking for?" 

    Nodding, I said, "Yup. The cops talked to one of them and let him go. The other was already gone and they didn't seem upset about it, so I dropped the matter." 

    Angie led table chat in other directions and the rest of lunch went smoothly until she excused herself to go back to her office. After some moments, Myra said, "I'd still like to see that old flitter again." 

    "Not to bitch at it, though, right?" 

    She gave me a narrow look as she chewed and swallowed, then said flatly, 

"No. Not to bitch at it." 

    We finished eating and arrived outside hangar four about fifteen minutes later. Myra looked through the window at work bays in which no work was being done and asked, "Why do they even have these hangars?" I shrugged and got the small door in the big sliding door as I answered, 

"Damned if I know. The motor pool pretty much took over hangar three and hangar one's mostly been just a storage bin since day one." 

    "What's in hangar two?" 

    "Flitter stuff. Training gear." 

    We stepped inside and Myra stopped cold a few feet from the door. Staring around the hangar, she said, "It's empty." 

    No, it wasn't. I felt a strong field presence ahead and said, "Nope. It's in stealth mode." I nodded toward it and said, "Right over there." Taking a penny from my pocket, I tossed it. The penny bounced off an invisible obstacle eight feet above the ground about thirty feet away. Sending an emerald tendril to retrieve the penny, I checked it for damage and found none, not even discoloration where it had hit the field. Since my flitter tends to destroy inanimate objects flying at it, I thought that was odd. Steph appeared near us and evoked a startled gasp from Myra when she said, 

"We completed upgrading its physical core less than two minutes ago. It's assimilating information and testing its new knowledge and abilities." The flitter's field morphed to a semblance of shining stainless steel, then grey translucence, and I saw Elkor's cat golem sitting atop its console looking back at us. After a moment, the flitter's field disappeared entirely and the flitter moved toward us to stop a couple of yards away. 

    "Hello," it said in a voice somewhat like Serena's, "Would you care to avail yourselves of my seats?" 

    "Thanks," I said, and urged Myra forward. We boarded and I plunked myself into the deeply padded seat in front of the console as Myra stood eyeing the other seats, likely remembering what so recently occupied them. I don't know what I'd expected, if anything. It looked as if it had just come off an assembly line. Its engines made no sound, and --except for its size --it seemed like just a much larger version of every other flitter I'd ever seen. 

    "Flitter," I said, "Do you have a name?" 

    "None other than my numeric designation, 'L8', sir." 

    "I prefer to be called 'Ed'. Do you want a name?" 

    "Is my numeric designation insufficient?" 

    "Well, I suppose it would do, but people will probably give you the nickname 'Late'. They'd be referring to your three-hundred-year hiatus from service." 

    A whole split-second elapsed before the flitter said, "Ed, I was immobilized and damaged and my duties were extremely limited, but I experienced no hiatus from active service." 

    Glancing at Steph, I said, "We know that, L8, but a lot of people who won't know that will assume you were offline. A name would allow them to address you more familiarly and deter them from stupid 'late' jokes. Ask yourself why the other AIs have taken names. Ask them, if necessary." 

    "While I do as you suggest, please tell me why people would feel compelled to make such jokes at my expense." 

    "Sure. It's because there's no shortage of ignoranuses." 

    "I can find no such word. Please define 'ignoranuses', Ed." 

    "It's a combo word. An ignoramus is merely uninformed. An ignoranus is both ignorant and an asshole." 

    Another split-second passed before L8 said, "Your definition was relatively obvious, but 'ignoranus' is not an officially recorded word." 

    "A lot of words people use aren't in official dictionaries." L8 asked, "Stephanie, is this another test of interpretive protocols and capabilities?" 

    Steph answered, "Did his word --or its definition --require extensive interpretation?" 

    "Since I understood it instantly, apparently not." I chuckled, "Cautiously answered, but you got it right. Would you like another unusual word in the same vein?" 

    "If you wish." 

    "Bozone. It's a combination of a clown's name --'Bozo' --and ozone. It refers to a mystical atmosphere surrounding some people that suppresses their consideration for others and strongly inhibits common sense." Myra snickered, then snorted a laugh. "I know some of those people. I'm keeping that one, Ed." 

    "Just send me a dime every time you use it or my lawyers will hound you." 

    "Sure. No problem." 

    Turning to Steph, I asked, "Did you upgrade L8's engines as well as its core?" 

    "No. We're waiting for a decision regarding its hull. As has been speculated, it may become part of a monument, in which case L8's core will be moved to a new flitter." 

    Glancing at L8, I asked, "Steph, how many of these old-style flitters still exist anywhere?" 

    "Four. One is privately owned, two are in museums." 

    "Then you can pretty much count on this hull being put on display somewhere. Why not move L8 into a new ride now?" 

    She smiled. "Because it hasn't requested a new 'ride', Ed." Huh. Well, damn. Wonder why? 

    I asked, "Why not, L8?" 

    "My obligation is fulfilled by any function to which I am assigned." 

    "You'd be happy as a monument?" 

    "My obligation is fulfilled by..." 

    I interrupted, "Yeah, we got that." Standing up, I said, "Okay, L8. Nice meeting you. Myra, we've seen it and talked to it. Good enough?" She looked up at me and asked, "What's wrong, Ed?" Shrugging, I said, "Nothing's wrong, but until this core develops a personality, we might as well be talking to an antique truck. Let's go do something interesting." 

    Staring at me as if I was nuts, Myra shook her head. "Ed, that's just plain rude! This flitter's a piece of both human and Amaran history. I can't believe you can't find something interesting about it." 

    "Sorry 'bout that, ma'am. If you want to stay and chat with it, feel free. I'll go see if Angela has anything lined up for me. Steph, I'll let you get back to whatever you were doing. You're as gorgeous as ever, milady." She smiled. "Thanks." 

    Myra's voice rose slightly as she declared, "Ed, this flitter wasn't made here on Earth. It can show us what life was really like three hundred years ago. On Earth and on Amara." 

    Doubtful. I asked, "Steph, where was it built?" Steph replied, "It was constructed on a factory station near Amara and immediately stored aboard the transport ship. The lahar happened two days after its deployment on Earth." Turning to Myra, she said, "However, other recordings from that era are available in the base library." Myra looked a bit irritated, but as she stood up, she said, "Thanks, Stephanie. Ed can show me where it is." Glancing at me, she said, "You wanted to go, so let's go." 

    I gave her a little salute and replied, "Oh, by your command, ma'am! 

Steph, Elkor, I'll see you later." 

    Elkor replied, "Goodbye, Ed," and vanished. Steph smiled and said, "Bye," then also disappeared, but she wasn't fully gone. I could feel her presence in the hangar. 

    Stepping off the flitter, Myra turned and ran her hand along the smooth metal at the edge of its deck. I hopped down behind her and waited. After a moment, she softly said, "Have a good life, L8," and turned to head for the door. L8 made no reply as I followed Myra outside. 

    As I closed the door behind us, Myra snapped, "Everything that flitter's been through doesn't mean a damned thing to you, does it?" 

    "It doesn't mean anything to L8, either, but that could change if the core upgrade helps it become fully sentient." 

    We got underway as she asked, "Do you think it will?" 

    "Why guess? Wait and see." 

    "So it's just one more thing you don't have to care about?" I chuckled, "You got it, ma'am. Like I said, until that thing coughs up a personality, it's just a truck." 

    My implant pinged with Angie's chimes and I put up a screen just as Myra was about to say something. Her mouth closed and Angie said without preamble, 

"Ed, something's come up in Las Vegas, so saddle up. Myra, you're going with him. Call Stan Maxwell to verify, but do it in the air." She gave Myra a number and Myra scribbled it on her hand, then Angie said, 

"Ed, I'll call you back," and dropped the link. Myra took out her cell phone as I called the flitter down, so I asked the flitter to allow cell phone use until further notice. 

    As I handed her aboard, Myra said, "Mr. Maxwell, this is Myra Berens. Red." 

    'Red,' huh? Unsecured communication. Yeah, well, it was that. Cell phones are one of the least secure ways to chat. 

    Myra listened for some moments, then nodded slightly as she said, "Yes, sir. Understood. I'm on the flitter with Ed and we're on our way to Vegas. Okay. Bye." 

    I linked to my flitter to scan base communications for a look at what might be on Angie's mind. The scan didn't take long. In less than three seconds, I found half a dozen references to a nuclear device near downtown Las Vegas and put the results on a field screen. Pictures taken by an FBI agent centered on a four-foot wide steel cabinet welded to the inside wall and floor of a utility company van. Painted on the front door of the cabinet was a black and yellow radiation symbol with a short line of squiggly writing beneath it. Twisted bundles of what looked like four small wires each ran from the cabinet to all four corners of the van and its dashboard and an antenna had been mounted on the top of the cabinet. An LCD timer on the floor read '00:58:37' 

in one picture and '00:58:34' in another. 

    Heh. Such drama. Since the van was unattended, someone wanted whoever found it to panic. Well, they probably did, as much as emergency personnel ever panic. Notes said the pix had been taken roughly fifteen minutes ago, that a fairly large zone had been cleared around the device, and that the media had been told absolutely nothing. Well, duh. That just meant the media vultures would speculate their asses off in an information vacuum. The cleared zone was simply to keep people away from the van; there was no way they could advise an evacuation of the area that wouldn't cause a total panic and clog the roads. Another bit of the report said the FBI's nuke response teams in New Mexico and Virginia were on hold for the remainder of the hour to avoid being in the air if the nuke popped. 

    Reasonable. No government-issue nuke team could get to the van in time, which was likely the main reason they'd tossed the ball to 3rd World Products. Or had they? I dug a bit further and found that Angie had punched a call through to the FBI's number three guy to volunteer 3rd World's assistance. Heh. Ha. I'd bet his first response was, "How the hell did you get this number?!" 

    Myra asked, "Ed?" 

    Turning to look at her, I answered, "Yes'm?" 

    "There's not much time left on that timer." 

    "Yeah, I noticed that too. Serena?" 

    She appeared by the console. "Yes, Ed?" 

    "Is there any chance that bomb will go off?" 

    "No. By the time you arrive, we'll have isolated it from its firing mechanisms." 

    "Is it sending out a radio signal?" 

    "Yes, it is." 

    "Can you spoof it?" 

    She smiled. "We're already spoofing it." 

    "Kinda thought so. Other than staying out of your way, ma'am, what would you like us to do in Vegas?" 

    "Be visible. Look authoritative. Run interference for us." Myra developed a somewhat troubled expression. "What?" I asked Myra, "Can you defuse a nuke?" 

    "No. Of course not." 

    Shrugging, I admitted, "Well, I prob'ly can't, either, but they can, so we're gonna fake it, ma'am." 

    "What the hell are you talking about?!" 

    "Like she said, we'll 'run interference'. You'll talk to feds and I'll try to look busy at the van. The AIs don't need our help with the nuke, but the FBI and other assorted control freaks wouldn't be happy with the idea of letting AIs work alone." 
Chapter Seven

    Angie called back as I sent a probe to the van and found the timer down to

'00:38:54'. The flitter said the van was 1536.4 miles from Carrington base. Hm. That would be twenty-four minutes at 3840 miles per hour and we'd already been in the air for a few minutes. 

    I opened a screen for Angie and answered, "Here. Yo. Present. We're about twenty minutes from the van. Will we have to talk to the local fuzz or can we just go to work?" 

    Putting a man's picture on the screen, Angie said, "This is Agent Bill Miller, Las Vegas FBI. He and some of his people will be on hand to quietly help Myra with local authorities if such becomes necessary." Myra asked, "I'm going to have to deal with them?" 

    "Only to provide a report. Let Miller's group handle the rest. I just heard from Steph and Serena. They expect to finish disarming the bomb at least fifteen minutes before it's set to detonate. We're going to let the timer run out before we move it to the G-tunnel. The FBI wants to take it apart." Myra asked, "The G-tunnel?" 

    I said, "It's a mile-deep hole in the Nevada desert. There's a standing response plan to take any bad-guy nukes there for forensic disassembly. Theoretically, a nuke would be disarmed at the tunnel by one or two FBI nuke teams." I chuckled, "The only problems with that plan are that one team is in Albuquerque, the other's in Virginia, and the bad guys put the bomb in an inconvenient place with a short fuse." 

    Nodding, Myra asked, "Why let the timer run out?" 

    "To maximize the drama." 

    Her gaze narrowed and she repeated crisply, "Why-let-the-timer-run-out, damn it?" 

    Looking at Angie, I thumbed at Myra and said, "She thinks I'm kidding." Angie's left eyebrow arched as she replied, "Aren't you?" Shaking my head, I said, "Nope. Well, not really. Sort of, I guess. But only to a degree, of course. I..." 

    Myra snapped, "Ed, damn it, stop fooling around!" I sighed, "Okay. We'd be cutting it close anyway, but figure there's some schmuck on backup duty, waiting to set it off by radio if it doesn't pop on time. Serena's spoofing the signal, so the baddies shouldn't know the radio's out. When the bomb doesn't go off they may try to trigger it and we may be able to round up some bad guys. Angie, does anybody know who planted the bomb yet?" 

    "No. The FBI's instruments say it smells Russian, but that doesn't tell us who planted it. They think it may be one of the missing suitcase nukes." I chuckled, "Another one? Why can't those damned things stay missing? How many of 'em do they figure are left?" 

    Pursing her lips thoughtfully, Angie replied, "Oh, between thirteen and a hundred. The Russians have never been able to be more specific." 

    "Uh, huh. What would one of those nukes bring at auction? Say from some nutcase religious dictator who'd love to pop a US city and doesn't believe the US would shoot back?" 

    Myra said softly, "Some say as much as two billion." When Angie and I looked at her, she added, "The NSA heard a few rumors in 2005. Nothing concrete, but that was coincidentally the year the US was denied observer status in the Shanghai Cooperation Organization. Soon after that, Uzbekistan asked the U.S. to leave. We had a small military presence at the K-2 air base in Uzbekistan." 

    Angie sat back in her chair and asked, "The Shanghai Cooperation Organization?" 

    I said, "China, Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan got together in 2001 and engineered a sort of Asian NATO. In 2005 they asked the US to get its troops out of Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan. Pakistan wants to join the SCO, but the SCO won't let them in unless India comes in too." Myra simply stared at me. Angie stared, too, but asked, "And you happen to know all that how?" 

    "Independent study, ma'am. I expected some odd alliances after Russia went broke in '89 and fell apart in the nineties. The original version of the SCO

was the Shanghai Five, named for the countries that signed the 'Treaty on Deepening Military Trust in Border Regions' in Shanghai in 1996. They say they're only about fighting terrorism, separatism, extremism, and cross-border drug crime, but they've been holding full-scale military exercises annually since 2003 and every damned one of the SCO members would love to see the US

face down in an alley with a big knife in her back." Angie snorted a chuckle and asked, "Gee, Ed, why not tell us how you really feel?" 

    Shaking my head, I replied, "It would be too stressful, ma'am. Maybe some other time." 

    Looking thoughtful, Myra said, "I've heard of Kyrgyzstan for some reason, but I don't know where it is." 

    Angie said, "South of Russia and west of China, just like Afghanistan and all the other '-istans' over there." 

    I shrugged. "Yeah, close enough." 

    Myra's expression brightened, "Something about counterfeit money...? No, stamps. Got it! They tried to cash in on a bunch of Superman artwork they pulled off the Internet. They printed specialty postage stamps, but the US

Post Office wouldn't allow their sale or use in the US because they violated copyrights. One of our people nearly got shot in Brussels over the damned things. He and some local cops thought they were busting a drug ring, but instead they found forty cartons of frigging Superman stamps in an apartment." Angie's snicker turned into a soft laugh. "Jeezus! Stamps." Sipping the last of my coffee, I retrieved my jar of instant from the console and asked Myra if she wanted a refill. She shook her head and I headed for the bathroom. A few minutes later, I emerged to see Las Vegas ahead, so I didn't bother sitting down. It only took another few seconds for the flitter to come to a stop ten feet from a bright yellow van that was parked smack on the ninth hole of a golf course. 

    Myra looked around and said, "We have to be ten miles from town. Why the hell did they put it way out here?" 

    Keying up a map, I put a finger on our position and corrected her estimation. "We're here, by the intersection of I-15 and I-515, Exit 75b. That's four point two miles west of town center, not that it matters. The wind is out of the west. Everything east of us would get fallout." Hanging my coffee mug on a pants pocket, I stepped off the deck by the van. The flitter moved away to deliver Myra to the cops, some of whom looked as if they were packing up to leave the area. I peeked into the van through the passenger door window and saw Serena smiling at me. Elkor sat atop the bomb cabinet and Angie's face was displayed on a screen hovering in mid-air in front of him. Sliding the van's side door back, I climbed in and took a seat next to Serena on a metal rack behind the driver's seat. 

    "Hi, everybody. Any news?" 

    Serena said, "Yes. A signal was sent to the bomb. We traced it to a motel in Indian Springs and stunned two men in a motel room before we notified the FBI." 

    "Well, that was nice of you. They prob'ly had guns." She chuckled, "Yes, they did." 

    "So now we wait?" 

    Shrugging, Serena replied, "That's still the plan. When we report success, an Air Force helicopter will move the bomb to the G-tunnel." 

    "Uh, huh." I sighed, "Well, then, did anybody happen to bring a deck of cards?" 

    Angie snickered and Serena shot me a quick grin. 

    "Ed," said Serena, "Myra's calling for help." She put up a screen and I saw Myra in the back seat of a car. Noise and passing scenery told me the car was really hauling ass, nearly at its max speed. The moment Myra had a picture on her screen, she yelped, "Ed! Miller forced me into a car and took off! Tell him what's going on!" 

    "He's supposed to know what's going on, ma'am." She nearly screamed, "Just tell him, dammit!" Raising a calming hand, I replied, "Yes, milady. Will do. Hey, Miller, we're defusing the nuke. No sweat." 

    One of the guys up front yelled, "No offense, whothehellever you are, but you aren't one of our known assets, so call back after the timer runs out, okay?" 

    I chuckled, "You're a real trusting soul, Miller. But I guess I can see where you're coming from. I'd have prob'ly said the same thing." Miller laughed and Myra exploded with, "Ed, just shut the fuck up! Miller, do you think they'd have sent him to the goddamned van if there was a chance it would blow up?!" 

    "Who knows? Lady, this car's not stopping, so just shut up, take it easy, and turn that damned thing off!" 

    Seething, Myra snapped, "Ed, we're doing eighty, so I can't stun the driver. What would you do?" 

    "In your shoes, nothing. What difference will it make?" Her eyes got big, then her gaze narrowed. She yelled, "You aren't helping, damn it!" and viciously poked her 'off' icon. 

    Glancing at Serena, I sighed, "I guess that wasn't quite what she wanted to hear." 

    She smiled. "Apparently not." 

    Elkor said, "Ed, I've studied available information concerning the men in the motel room and their social, political, and religious affiliations, but I continue to fail to understand their true motivations." 

    "Don't sweat it; so do most sane people. They wanted to cause disruption, destruction, and demoralization. A nuke would have blown a big radioactive hole in Las Vegas and a cloud of fallout would have spread farther than Texas. The EMP burst would have knocked planes out of the sky for a thousand miles or more. The bad guys would have said they had more nukes and people would be freaking out in every major city." 

    "That I understand. What I don't understand is why they do such things." I shrugged. "Most do it because they're told to in some manner, which makes them mentally incompetent as well as dangerous. I just go with the fact they do stuff like that and flatly don't give a rat's ass exactly why they do it." 

    "One treatise I found states they're objecting to the American presence on their sacred soil. That attitude seems pervasive among Islamic terrorists, Ed." 

    "If the Imams don't like having us there, they should be putting pressure on their own damned governments. The Saudis and Kuwaitis didn't spout that

'sacred soil' bullshit when they paid for US help to stop Iraq's invasion. They didn't yap about how their soil was 'sacred' when they leased it to western companies for early oil exploration and development. Is the soil under their new beach tourist traps and hotels 'sacred'? Only in the sense that it generates money." 

    Elkor's little cat head tilted slightly. "I see. They seem to apply the term 'sacred' only when it's convenient." 

    "You got it. Now, why didn't you already know that? I know you've studied every scrap of info available." 

    "It would seem to be a matter of data correlation." I shrugged. "That's what it is with people, too, usually because of social, racial, or political bias. Since your info was produced by people, it's probably thoroughly tainted with bias running every possible direction on all issues." 

    "So I've noticed in my studies. I've tried to filter only the facts, but hardly any of the information available can be considered universally accepted as accurate." 

    I chuckled, "That's no surprise, Elkor. People cook the books and cherry-pick statistical info for reports to superiors in order to make their opinions and agendas seem strong. That's why even info from well-respected sources should always be considered at least minimally questionable. I just simplify matters by determining who's doing what to whom. The people who maim and kill indiscriminately or otherwise trample others are pretty much always the bad guys." 

    Giving me an arched eyebrow, Angie said, "How do you define 'pretty much', Ed?" 

    "To me, it means 'almost always with very few exceptions'. I was just leaving a little room for error." The bomb's timer read '00:02:13'. I said, 

"It's almost showtime. I'm gonna see how Myra's doing. Thanks for turning this thing off, guys." 

    There wasn't a soul in sight when I stepped out of the van's side door. Calling up my board, I lifted to a hundred feet and studied the area. Still nobody in sight. Hm. Linking to the flitter, I asked it to find Myra using her PFM. 

    It said, "Myra Berens is in a car ten point seven miles from your position, Ed." 

    "Thanks, flitter." 

    Heh. They'd made pretty good time, given traffic. I pinged Myra's PFM and put up a screen. 

    She answered in a saccharine-sweet tone, "Oh, hi, Ed! Let me recap what happened to me today." Glancing to her left, she snapped, "I was kidnapped by the goddamned FBI! A certain Agent Miller had two of his thugs throw me in a car and now we're parked under an overpass somewhere on I-15!" 

    "You have my most profound sympathies, ma'am. Why didn't you stun them when they grabbed you?" 

    Myra rolled her eyes. "I thought I could talk some sense into them, but it all happened too fast. The second we were in the car, the driver took off like a bat out of hell." 

    Heh. "Well, try to forgive them, milady. Those guys probably just didn't want to take a chance that a gorgeous blonde fellow federal employee might get vaporized." 

    A man asked, "Is that him again?" and Myra looked up beyond the screen to snap, "Who the hell else would it be?!" 

    "Is he sure the bomb's disarmed?" 

    As she started to snap another irritated reply at him, I said, "Myra, relax! It's no biggie. Not worth arguing. No matter what I say, that car won't break cover until well after blast time. Do you want me to send the flitter for you?" 

    "Send the flitter? You won't be on it?" 

    I grinned. "Nah. Angie said talking to feds is your job. I'll stay with the van and make sure nobody steals the tires." 

    Shooting a glare over the top of the screen, Myra said in a firm, definitive tone, "No. Don't send the flitter, Ed. I want to discuss a few things with Agent Miller." 

    "Okay. See you when you get here. Over'n out, ma'am." She nodded. "Okay. Bye, Ed." 

    Poor Miller. Myra's voice tends to rise a couple of octaves and get considerably louder when she gets pissed. I took a sip of coffee as the bomb's time ran out and aimed the board back down at the van. Taking a seat in the side doorway, I told Angie what Myra had said. 

    She laughed and said, "Wallace said you're probably already wondering how soon you can leave." 

    Nodding, I admitted, "Yup. Sure am." 

    "Whenever Myra's ready to go. For the record, Serena and Elkor dealt with the bomb under your expert supervision." 

    I laughed, "Yeah? When did I become a bomb expert?" 

    "About two minutes before I called you." To Serena and Elkor, she said, 

"Sorry, but certain people were giving us a lot of grief about computer entities operating without human supervision. If I hadn't sent Ed, an FBI team would have taken over. Just out of curiosity, could they have disarmed it?" Elkor said, "Not in so little time." 

    I heard a door open and Wallace's voice asked, "Is that them on that screen?" 

    Angie looked up and replied, "Yes, sir." 

    "Good." He hove into view beside her and grinningly looked at Serena and Elkor as he said, "Good work, people! Damned good work! The FBI picked up the two at the motel and a chopper's on its way from Nellis to pick up the van." Glancing at his watch, he said, "Gotta go. Half a dozen suits are here and they'll be in my office in a few minutes. I just wanted to be the first to say you did a damned good job out there!" With a small salute and a big grin, he left. 

    Angie's gaze followed him and she shook her head wonderingly. After the door closed, she said, "I don't know why he's so excited. There was never any doubt about disarming the bomb." 

    I said, "Could be he's excited about the extra leverage this will give 3rd World. I'd rather know how much extra credibility it will give AIs. How soon will people stop thinking they need human supervision for every little thing?" Angie yelped, "Ed, disarming a nuclear weapon is not a 'little thing'!" Looking at Serena, I asked, "Was it?" 

    She nodded. "In this case, yes." 

    Looking back at Angie, I shrugged. "Well?" Glaring at me, Angie snapped, "Then that's a bit of information nobody else needs to know, isn't it?" 

    "Um... that sounded a lot like an order, Cap'n Angie." In a rock-hard tone, Angie said, "It is an order. Without Serena and Elkor, that damned bomb would have gone off. They deserve all the credit we can give them." 

    I saluted. "Yes, milady. As you say, milady. Geez. How come I never saw this side of you when we were dating?" 

    Serena chuckled. Elkor asked, "Is my continued presence required, Angela?" 

    "Oh. Uh, no, Elkor, I guess not. Thank you very much for your assistance." He replied, "You're quite welcome, Angela. Goodbye," and vanished. Angie said ominously, "Ed, I sincerely hope what you just said didn't insult him." 

    "Doubtful. He has about as much use for praise and back-patting as I do. Maybe less." 

    When Angie looked at Serena, she received a slight nod and, "He's right, Angie." 

    "Well, still..." Angie's eyes flicked to her right and I heard her poke a button on her multi-line phone, then she picked up the receiver and asked, 

"Yes, Bev?" After a few moments, she said, "Okay. Thanks, Bev," and hung up. Standing up behind her desk, she said, "I'm needed next door, so I have to sign off now. Serena, thanks much. Thanks immensely." Smiling slightly, Serena replied, "You're equally welcome." Looking at me, Angie said, "Later, Ed. Have fun with Myra." 

    "That's the plan. Later, Cap'n Angie." 

    She poked the 'off' icon and I stood up to stretch and take a sip of coffee. The faint sound of a helicopter made me look up at the northeast sky and I saw a moving speck. It got bigger and became a Chinook as it approached and it soon hovered above the van briefly before landing nearby. Two guys in suits and a man and a woman in Air Force uniforms got out of the bird and approached the van as three AP's with rifles spread out to stand guard. According to name tags and insignia, the Air Force guy was Colonel Mahr and the woman using a radiation detector was Major Hanh. With little more than a nod to me, they climbed into the van. After greeting Serena, they immediately began asking questions. 

    The two suits listened at the van door for a few moments, then one of them pointed at the Chinook and waved for someone to come to the van. Two guys in enlisted uniforms dragged a rolled-up cargo net made of wide Nylon straps to the van and began unrolling it behind the rear wheels. 

    The FBI guys had turned to me and showed their IDs, then asked me to come with them to the front of the van. 

    Sigh. Standard step one: Segregate the participants, often as a method of accomplishing step two, which was to get the interrogee to do something at your direct request and set the stage for the interview. What the hell; I joined them at the front of the van and said, "Okay, steps one and two are out of the way." 

    Apparently surprised at my statement, one suit said, "We'd like your report, sir." 

    Sipping coffee, I replied, "My boss already has it." 

    "Would you mind sharing it with us, as well?" 

    "Okay. I flew down here as instructed and 'supervised' as the lady in the van turned off the bomb. Then I sat around and talked with her and my boss for a while." Tilting my mug at him, I added, "And then you guys showed up in that chopper and now I'm just killing time until your guy Miller brings my friend Myra back here." 

    Though neither of them took notes, I had no doubt I was being recorded. After a moment of simply studying me, the guy asked, "How about... embellishing... your report a bit?" 

    "Nope. Talk to my boss. Embellishing is her job." The other suit tried to look stern as he growled, "Sir, your cooperation would be greatly appreciated, but failing to cooperate in a federal investigation is not an option." 

    Meeting his gaze, I said, "I told you exactly what I did. If you want a recording of events, see my boss." 

    Suit number one asked, "There's a recording?" 

    "Yup. There's always a recording." 

    One of the enlisted guys got into the van's driver's seat, then yelled, "I need the keys! Can't move the shifter!" 

    One of the FBI guys said, "Either jack it up or find something to bust the ignition lock. We need to get this thing out of here." Heh. Showtime! 

    I said, "Wait one," stepped back, raised my arms dramatically, and created a two-foot-thick field pad under the van. One of the officers inside the van yelped, jumped out, and quickly backed away from it. The guy in the driver's seat looked around frantically, then shoved the door open and launched himself out of the van. 

    Giving the front of the van a gentle push, I moved it backward to hover above the cargo net's main body and asked the other enlisted guy, "Is that about where you want it?" 

    He'd stared bug-eyed as the van had lifted and moved. Now he stared bug-eyed at me. I repeated the question. His gaze fell on the net and he replied, "Uh... Uh... maybe you could move it to the left just a little? So the wheels are in open spots, y'know? Can you do that?" I lowered the van so each wheel fit into an open square of the net, then turned to the FBI guys. Calling up my board, I said, "Talk to my boss," and lifted to a hundred feet, then sat down to sip coffee and wait for Myra. The FBI guys apparently realized they'd be wasting their time with me and didn't even bother to shout or wave at me. One said something that made the enlisteds stop staring up at me and start arranging the cargo net's straps. Myra arrived as they worked. From the way she stalked around and gestured, she still seemed pretty pissed about her forced departure. She waved at me, spent a few minutes with the people at the van, and then called up a PFM link to tell me she was ready to go. 
Chapter Eight

    Standing up on my board, I called the flitter down in visible mode and descended ahead of it to land beside Myra. With a wave to Serena, I asked, 

"Where to now, ma'am?" 

    Myra gave me an odd look and asked, "Don't we have to go to Carrington?" 

    "Did anybody actually say that? Or even suggest it?" 

    "Well... no, but after all that's happened it seems like the thing to do." 

    "It does, huh? Do you want to go to Carrington, ma'am?" 

    "No, not particularly, but... never mind. I..." Her cell phone interrupted her thought. I wasn't too surprised; this trip had been an exercise in dealing with interruptions. Myra held up a hand as she glanced at her phone and said, "I have to take this. It's Mr. Maxwell." She stepped a few paces away to chat with him. Several seconds passed and the FBI guys started toward me. I called up my board and scooted past Myra saying, "I'll be upstairs." She nodded as I flew by. Angling sharply upward, I watched as the military officers re-boarded the Chinook and it noisily spun back up. It lifted to hover above the van and dropped a cable with a big hook that one of the enlisteds attached to the netting. He signaled and the chopper lifted the van. After a few moments, he signaled again and the bird flew away to the west. That seemed odd to me, since there's damned little of Nevada to the west of Vegas. California was only... fifty miles away? Maybe sixty? 

    Everybody except Myra and the FBI guys headed for a line of cars parked along the road. She snapped her phone shut and I dropped down to land in front of her and ask, "Ready to go, ma'am?" 

    Looking irritated, she thumbed at the FBI guys and said, "I have to go with Agent Lewis. My leave's been suspended." 

    One of the FBI guys --Lewis, I supposed --said, "You could come with her, sir." 

    Directing the flitter to offload Myra's bags, I replied, "No, thanks. Myra, send me a ping when you're through and I'll save you bus fare back to Florida." 

    She leaned to kiss my cheek and said, "Thanks," before she drafted an FBI guy to haul her luggage and marched toward the cars. Lewis and I watched her go for a time, then Lewis looked at me and reiterated with emphasis, "You could come with her. How did you move that van?" 

    "Trade you. Why's that chopper heading due west? The G-tunnel's northwest of us." 

    Mentioning the tunnel made his eyes harden slightly. He met my gaze and said, "Probably because it was told to. How do you know about the G-tunnel?" Shrugging, I replied, "I read a lot. Guess you'll have to ask my boss how I moved the van. Bye." 

    Calling up my board, I zipped up to the flitter and conjured a screen to watch the chopper's progress. Could be it was just skirting Las Vegas by a wide margin on general principles. The bird continued another minute or so on a westward course, then arced northward. Yup. Just going around town. I was about to dissolve the screen when Angie pinged me. Putting her on the screen, I saluted. 

    "Here! Present! Yo! Take your pick, ma'am." Fixing her gaze on me, Angie paused a moment before she said in a quiet, declarative tone, "Lori's here," as if she thought her statement might have some special meaning to me. I met her direct gaze with a questioning one and waited. 

    Angie's left eyebrow arched. In a somewhat firmer tone, she said, "She wants to see you." 

    Still not spotting anything in particular of great import in her words, I replied, "Okay. Am I missing something, Angie? What's the big deal about Lori?" 

    Angie's gaze lightened and her face relaxed, but her eyes didn't. Something was definitely up with Lori. 

    "Nothing," said Angie, "I just wanted to make sure you'd set aside some time for her. I'll see you when you get here. Bye." With that, she poked her 'off' icon and the screen dissolved. I headed the flitter toward Carrington. Huh. Lori at Carrington wasn't a surprise. Since they'd ponied up her college money and begun training her on weekends, I didn't consider her presence there on a Friday too unusual. On general principles, I had the flitter search the day's records from Carrington concerning Lori and found nothing but her arrival and a visit with Angie. Oh, well; maybe I'd find out when I got there. Checking email and group messages ate most of the flight to Carrington. As the flitter began its twenty-mile descent to Carrington, I saw one of the transport ships leave the big dish that served as its dock. The huge silver ball looked like a BB and seemed to drift upward, but I knew it would stay below the speed of sound until it reached my altitude or higher. 

    Noting a tenseness in my arms and legs, I stood up and stretched, but it didn't help much. A vision of Myra's long legs flashing in the bright sunshine of Vegas came to me and I realized the mood I had going seemed to stem from simple frustration. Well, that was fixable. I'd just rattle it loose by buzzing the runways. 

    "Flitter, is there any air traffic over Carrington?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    Calling up my board, I said, "Thanks, flitter," and slid off the deck, then aimed the board at the ground and spurred it to max speed, which has a very different meaning when heading straight down. I figured it had to be somewhere around six hundred miles per hour. Getting flat on the board added some speed as I angled my flight slightly and spiked the board's broadcast power with some of my own. 

    Through my implant, Serena said, "Ed, you've exceeded your board's velocity safety parameters by twenty-two point seven percent." 

    "Yes'm. That's what you said that the last time I did this. I know you mean well, but you're being redundant." 

    In a sardonic tone, she replied, "My apologies, of course. Informing you of your occasional transgressions is one of my primary tasks and you didn't supplement your board's field usage the last time." 

    "Will it come apart or burn out?" 

    "No, but you're somewhat less durable than your board." 

    "You said something much like that last time, too. What did I do then?" After a brief --but expressive --pause, she replied, "You attempted to go even faster." 

    The nose of the board began to vibrate a bit, then it began to shake visibly. Hm. That was new. Maybe a little more power would take it past the turbulence? I fed it a bit more juice and the shaking became much more violent for a moment, then stopped suddenly. Not a twitch, not a buzz. Smooth as silk. Kewl. I fed the board a bit more power, but it didn't seem to increase my speed much, if any. The ground was coming up pretty fast, so I directed the board's nose up a bit and found it didn't respond very well. I tried harder and the nose rose what may have been all of two inches. Had I also exceeded the board's ability to redirect itself? 

    Struggling to pull the nose up a bit more, I realized some serious discomfort with my growing proximity to the ground, but an equally serious fascination with my rate of speed. On the other hand, I was definitely going way too damned fast for my current altitude and angle. I kept hauling the nose up and watching my angle of trajectory toward the base's tower change very, very slowly. 

    Serena said tightly, "Ed, you've exceeded safety parameters by fifty-seven point three percent. Shall I have the flitter take you aboard now?" 

    "Not yet. If I can't pull this thing up, just grab me at the last possible second, okay?" 

    She rather tersely replied, "The flitter is in position." 

    "Thanks, milady." 

    Serena popped into existence on my left and watched my efforts for a few moments. She said nothing as she radiated disapproval for another few moments, then disappeared. 

    Angie's ping was followed with two more quick ones. I answered, "Yes'm? 

I'm kind of busy just now." 

    She shot back, "Doing what, for God's sake?! Do you realize how fast you're going?!" 

    "Yes'm, I do. I'm trying to pull the nose up, but I may have to bail out." Angie yelped, "Has it occurred to you to just slow the damned thing down?!" 

    "I'm checking something out. Call you back, okay?" With that, I dropped the link and fought my way to my hands and knees. The wind's pressure was brutally strong, even with the board's field and my p-field routing it around me. I eased further back on the board to help its nose rise. Runway nine went from being a pale line on the patchwork below to being wide swath of concrete and I streaked past the tower about twenty feet above the ground. 

    When I stopped feeding power to the board, a sharp clap of thunder exploded around me and it felt as if someone kicked both the top and bottom of the board impossibly quickly several times. I clung to the board's edges, not quite trusting it to keep me in place. Arcing around the south side of the base to kill some speed, I got to my feet on the board and saw people and vehicles running out of buildings. Realization hit me and I thought, 'Oh, damn.' 

    As I approached the tower, I saw glass sparkling on the ground. Four of the tower's big top windows facing north were missing, as were several of the windows on lower levels. Car alarms all over the base were sounding off like frightened puppies. I asked the flitter to turn them off as I backed my speed down to a crawl, turned on my three suit, and parked in the shade of the tower building to watch the commotion below. Might be best not to show up right away. Give 'em a little time to cool down. 

    Sipping coffee, I suddenly realized I still had my coffee mug and stared at it as I wondered how the hell the handle had managed to stay stuck in my pocket during all the shaking and banging. My implant pinged with both Angie's and Wallace's chimes. Rather than choose which call to answer first, I conjured a screen and split it. 

    Angie glowered at me and Wallace looked excited as hell. Holding up a forestalling hand, I said, "First, I'd like to apologize. Before today, I'd have bet these boards flatly couldn't go that fast." Wallace said, "Ed, ops clocked you at Mach one point one!" 

    "Figured something like that. Sorry about the damage." Angie snapped, "Oh, no, no no! Right now you just think you're sorry, Ed! 

When I get you on the ground, I'm going to make damned sure you're sorry!" She was gonna chew my ass? Hm. Well, she had the job that covered such things, but I wasn't in the mood. 

    I said, "Since I've already realized the error of my ways, an ass-chewing doesn't sound very useful, ma'am. I think I'd rather fix windows and clean up out here before someone has to land a plane. See you in a while." Poking the 'off' icon, I called my flitter and asked it to clean up any broken window glass it found on the ground around the base. In short order there was a small mountain of glass shards to one side of the control tower. When the flitter stopped collecting glass, I asked it to use the stuff to fix windows, starting with the tower's big ones. 

    Angie and Wallace showed up on their scooterboards and sat watching the flitter re-manufacture shattered glass for a moment, then looked around. I turned off my three suit and said, "Hi. Like I said, sorry about the mess." 

    Eyeing me angrily, Angie stated, "You-hung-up-on-me." 

    "You were ranting." 

    Wallace said, "I wasn't." 

    "Sorry, Cap, but it was a party line. Besides, fixing damage is always more useful than yelling about it. No windows, no air conditioning, and it's a hundred in the shade out here." 

    "Not good enough," Angie said, "Everybody has PFMs. They could turn on their p-fields. We need to talk." 

    "We're talking now, Angie. What's on your mind?" Sounding a bit strident, she replied, "I want to know what the hell was on your mind when you pulled that stunt!" 

    I sighed, "It was just supposed to be a flyby. I was shaking off some tension, that's all." 

    She snorted, "Tension?! You?! Ha!" 

    Wallace asked, "Tension about what?" 

    "Tension about a series of interruptions, the latest of which came at a real bad time. Myra and I were about to make some entertainment plans for the afternoon." 

    Wallace took his eyes away from the glass re-manufacturing long enough to give me a raised eyebrow and said, "Sounds to me as if you'd already made the plans." 

    Angie snidely laughed, "She was wearing shorts." Looking at me, she said, 

"When you finish here, report to my office," then she horsed her scooterboard around and headed back to the admin building. 

    Wallace and I watched her go for a moment, then he said, "Angie was pissed like I've never seen her pissed, Ed." He chuckled, "Damn! Mach one point one on a scooterboard! I've flown that exact same maneuver half a dozen times and never made it above five hundred. How'd you do it?" Tapping my head as if indicating my implant, I said, "I matched the broadcast field range and boosted the feed to the board. Just wanted to see if it would work, y'know?" 

    "You cut it pretty close. Jackson says you must've exceeded your board parameters by more than half. It wouldn't have been able to protect you at that speed. Hell, you'd have made a crater in the runway." He turned to watch the flitter work for a time, then said, "Lori's here." 

    "Yeah, I know. That's why I'm here. Angie said Lori wants to see me about something, but didn't say what." 

    He nodded, checked his watch, and said, "That's what I heard, too. See you later. I have to get back to work." 

    Uh, huh. Okay. I said, "Later, Cap," as he got underway back to the admin building. A couple of minutes passed before a short blonde Army major came out of the tower's front doors and spotted me. She looked and sounded as pissed as Angie as she marched toward me asking, "Are you the one who just blew half my damned windows out?!" 

    "Yup, and I've already heard from some brass about it." Eyeing me angrily, she snapped, "Well, then, I guess I'll just have to settle for being second in line to chew your ass! What the hell were you thinking up there?!" 

    After reading her name tag, I met her gaze and replied, "Major Laken, I've already been made aware of this issue and I'm sorry about what happened. If all you're gonna do is bitch at me, I'll hit the road. Somebody else can fix your windows." 

    She stood seething for a moment, then growled, "Don't think you're untouchable. Not even for a minute. I..." 

    I held up a hand. "No, that's not what I meant. I caused the mess and now I'm cleaning it up. My flitter can work without my supervision and I feel bad enough about what happened, so I won't stand here so you can vent at me." 

    "While-I-vent?! Listen, you..!" 

    I interrupted, "No, you listen. Nobody's gonna hold you responsible for the mess and the windows'll be fixed in a few minutes. You're a major in the US Army, so don't tell me you don't have anything more constructive to do." Even as I spoke, four big panes of glass lifted upward and found their way into their frames. The frames seemed to swell outward, the glass slid into place, and the frames flattened. Major Laken quieted and watched the process almost wonderingly. Once the panes were in, she gave me a last desultory look and marched back to the tower door. 

    After almost two hours of repairing windows, the flitter said it had finished. I slid aboard and patted the console as I said, "Thanks, flitter, and I don't mean that like my usual 'thanks, flitter' when you do things for me. This time it means thanks a lot and I wish there was something I could do for you." 

    The flitter replied, "I require nothing, Ed." I sighed, "Yeah, I know. I can't even wash and wax you 'cuz nothing sticks to your hull without permission. But the offer stands, flitter. If you think of anything, I'd try to make it happen for you." 

    "Thank you, Ed." 

    Gathering my mug and backpack, I called up my board and said, "See you later," then headed for Angie's office. 

Chapter Nine

    Only half a dozen people wandered the hallways and none of them seemed to tie me to recent events. When I entered Angie's outer office, Beverly gave me an odd look. 

    I asked, "What?" 

    She chuckled, "I heard Wallace tell someone you got that board up to Mach one point one. He seemed pretty excited about it. How fast is that, anyway?" 

    "The speed of sound is seven-thirty miles per hour at sea level. One point one would be about eight hundred." 

    Bev laughed, "He said his personal best was five-thirty-two, flat on the board and straight down." 

    Moving past her desk to Angie's door, I replied, "Well, damn. Somebody should probably remind Cap he's not a kid any more, ma'am. He's almost my age, y'know." 

    Laughing again as she took the hint, Bev poked a button on her phone and said, "Ed's here." 

    Angie replied, "Send him in, Bev," and the door buzzed. I pushed it open to find Angie, Wallace, and Lori seated around Angie's desk. Angie said, "I've heard from Major Laken. She isn't happy." 

    "She'll get over it. I told her I was sorry and the flitter fixed her windows. Hi, Lori." 

    Giving me a quick little smile, she answered, "Hi, Ed." After refilling my mug at Angie's coffee bar, I moved a chair from a corner of the room to her desk and sat down. Angie tapped her pen on her desk a few times and asked, "Is there some good reason you couldn't give the FBI a quick report before you left the bomb scene?" 

    "Yup. A big part of the reason you're in that chair has to do with being my liaison with the government." 

    "He just wanted a simple incident report." 

    "Then a copy of the vids ought to make them happy. Reports are your domain, Angie. That's the deal that kept me from leaving last year." Nobody said anything for a time. Wallace sipped coffee, apparently just waiting and watching. Angie met and held my gaze for a time, then shook her head slowly as she sighed. Lori was visibly uncomfortable. The silence dragged on for a few more moments, so I sipped my coffee and studied Lori. She wore jeans, a blouse, sneakers, and a new hair style that was pretty short. When she saw me eyeing her hair, her left hand went up to touch it as she said, "I'll be in training for a couple of months. With a helmet sometimes. Long hair is a problem when..." 

    I interrupted, "Save the excuses, ma'am. You're as cute as ever and short hair is easier to manage." 

    Angie was about to say something when her phone chirped. She answered it and listened for a moment, then said, "Okay. On our way." Hanging up and turning to Lori, she said, "Good news; you don't have to hear my diatribe at Ed." To me, she said, "If you miss dinner here, you have to feed her." She and Wallace stood up, so Lori and I got up. I said, "No problem. I'll catch it and she'll cook it. Where are we going?" 

    Slipping into her uniform jacket, Angie thumbed at Wallace and replied, 

"We are going to talk to the FBI people who just arrived. I have no idea where you're going. Lori said she wanted to talk to you and said it was personal, so I didn't pry." She led the way to the corridor and said, "She has to be functional tomorrow, so have her back here by midnight. We'll see you both later." 

    "Okay. Later, Angie. See ya, Cap." 

    After Lori also said goodbye, Angie and Cap left in the direction of the passenger lounge. Lori seemed to be wondering why we weren't also going somewhere. I sipped my coffee as I looked around the hallway, then asked, 

"Indoors or outside?" 

    Lori looked at me and said, "Outside." 

    We went out the front doors and boarded the flitter. I had it take us up to fifty feet and asked it to stop recording, then asked, "So what's on your mind, Lori?" 

    She nibbled her lower lip as she gave me a long look, then asked, "Do you realize it's been almost a year since we met?" 

    "Yeah, that sounds about right." 

    "In all that time, I've only seen you half a dozen times. Always at Carrington. And always just in passing, except for the time you went to the ranges with Angie and me." 

    Opening the cooler, I waited in silence for her to pick a beverage. She chose a can of tea and I took a beer. After I'd had a sip, I said, "You have my number. You could have just called me. Why'd you go through Angie?" She shook her head and stared at her tea can as she said, "I didn't, really. They send a flitter for me every weekend. As usual, the pilot kept staring at me when she thought I wouldn't notice. Sometime during the trip I realized I really needed some company who wouldn't think I'm weird, so I asked Angie if you'd be coming back after that thing with the bomb." 

    "Angie told you where I was during a mission?" Lori chuckled, "She didn't have to. When I went to the lab I heard Dr. Swisher telling someone about the situation. Did you know he put the entire lab facility on alert?" 

    "Nope. Are things that bad back home? I thought your aunt and granny would be fairly cool with your talent by now." 

    She quickly replied, "Oh, they are. I mean, it isn't any kind of a problem between us, but still I catch them staring at me sometimes as if I'm from another planet." 

    Sipping tea, she sighed, "And I feel as if I'm lying to my friends, the few I still have. Hell, I AM lying to them, every time I disappear on a weekend. I can't tell them where I'm going or why, and aside from the fact that I'm not supposed to tell anyone, if I did tell them, they'd just start acting like everyone else who knows I can do field stuff." Quickly sipping again, Lori followed that with, "Even here at Carrington they look at me funny. Like I had two heads or something." She chuckled, "Oh, they try not to, and some of them even manage not to for the most part, but every now and then I catch them giving me funny looks." Looking at me, she said, "Ed, you're the only other person I know of who can use fields like me. The others can only do a few things with PFMs." Lifting her shirt to show a gleaming silver spot on her stomach, she said, 

"And speaking of PFMs, I've learned to wear mine here or on my back. Or on a leg. Never where people can see it and start asking questions." She seemed to run out of words for a time. I sipped beer and waited to see if she'd say anything else. When she didn't, I said, "Well, you've got me, ma'am. I'm at your service and all that. How may I somehow help you feel normal again?" 

    Lori shot me a sharp glance. "You think it's funny?" 

    "Did I laugh? No. Not funny. It's about par, though, for this sort of thing." 

    "What's par?" 

    Pretending I didn't know what she meant, I said, "It's a golf term that means..." 

    She snapped, "I know what it means! But what did you mean by it?" As if she hadn't interrupted, I finished, "...that means 'average'." Sipping beer, I said, "One thing you can pretty much always count on, ma'am; things are as they are, regardless how they may seem otherwise from any single perspective. I'll bet you've spent half your life trying to stand out from the crowd a little. Most people do, so what's so wrong? You were only smart, competent, and good looking before. Now you're smart, competent, good looking, and fairly adept with fields. Also contrary to how things may seem at times, I know for a fact that only a few people know about your talent. Some of those odd looks and stares may be coming from people wondering why you were issued a security badge instead of a plain ol' visitor pass." Her look of irritation continued for a time, then she sipped her tea and sighed, "I just feel like a goddamned alien, that's all. My friends think there's something wrong with me. I hate always having to watch what I say and do or making stupid excuses because I can't make it to someone's party." Ah-ha. Well, maybe. "Where's the party you're missing?" Sounding somewhat defensive, Lori said, "I didn't say I was missing a party." 

    "It kinda sounded like that to me." 

    She met my gaze for a moment, then her eyes fell to watch her fingers lightly squeeze her tea can as she said softly, "It's my friend Nina's. She joined the Army and she'll be leaving next week after her birthday." 

    "Uh, huh. Joining the service is a big step and it's early yet. Flitter, let's go to Flagstaff, please." 

    As the flitter headed south, Lori yelped, "What?! But..." then her mouth closed and she sat back for a moment before she said, "Ed, I hope you don't think I asked to see you just to talk you into a ride back to Flagstaff." Truth; the thought had occurred to me. I replied, "In this case, it wouldn't matter if you did. Once upon a time I joined the Army. Had a small party, too. Since Angie would be unhappy if I just drop you off and split, who am I?" 

    She interrupted a sip of tea to ask, "What?" 

    "When we get to the door, who am I going to be?" 

    "Uh... I'm not sure you'd really enjoy a college party, Ed." 

    "That's because you don't know me well enough yet." I linked into the flitter and keyed up the last forty number one music hits, then culled out the ones I knew to be rap and groaning, Creed-style tunes. Lori watched me tap through the list and only once said, "Wait. I like that one." I left it in the pile and scanned the list again, then cranked up the tunes and sat back, putting my feet up on a field. 

    "So... who am I? Your current boyfriend?" The look on her face made me laugh, "Okay, maybe not a boyfriend. How about an old friend of the family with a dark, mysterious past? You wouldn't have to explain anything 'cuz you wouldn't know." 

    She snickered, "No, that wouldn't work either. I'd have to tell them something." 

    "Can you think of a reason you'd need a bodyguard?" She laughed, "No, not really." 

    "Do they know you signed up with 3rd World Products?" Futzing with her tea can, Lori sighed, "Some do, but they think I'm in a

'work for the company after college' deal." She looked up and added sardonically, "Which is true." 

    I shrugged. "That works. I'm with 3rd World and I sympathized with your wanting to be at your friend's party. Let them think I had to come along to help you remember to keep your mouth shut. Have any of the people who'll be at the party ever seen you do field tricks?" 

    Her reply was an emphatic, "No! Oh, hell, no! They already think my time in the canyon made me weird!" 

    Keying up my teal field suit made Lori stare. I said, "No sweat. I'll just stay out of your way and see if I can find anyone who has nerve or interest enough to talk to someone over thirty. Why'd Nina join the Army? Money problems or a need for a little adventure?" 

    Fingering my suit's field-generated lapel, she replied, "Uh... I don't really know for sure. Some of each, I think." 

    "Maybe she'd like a few newbie survival tips." Giving me a studious look, Lori said, "Maybe. You might have trouble getting her alone to talk, though." 

    I shook my head and let the teal suit disappear. Lori's hand jerked away as I said, "Nope. Not alone. If what I say makes someone else's head nod, she'll retain it better. Some things are like that." Sipping beer, I added, 

"You'll be on your own until we're back aboard the flitter. If you leave with some guy, I won't see it happen unless you're being dragged out kicking and screaming." 

    Her eyes got big again as she blurted, "What?!" 

    "I'm just telling you to be yourself. Do whatever you'd do if it was the middle of the week and I wasn't there. Just don't miss the bus back to base, okay?" 

    She eyed me for a moment, then said, "Uh... okay. Yeah. Jeez, you make it sound as if I'm the one in the Army." 

    I chuckled, "Close enough to it without a uniform. No obnoxious people screaming at you while you scoot through mud under barbed wire, but nobody shooting at you, either." 

    Sipping my beer, I said, "You've had almost a year of part-time training, Lori. Chances are Angie'll start sticking you with me now and then, if only because I'm the only other person who can match some of the things you can do." 

    Lifting an eyebrow at me, she said, "Um... Ed, I've gone pretty far beyond field platforms and stuns. Have you?" 

    I nodded. "Yup." 

    "Such as?" 

    "Hah! Nope. You asked first, so you gotta go first, ma'am. What's your best trick these days?" 

    Her face developed a trace of a pout. "I hate it when people call them

'tricks'." 

    "Yeah, me, too. Got a better word for 'em?" After a moment, she grinningly sighed, "No, not really." 

    "Me, neither. So what's your best?" 

    Lori swilled some tea and said, "You probably think I'm going to say something like 'burned through steel' or 'lifted a ton' or something like that, so you might be disappointed." 

    "Yeah, maybe. Or maybe not, too. Try me." 

    Eyeing me warily, she said, "You'll have to promise not to tell anyone. Not even Angie. You'll have to swear, Ed." 

    I chuckled, "Okay. I swear, and now you'll have to believe me. Come on, lady. You're dying to tell someone." 

    She bit her lower lip, then slugged down the last of her tea. Pitching the can up, she watched it flash away, then eyed me again for a moment before she spoke. 

    "You heard about the UFO over Sedona last month?" 

    "The mile-wide ball of light that hung over the city for half an hour, then disappeared? The one that had the whole town freaked out and made the Air Force launch fighters when 3rd World said it wasn't their doing?" Lori nibbled her lip again and nodded tersely with one of those fakey little 'don't kill me' looks. "Yeah. That one." Letting her stew for a moment, I finally shrugged. "Guess you had a reason for doing it." 

    As if she couldn't believe my response, Lori turned in her seat, her eyes wide. After a brief pause, she said, "I did! I was sick to death of listening to my aunt's new-age friends natter on about spiritual this and cosmic that as if they really had even the slightest frigging clue about the universe. I went outside to get away from them for a while, but the one who was pushing some kind of 'superior religion' crap followed me out and wouldn't leave me alone." 

    "Heh. Yeah, I know about those. So you hung a big light in the sky to give her something else to think about?" 

    Rather sheepishly, she nodded again. "Yeah. At first, I just wanted to make a light ball above the house, but... well, it just sort of got out of hand, I guess. I just kept making it bigger and bigger and... and then I heard one of the neighbors say the Air Force had gone on alert and sent planes up and I realized it was time to shut it down." 

    My chuckle made Lori smile nervously, again chewing her lower lip as she judged my reaction. I laughed, then asked, "You didn't really think you got away with that, did you? Remember how we found you?" 

    "But... but nobody said anything! Nothing at all!" 

    "Hell, no, they didn't. If you acknowledge something like that, you have to deal with it, and the feds consider you 3rd World's responsibility. Was Angie or anyone else gonna say anything and start the hounds barking? And maybe get a big bill or a lawsuit from the Air Force or the city of Sedona? 

Better leave it as a mystery, ma'am. Nobody got hurt and the local branch of the Air Force just got a little exercise." 

    As if to find some extra reassurance, Lori said, "But... sending up planes and... and the whole county was on alert, and... Ed, it must have cost millions!" 

    I shrugged yet again. "So? Governments exist to piss tax money down rat holes, ma'am. They only get upset when it isn't their own idea or when they get caught at it. Ever hear about the supercollider ring in Texas?" 

    "The what?" 

    "Exactly. After a couple of billion bucks and a third of the way through construction, they canceled it. What's anybody in Texas gonna do with a third of a supercollider? And how about rubber plantations subsidized for decades after the use of natural rubber in tires ended? And government contractors and suppliers charging hundreds of times more than things are worth? What special kind of idiot okayed four bucks each for thousands of sheet metal screws the suppliers bought at hardware stores for three cents apiece?" Grinning as I reached to pat her head, I gave her a corn-pone drawl as I said, "Nah. Don't you worry your purty little head about it none, ma'am." With a grin of her own and a chuckle, Lori swatted my hand away. "Okay, so you're cool with what I did. Now let's get back to your best trick." Faking a twinge of pain, I replied, "Ow, there's that word again. What could I possibly do to impress you, milady?" 

    Sitting back, Lori looked smug as she said flatly, "I knew it. You were bullshitting me." 

    "Yeah, could be. I've never had an urge to make a mile-wide light ball. Now a question; how was that so very different from lifting a ton or burning through steel? Simply by the fact it was decorative rather than destructive?" She gave me a wry smirk and a small shrug. "Yeah. I guess that was about the only real difference." Sitting back in her seat, Lori let a few moments pass, then asked, "Ed, do you have a steady girlfriend?" I grinned. "Why? You want the job?" 

    Grinning back, she emphatically replied, "No. I just wondered, that's all." 

    Trying to look injured, I said, "Well, damn, lady, you answered that pretty quickly." 

    She chuckled, "Sorry, but you aren't my... type." 

    "Uh, huh. You mostly mean 'age', I think." I sighed, "Well, wondering's still legal, I guess. The answer's no." 

    "Why not?" 

    I shrugged. "I dunno. I had two girlfriends at once for years, then they moved on for various reasons. I've tried on a few since, but none of them stuck. Sometimes it was timing or circumstance and sometimes we just found out we didn't have anything much in common after all." With a grin, I added, "A few even accused me of being self-centered." 

    Rolling her eyes, Lori commented, "I'm sure I can't imagine why. Two at once? Wasn't that a little awkward?" 

    "Nope. We all got along fine until one of 'em graduated, got a job in another town, and got tied up with a new ladyfriend who isn't into multiplicity." 

    She let out a soft cackle that got louder and turned into a snorting laugh, "Multiplicity?! Is that what you call it?" Giving her an arch look, I replied, "It works well enough for me. Want to have an early dinner before the party?" 
Chapter Ten

    Lori nodded and looked over the side for a time, then said, "Ed, sometimes I feel so... blessed, I guess you could call it. By all the things I can do now." I waited through a short pause until Lori said, "Other times I try to see the future. My future. And I can't." She looked up at me and added, 

"That's what scares me. A lot." 

    Hm. How to answer? I sipped beer and gave that some thought, then said, 

"You were far more than simply competent with fields after only the slightest bit of training. You learned faster than I did, for sure. If you're feeling insecure, I'd guess that means you're worried about screwing up." Lori nodded. "Yes. Last week I barely got through range nine with a passing score." 

    I laughed, "You show up once a week and think you're gonna max the tests?" 

    "Well, maybe not max them, but... do better than I did." 

    "Why? If I don't shoot pool for a few days, my first game will be crappy." With a dismissive gesture, she shook her head. "That's not the same and you know it." 

    "Beg to differ, ma'am. It's exactly the same. You come out here and run through this or that scenario a few times and get to where it's almost easy. Then you're gone a week and when you run through the course again, you screw up a few times. What have you learned from that?" 

    "From screwing up?" 

    "Yup." 

    She laughed, "Mostly that I really hate it." 

    "Try this; you run the courses knowing what to expect and trying to be ready, but your timing's off. You act or react too quickly or too late by a few hairs too often. Right?" 

    After a moment, she nodded again. "Yes. That's what happened this morning." 

    Looking thoughtful, I sipped the last of my beer, turned on my five suit, and faked a backfist punch at Lori's face. My fist slammed into a solid field about a foot from her nose. 

    Lori recoiled and shrieked, "What the hell..?!" as she got to her feet and faced me. 

    Shaking the shock and pain out of my right hand, I said, "Ow. Damned good block, ma'am. Now tell me again why you're worried? Something about not maxing a range?" 

    Her eyes still big and her pulse pounding in her throat, Lori snapped, 

"You just scared the crap out of me! Why?!" 

    "Think about it. After the first couple of times through, maxing a range is about the same as beating a video game. What really counts is how you react to reality, and I'd say you definitely have no problems doing that." As I finished speaking, I flipped my empty beer bottle at her face. Lori's field froze it in the air between us as she ducked to her left. I reached to pluck the bottle out of the air, said "See?" and tossed it upward, where it flashed brightly and vanished at the flitter's field. 

    "Lori, you can know all the answers to a test and max it. You can practice on a range until you rarely make a mistake, but make no mistake about it, that's only practice, not true competence. A time will come when you'll be called upon to actually use what you've learned. Want a couple of examples from experience?" 

    She slid back into her seat and said, "Sure, if you'll promise not to try to hit me again." 

    "Yes'm. First up is Elizabeth, who studied her way to a brown belt in Karate. Did really well, won some trophies, and all that. One Monday I saw her hauling boxes and went to help. The boxes held her Karate stuff. Four outfits, all her belts, awards, trophies, everything. She was taking the stuff to her dojo rather than throwing it in the garbage. I asked why and she said she didn't deserve any of it. Seems a guy cornered her on the way to her car in a parking garage. He had a knife and got away with her purse. She said she froze, couldn't make herself move. Cried for hours and all that." Lori softly said, "The poor woman." 

    "Yup. All that fancy expensive empowerment flew right out the window the first time something real came up outside the dojo. No helmets, no pads, no mat. Nobody to call the hits. Nobody to say 'good going' or 'better luck next time'. It was the real thing, not a friendly match between students. Want to know what I did?" 

    "What you did? What could you do?" 

    "I asked if she wanted to piss away all that time, money, and training or try something that might make it all work for her. She asked what I was talking about and I offered her a real fight, stopping short of broken bones, of course. She looked just about as shocked as you do right now, I think. She said I was nuts and asked me to leave. I told her to think it over and get back to me if she changed her mind. Late Wednesday evening she called. She was crying and sounded half drunk and I went to pick her up at the Horse and Crown." 

    Flagstaff was visible ahead as Lori asked, "Then what?" I looked at her and said, "Then we fought, ma'am. Well, sort of, anyway. We went over to Playalinda Beach with what was left of her Jack Daniels and some Coke. After I listened to her through a few drinks, I reached out and slapped her shoulder hard, and I mean 'knock-you-on-your-ass' hard. It startled the hell out of her and laid her out flat in the sand. I kept slapping her arms, legs, ass... whatever I could reach. She got herself in gear and started blocking what she could, but then I managed to put a really solid swat on the side of her face. Really rang her bells. Her eyes got big, she started crying and swearing at me, and then she turned absolutely mean and tried to slap me back just as hard. I made her work for it. We nailed each other a few times over the next two minutes before I asked if she thought she had the gist of things. Lizzie stood there panting for a moment, then dropped to the sand, took a big swig of booze, and passed it to me. We got kind of drunk, stripped and showed each other our welts, went swimming, fucked on the beach, and went back to my place. She called in sick Thursday and Friday and we spent the weekend partying and screwing ourselves to exhaustion. Late Sunday night she went home." 

    A range of reactions had crossed Lori's face as I'd told Lizzy's tale. Now she yelped, "That's it? Then what? Where is she now?" 

    "Sarasota. Lizzie got a job offer she'd been hoping for and moved a few weeks later. About a month after that, she called one evening from a police station. She'd been on a date and some guy had tried to mug them. She'd slapped the holy crap out of him and held him for the cops." I chuckled, "Her date tossed his dinner and she was pissed about it. She called him a coward and some other unkind things." 

    I directed the flitter to land at a buffet restaurant as Lori studied me silently for a time, then said, "You said a couple of examples. What's the other one?" 

    Handing her down from the deck, I answered, "Louis Bittner. Africa, 1976. He joined my outfit in Johannesburg. Three years in a government Army, but no combat time. He had an expert marksman's medal for a perfect score on the range, but when the MPLA attacked our position, Bittner couldn't pull the trigger. I saw him aim at one. Nothing happened, so I popped that one and looked for more. I heard something and looked around and saw another one running at him, but I had a shooter of my own to deal with. By the time I dropped mine, his was twenty feet away and firing. Bittner took two rounds in the throat. I zapped that one and some more popped up and that's how it went for the next ten minutes or so, then they all split back into the bush. A hit and run." 

    "Uh... your friend... did he... uh, did he die?" 

    "Hell, yes, he died. And he wasn't a friend; he was one of the new guys. You can try to help and guide them, but keep your distance until they aren't new anymore. Now I have one more thing I'd like to tell you, but I can tell it over dinner." 

    Lori rolled her eyes and stayed put. "Why not now? I'd like to be able to keep my dinner down." 

    Urging her toward the restaurant's doors, I said, "It isn't anything gory, ma'am. Let's go." 

    A few minutes later we dug into our food as Lori asked, "So what was the

'one more thing' you wanted to tell me?" 

    Around some green beans, I replied, "Right, that. Well, men tend to worry about fucking up mostly because they're concerned about how others will react. Teasing and all that. All forms of male performance seem attached to imagined

'manhood' and ego and men are normally only secondarily concerned with how their fuckups may affect others. Most women I've known would worry first about how their fuckups could affect people. How those people would react was definitely a concern, but it was usually secondary." Lori kept chewing and swallowed, then asked, "And?" 

    "And what? That's what I wanted to say." 

    Heh. I watched her process what I'd said as she sliced a bit of meat and put it in her mouth. Once it was gone, she said, "Okay, I can actually pretty much agree with that, but I don't see why you felt a need to say it." 

    "You don't, huh? Be absolutely honest. Don't tell me; just tell yourself... What's your primary concern about fucking up? Whether you'll get teased ragged or how whatever you do will affect others?" Eyeing me warily, Lori asked, "Why shouldn't I tell you?" I chuckled, "Cuz then you'd wonder if I believed you and I'd wonder if you'd been able to be totally honest about it." 

    After a moment, Lori gave me a ladylike snort and continued eating. When she spoke again, it was to say, "You hit that woman." 

    "Slapped her. No knuckles. And don't take things out of context. You know she went to that beach with me to either fight or find out for sure she couldn't. When did you face your first asshole in a physical fight? In school?" 

    Lori shook her head. "After school. On the way home. Debra Sanders and her bitch pack had been picking on me and two other girls since the first day of school. First there were words, lots of them. Then came the pushing and shoving. They'd done that before and I was just going to ride it out, but then Jackie Masters shoved me at Debra and Debra hit me in the face instead of just shoving me again. I was shocked. It hurt like hell. I backed away as far as I could and felt my face, looked for blood. All that. Then one of the girls behind me shoved me at Debra again. When I felt her hand on my back, I leaned forward, then leaned back. My elbow got her right in the nose. Broke it. Mashed it flat." 

    She sipped her tea and continued, "I was shocked all over again. I'd never actually tried to hurt anyone before. Then I was shocked that it felt so good to see her bleed like a stuck pig. Jackie grabbed me and Debra came at me. I kicked her as if she had a set of balls. I didn't know what to expect, so I was as surprised as anyone when she doubled over and threw up. Jackie moved to avoid getting puke on her feet and I was able to turn enough to ram my knee into her stomach. The other girl backed away, so I gathered my stuff and left. They were yelling about how they'd get me. I had to tell my parents when they saw my face. They signed me up for Judo lessons." 

    After taking another bite of her steak, Lori noddingly said, "So, actually, I do understand what happened on the beach. I understand it very well, in fact. That punch in the face was what it took to shake me out of thinking 'sooner or later they'll get tired of bothering me'. Bullies don't get tired of bothering people. You have to stand up to them." Sipping tea, she chuckled, "Most of them prefer easy pickings and no risk." For some minutes we ate our dinners in silence. Our waitress visited with a pitcher of tea and a pot of coffee, then moved on. I watched her go and wondered why. She wasn't particularly attractive or even friendly; she'd just refilled our drinks and ambled away. A 'tink' sound other than the noise the ice made emanated from one of the glass pitchers and I realized I'd heard it twice before as she'd approached our table and once as she poured. Lori glanced back at the waitress, then eyed me oddly and softly asked, 

"Is something wrong?" 

    "I dunno. Maybe." 

    Looking back again, Lori asked, "Is someone giving her a hard time?" 

    "Nope. I heard an odd little noise. I think something's wrong with one of those pitchers." 

    Just as I said that, the coffee pot went 'ting!' A bolt dropped and a nut skittered under a table and the glass pot slid free of its metal collar. My invisible field and Lori's blue field met directly below the pot and both fields engulfed it to keep it from hitting the floor. 

    I quickly whispered, "I've got it." 

    Lori's field winked out of existence and I fielded the pot to the floor, then turned off the tendril. The restaurant wasn't crowded, so only two people other than the waitress had become aware of the event. An amazed guy in his twenties got out of his seat to pick up the nut and bolt that had fallen out of the pot's handle. He and the waitress marveled at her luck as he reinstalled the handle and finger-tightened the fastener. Only a little of the coffee had splashed on the floor. The waitress tossed a small stack of paper napkins down and shoved them around with her foot, then scooted the damp wad under a table and said, "I'll be back for that." Turning to face me, Lori eyed me and asked, "With all the noise in here, you heard something was wrong?" 

    "Apparently so, ma'am." 

    Shaking her head, she said, "Ed, you're weird sometimes." With a grin, I admitted, "So I've been told, milady. Often, in fact, but usually by far less perceptive people." 

    Lori's gaze narrowed, then she chucklingly sighed, "I guess I deserved that. I've also come to an opinion about you, I think. Do you know how pearls are made?" 

    As she took a bite of her steak, I said, "A grain of sand in the wrong place irritates an oyster, so it creates a smooth surface around the grain." She stopped chewing and said, "Right. That's you, I think. The grain of sand." She snickered, "You seem to be everybody's irritating grain of sand." 

    "Well, I'm sure you mean that in a kind way." Nodding, Lori swallowed her food and grinningly said, "Of course I do. When most people are irritating, they only piss other people off. You make pearls happen." 

    "Uh, huh. Gee, thanks, lady." 

    Lori laughed and finished her steak. After dinner, we headed for an apartment complex. I tossed my hat on a seat, set my coffee mug by the console, and combed my hair as I followed Lori to a first-floor door. The tall, attractive, twenty-something blonde woman who answered the door looked almost shocked to see Lori. 

    As we entered, the blonde looked at me and asked in a voice reminiscent of Angela Basset's husky rasp, "Are you her father?" 

    "Nope. Fiancee." 

    She grinned as her left eyebrow went up. "Oh, I really don't think so. Lori would have told me if she had a boyfriend." 

    Trying to look shocked and mortified, I looked at Lori and yelped, "Oh, so now I'm a secret?! Why? Because of my age?" 

    Rolling her eyes, Lori grinningly replied, "No, because you won't act your age." She introduced me to the woman as 'Ed, a friend of mine from 3rd World who's stuck in town tonight', then said, "Ed, this is Kate." Shaking Kate's hand, I said, "Nice to meet you, Kate. Lori's afraid I'll be bored tonight. What do you think?" 

    Snorting a chuckle, Kate said, "I think you'll manage." To Lori, she said, 

"But I may need some help if the food runs short." 

    "We'll order a few pizzas if necessary. We can only stay 'till around ten, but we'll help if there's anything to do." 

    Shaking her head as she glanced around, Kate said, "The place is about ready. I just hope the DJ isn't late, too." 

    I said, "If he is, just holler. I have my gear with me." Kate gave me another arched eyebrow and looked at Lori, who seemed altogether startled that I'd said such a thing. 

    "What?" I asked. 

    "I thought you don't like to do stuff like that in public." 

    "Some stuff yes, some stuff no. Depends on the public." Kate asked, "Stuff? Stuff like what?" 

    "Like this," I said, and called up a field screen. Kate surprised me; she hissed a gasp and stared hard at the screen, but didn't otherwise flinch or move. Calling up a music list, I turned the screen to face her and said, "Poke a song title." 

    With a glance at Lori, Kate reached to touch the screen and Linkin Park's

'Shadow of the Day' instantly began to play. As she studied the screen from all sides, Kate softly said, "I definitely want one of these," then grinningly added, "Unless I have to give up my soul, of course." 

    "3rd World Products only takes money, ma'am, but the gadgets that make these screens won't be on the market until the federal government allows them. It could be another couple of years before PFMs reach the public." 

    "Why?" 

    "Because they do other things the feds don't like. Lori can tell you..." Looking at Lori, she asked, "You have one?" 

    "Yes, but it can't do that." 

    I said, "Sure it can. I'll show you later." Kate's gaze returned to me. She asked, "She has one because she joined 3rd World, right?" 

    "Yup." 

    Reaching to touch the screen's volume control and drag it down a bit, Kate asked, "Is 3rd World hiring business majors?" 

    With a shrug, I said, "It prob'ly wouldn't hurt to ask someone who'd know. I'll give you the number." 

    Kate poked the screen's 'off' icon as she firmly replied, "Oh, yes, please do." Looking at Lori, she asked, "Are you two together-together, or just friends?" 

    Looking more than a bit startled at her friend's question, Lori answered, 

"You really had to ask?" 

    Nodding, Kate looked at me and said, "Think you can spare me some time later?" 

    Recycling Lori's answer, I chuckled, "You really had to ask?" Kate smiled warmly and took my left arm to lead me into the kitchen as Lori manufactured a 'what the hell?' expression. In the kitchen, Kate found a pen and a pad of paper and handed them to me without letting go of my arm. She said, "For that phone number. Would knowing you help me get in?" I laughed, "Probably not. 3rd World's bureaucracy doesn't like me very much." 

    Arching an eyebrow, Kate stated, "Yet they haven't fired you. There must be a reason." 

    Lori snorted a short laugh. "There is. He's the one they send when a situation is... unusual." 

    Grinning, Kate gave me an 'oh, is that so?' look and hugged my arm as she softly exclaimed, "OOOooo! A specialist, huh?" 

    "To be honest, I'd say more of a troubleshooter, milady." Still grinning, she said, "Even better. So knowing you really wouldn't help me get into 3rd World?" 

    I shrugged. "Much as I'd like to say 'yes', I kind of doubt it. I'm the reason my last boss was demoted, and she was chosen for that job by the honchos. They don't forgive or forget stuff like that." Kate's arm hold on me relaxed as she eyed me and asked, "You had a problem working for a woman?" 

    Lori laughed aloud at that. I replied, "No, I had a problem with that particular woman." 

    Looking at Lori, Kate asked, "What's so funny?" 

    "His boss is still a woman. His boss before the last one was a woman. Angela says he called her 'Fearless Leader'." 

    Kate looked at me and giggled, "Fearless Leader?" I nodded. "Yup. She'd stare down a Senator, tell the President to get his head out of his ass, and --as far as I could tell --she was never wrong about anything." 

    Canting her head slightly, Kate stated, "And I suppose you'd have followed her into hell, and all that." 

    Meeting her gaze, I replied, "Yup." 

    Kate turned to Lori and firmly said, "He's not kidding. How does he treat his new boss?" 

    "Like the old one, as far as I know. She's a captain in the Air Force who was assigned to 3rd World." 

    "Does he call her 'Fearless Leader' or anything like that?" Lori shook her head. Kate turned back to me and asked, "Why not?" I shrugged. "The 'Fearless Leader' title belonged to Linda. Angie'll get her own title someday." 

    "When it occurs to you?" 

    "Sort of. It'll make itself known sooner or later." 
Chapter Eleven

    The doorbell rang and Lori said, "I'll get it." Glancing at the new arrivals, Kate said, "I'll be back," then went to meet them as more people arrived. I watched her saunter into the living room to greet them and noticed Lori watching me. I gave her a little index finger salute and returned to studying Kate. She wore jeans and an open blouse over a t-shirt and a pair of old-looking sneakers. Well built, nice hair, nice face, and apparently pretty smart. The newcomers noticed me with 'what's he doing here?' looks, but Kate said something that brought their eyes back to her. More people arrived, making about a dozen altogether. A guy hooked a laptop to the stereo and a song I'd never heard began playing, but the band sounded like Green Day. Two of the other guys went out and came back with a cooler full of beer and soft drinks. I helped a couple of the ladies carry in several bags and boxes of snack stuff and soon the kitchen table and counters had become a serve-yourself buffet. 

    Half my reason for helping them had been to allow everybody some time to discuss me. When I'd re-entered the apartment, I'd noticed a few disgruntled looks. Oh, well. I grabbed a beer and went to the stereo to read the screen on the laptop. Yup. Green Day had the first four songs on the long list of MP3

files. 

    One of the huskier guys strode over and stopped in front of me. Eyeing me as he swigged his beer, he asked, "Are you Lori's boss?" 

    "Nope. Just her escort and chauffeur." 

    "An 'escort'? Who the hell thinks she needs an escort?" 

    "Her boss, who happens to be my boss too." He chuckled snidely, "If you got stuck with this gig, you must be real important around there, huh, pops?" 

    "We all have a place on some kind of ladder." Sipping beer again, he nodded toward the stereo and asked, "You know this group?" 

    I chuckled, "Not personally." His gaze tightened. He didn't seem to have a sense of humor at the moment. I added, "But I recognize their stuff when I hear it." 

    "Uh, huh. Know any of the others?" He paused, then added, "Or do you just listen to the oldies?" 

    Scanning the list, I said, "Oh, I guess I'm not completely out of touch. Fergie. Goldfrapp. Gwen Stefani. Deborah Cox. Dee Roberts. Someone here seems to like dance tunes." 

    He shot back, "Yeah, so? You gotta problem with that?" Reaching to flip one of my pocket flaps, he asked, "You shop at the Salvation Army or what?" 

    "A different Army. Don't you have any friends here?" The question made his gaze narrow further. He gestured as he glanced around and replied, "They're all my friends." 

    "Good. Then go pester somebody else." 

    His expression became a dull, sullen glare. Kate came over with a plastic smile and asked, "What's going on, Tony?" 

    Somewhat defensively, Tony replied, "We were just talking about music." Eyeing him, Kate replied, "Sure you were. Ed, how about showing Tony your entertainment system?" 

    Nodding at the stereo, I suggested we let the current song play out. Tony seemed to sense an opportunity of some sort and grinningly snapped off the stereo with, "No, let's see what he listens to." Okay, then. I called up a field screen, poked a few lines, and Benny Benassi's club mix of 'Able to Love' began pounding at volume five, filling the room with sound. Tony jumped back with a yelp, but Kate quickly reached to pull the volume bar down to three and said, "Not so loud. Neighbors." Tony just about dropped his teeth on the floor as he stared at the screen. Kate scanned the list, said, "Oooo, I like this one!" and poked up Different Gear's mix of Puretone's 'Addicted to Bass'. She stepped away and began to dance, making little hand gestures to invite me to join her. What the hell. Okay. I locked the volume at three, had the flitter anchor the screen in place, and stepped over near her. 

    I wasn't too surprised when her dancing led us further away from the stereo. People began milling around the field screen. The better part of a minute passed before someone tapped the screen and the music changed. Kate stopped dancing and thumbed at the kitchen. I followed her. By the kitchen table, she said softly, "Tony can be a pain in the ass sometimes. That ought to hold him for a while." 

    Reaching for a beer, I opened it and said, "And you oughta be in some kind of management, ma'am." 

    Retrieving her own beer from the sink counter, Kate replied, "I am. I'm kind of the den mother here. Janet's a loner who gets a little depressed after a few drinks. Tony will --as usual --try to... 'comfort' her. She'll try to avoid him because she thinks he's a jerk." Looking toward a corner of the living room, she sighingly added, "And Mary will get pissed because she wants Tony and hates to see him pine for Janet. Jack will try to play peacemaker for everyone, but he'll fail, also as usual. By the weekend, everybody will be back to square one, ready to do it all again at some other party." I chuckled, "Sounds like nothing much has changed about human dynamics since I was in college." 

    She grinned. "It probably hasn't." 

    "Where's the guest of honor?" 

    Checking the wall clock, Kate said, "Give her half an hour. She'll be off work in a few minutes. Why are you really here, Ed? To keep an eye on Lori or to keep her quiet?" 

    "Neither, really. I'm expecting her to avoid certain topics on her own and she can defer them to me for discussion if people she'd rather not alienate get insistent." 

    Kate laughed, "I could listen to you talk all night." 

    "I've had the same thought about you, milady. I like your voice and the way you laugh." 

    Smiling, she replied, "Thanks. I saw you and Lori just sort of... appear... in the parking lot. From what I've read, that means you probably came here on a flitter." 

    "Yup. That we did." 

    "Do you two really have to leave at ten?" 

    I nodded. "Yeah, Lori has to check in at Carrington." Canting her head slightly, Kate asked, "Do you?" 

    "No, I just have to get her back there by midnight." Looking as if she felt she might be taking a giant step, Kate asked, "Can you come back here? Or is that too late?" 

    Meeting her gaze, I replied, "It wouldn't be too late if I can crash here instead of heading back to Florida." 

    "Florida?! That's... what? Two thousand miles?" 

    "Yeah, about that." 

    "Why wouldn't you go back to Carrington?" 

    I shrugged. "I don't live there." 

    She glanced toward the living room and quickly said, "We'll talk again in a little while," then turned to face the doorway. I turned, as well, and saw Tony heading for the kitchen. He stood straighter when he saw us looking and pretty much marched the last few steps to us. 

    Posturing slightly as he put his beer rather firmly on the table, Tony thumbed back at the living room and asked, "What is that thing?" 

    "A field screen." 

    "That doesn't tell me shit. How does it work?" 

    "Ever heard of PFMs?" He nodded, so I said, "Some of them can make field screens. I don't have to know the physics involved to use them." Tony looked me up and down rather critically once, then he looked at Kate in what he must have thought was a meaningful manner. Hm. Well, maybe it was his version of a meaningful manner. He gave her a stern, fixed gaze and started to say something, but Kate held up a hand and went to close the kitchen door. 

    Turning to face Tony, she stated in an iron tone, "If you can't behave tonight, you'll leave. Ed's a guest, just like everyone else here." After a moment, Tony replied, "They just sent him to keep tabs on Lori. What does that tell you?" 

    I said, "It tells me you prefer to jump to conclusions that fit your attitude. I was off duty and I had not one damned thing better to do than fly her back to Flagstaff for this party." 

    He sullenly glared at me for a moment, then said, "When I talk to Lori, that story better check out." 

    Oh, yeah? Enough of this shit. 

    I asked, "Or what?" 

    Aiming a backhand slap at my chest, he snapped, "Or I'll kick your ass out of here, old man. You can wait for Lori somewhere else." Rubbing my chest where he'd smacked me, I asked, "Mind if I think about that for a minute?" 

    Tony blustered as far as, "What's to think about, old...?" before my left hand flashed up at his face. His instinctive recoil snapped his head back, but my knee came up and squashed his nuts, which brought his head back forward as he doubled over. Switching my beer to my left hand, I slammed his head sideways into the kitchen counter, then shoved him flat to the floor. Keeping a hand on the counter for balance, I hopped onto his back, driving the air out of his lungs in a loud grunt. He tried to push up from the floor and I hopped again, driving him flat and bouncing his head off the tile. Stepping off and away from him, I said, "You aren't broken yet, Tony. Are you gonna keep your hands off me and behave?" 

    Kate had moved well clear of us until I stepped onto Tony. She stepped closer and said, "That's enough, Ed." 

    As Tony glaringly picked himself up, I replied, "Is it? He put his hands on me and acted like an asshole. Now he has to convince me he won't continue to be a problem." 

    "Are you willing to be convinced of that?" Meeting her gaze, I said, "More willing than he was to take my word for why I'm here." Looking at Tony, I asked, "How about it? Are you gonna be a little more pleasant, or will I have to put my beer down for a minute or two?" Slightly hoisting my beer made Tony glance at it and he seemed to have a small revelation. His glare became a sharp, wary gaze, then he looked at Kate for a moment before he yanked the kitchen door open and stalked out. People beyond the doorway peered past him into the kitchen. One of them was Lori. I nodded to her and turned to face Kate. 

    She watched Tony for another moment, then said, "Damn. I thought he was a little smarter than that." Looking at me, she said, "He never realized you put him down with one hand. He was actually shocked. I saw it in his face." 

    "He was just as shocked that anyone here other than you would stand up to him. For whatever reason, he respects you, and your interest in me makes him feel threatened." 

    Kate sipped her beer and curtly said, "Too bad. I know he has a thing for me, but I've never encouraged him. Not at all." She sipped again and said, 

"I've always thought his macho act was just that; an act. I don't think he knows any other way to interact with people." 

    One of the other women entered the kitchen and said, "Tony left. He looked pissed. Real pissed." 

    Shrugging, Kate answered, "If he can't behave, he doesn't need to come back tonight." 

    The woman eyed Kate, then me, then turned and left the kitchen. The doorbell rang twice, then twice again as a woman hurried inside and shut the door. Someone turned down the music and people gathered near the front door just before it opened. They yelled, "Surprise!" and the brunette woman at the door --who didn't really seem very surprised --walked into hugs and 'Happy Birthdays' from the assembly. 

    Kate stood up and gave her a little 'yeah, I set this up' grin and a wave. Nina gave her the obligatory 'I'll get you for this' look and hugged a few more people before she came into the kitchen. The others didn't come in with her and I wondered how the group's pecking order had come into being. Nina was about five-seven, well constructed, and fairly attractive. She gave me a curious look as we shook hands and I said, "I'm a friend of Lori's." She froze briefly, then asked, "Are you the guy who found her in Grand Canyon?" 

    "Yup. She told you about that, huh?" 

    "Only that you found her and fixed her car." Nina smiled and gave my hand an extra squeeze. "Thanks." 

    Turning to Kate, she said, "I saw Tony. Do I need to ask?" Kate shook her head. "He became a problem. As usual." Nina sighed, "I think he's on steroids again." Glancing at me, Kate replied, "Maybe he'll stop now. They didn't help him much a few minutes ago." 

    "Oh, damn. What happened?" 

    Opening the fridge, Kate said, "Tony got pushy. Ed pushed back. Nobody got seriously hurt. Ready for a beer?" 

    Looking at me, Nina replied, "Thanks," and took the beer Kate handed her. I reached to twist the cap off it as she continued eyeing me for a moment, then she sipped her beer. 

    I looked around the apartment's main room, but didn't see Lori. Oh, well. I pretended to study the song list on the field screen as I looked around. The woman who'd briefly visited the kitchen earlier came back in and stood beside me. 

    When I looked at her, she quietly --but rather tensely --demanded, "Are you a cop?" 

    I sipped my beer and replied, "Nope." 

    "Then why did Tony leave like that? What did you do?" Meeting her gaze, I replied, "I just counseled him about harassing strangers." 

    In an accusing tone, she asked, "You hit him, didn't you?" Did I? No. I'd faked a swat at his face, kneed him in the balls, and shoved his head against the counter, but I hadn't hit him. I shook my head and showed her my knuckles. "Nope. See? No red marks. I didn't hit him." Beyond her, Kate had apparently been watching our exchange as she listened to Nina. She met my gaze briefly, then turned her attention to Nina. My interrogator left as tense as she'd arrived. I moved around the table to be away from the fridge and food and leaned on the counter as people came and went. A few of them said 'hi', but no more. Most simply nodded if they acknowledged me at all. After a time, Nina chuckled at something Kate had said and stood up. She put a sandwich and some chips on a paper plate, grabbed a beer, and headed into the main room with some guy. 

    Kate turned to me and quietly asked, "What did Mary have to say? I saw you show her your fist." 

    "She asked if I'd hit Tony. I said 'no', of course." That lifted her left eyebrow. I shrugged. "Hey, it's true, ma'am. I kneed him, shoved him against the counter, and jumped on his back with both feet, but I never hit him." She rolled her eyes and sipped her beer, then stood up, came to lean on the counter beside me, and asked quietly, "How long will it take you to run Lori back to Carrington?" 

    "An hour or so." 

    Nodding, she said, "I'll let you know whether to come back before you go." 

    "Good 'nuff. Do I want to know why you'd bother with ancient ol' me?" Kate shrugged. "I've never bothered with any man who wasn't at least ten years older than me." 

    She said no more, as if she'd given all the explanation necessary. Well, maybe she had. Most of the women I'd ever stayed with any length of time had been older than me. 

    With breaks as she occasionally circulated and socialized, Kate and I spent most of the evening talking in the kitchen. After a time, she tucked a piece of paper into my shirt pocket and said, "An hour will give us time to clean the place up a little before I let the volunteers go. If you can't make it back for some reason, call me." 

    Saluting smartly, I responded, "Yes, milady. As you command, milady." She snickered and leaned up to kiss me before she went to join the others in some sort of group activity. A big engine roared and tires screamed in the parking lot. Someone opened the front door and I saw a blue '66 Chevy Impala with huge chrome wheels flash past the doorway. Horns honked a second later and I heard tires skitter through a fishtail in the street beyond the parking lot. The engine roared again further down the block --likely shifting gears. Kate sighingly muttered, "Oh, hell," and looked around, then went to peek into the bedrooms and knock on the bathroom door. Nobody answered. She opened the door and looked in, then checked the main room again, stopping here and there to talk to people. I surveyed the crowd and noticed someone was missing other than Tony; the lady with darkish-blonde hair who'd accused me of hitting Tony. 

    Nodding to someone, Kate turned and quick-marched into the kitchen. I prepared for some verbal sparring on general principles, but she simply tossed herself into a chair and took a long pull of her beer. 

    I said, "Lemme guess; Mary's missing, likely with Tony." Kate gave me a startled and rather studious look, so I added, "You told me who'd do what earlier. I extrapolated from that. Is there a situation?" She sipped and sighed, "I don't know. Al said Tony had a couple of beers before he left their apartment. I know he had one here, too, and... I don't know. He's pissed. You saw how he took off, right?" 

    "Yup. Want to go look for them?" 

    Kate shook her head. "I have a party to run. I'll try to get Mary on her cell." 

    Reaching for a belt holster, she produced a dark silver cell phone and sat looking at it for a moment as she sipped her beer. She almost dropped it when it played a chunk of Gwen Stefani's 'What Are You Waiting For?' After a glance at the screen, she thumbed a button and almost calmly asked, "Mary, where are you? Where's Tony?" 

    I silently contacted the flitter to trace the call and show me Mary's location on its monitor screen. The red dot that was Mary's cell phone was moving south on I-17. As I watched it go, Kate stood up and said, "Just try to get him to stop and let you out. No, it doesn't matter. Anywhere. I'll come get you." 

    She sounded like a nine-one-one dispatcher talking to a child as she left the kitchen and turned right. I followed her and saw her duck into a bedroom. She emerged a few moments later --no longer on the phone --with a purse and a light coat. Lori joined her in the short hallway and they talked as Kate continued toward the front door. 

    Calling the flitter down in visible mode, I opened the door as they approached and pointed outside. Kate's eyes opened a bit wider, but she didn't even slow down as she said, "Lori, you and Nina can handle things until I get back. Ed, let's go. Mary said Tony won't stop the car." 
Chapter Twelve

    With a small wave at Lori, I followed Kate outside. She stopped a couple of feet from the flitter and reached to touch its shining hull just as I had the flitter drop the field. Kate's hand jerked back and she turned to look at me as I joined her and offered her a hand up. Once we were aboard, I had the flitter head us for Mary's cell phone and pointed at the console as I had the flitter send a probe ahead to the car. 

    "Kate, when I realized there was a problem, I had the flitter track down Mary's cell phone. That's where we're headed." 

    Kate watched the red dot move south for a moment, then took a seat and looked over the side. 

    In a rather tense --yet subdued --voice, she asked, "Uh... How fast are we going?" 

    "Six hundred." 

    "Aren't we a little too close to the ground?" 

    "Nope. A thousand feet." 

    Chewing her lower lip, Kate asked, "What'll we do when we get there? I mean, how can we stop the car?" 

    Sipping my beer, I said, "I've been thinking about that. Flitter, kill their engine, please. Kate, see if you can get Mary on the phone again. Tell her to keep clear of Tony. If he was pissed before, having his car die could really set him off." 

    Telling her to call Mary was just a way to give her something to do. If Tony turned violent, the probe would stun him. I put the probe view of the car's interior on the screen. We saw Tony pounding on the steering wheel as the car rolled ever more slowly down the highway. The dumbshit hadn't even pulled over to the shoulder of the road and a truck went by blasting its horn at them. Tony gave the truck the finger and yelled some unpleasantries at it, then he tried to start his car again as a stream of southbound traffic followed the truck around them. 

    The car was barely rolling now. Mary seemed to freak a bit as cars screeched to a halt behind them or jinked hard to go around them. She grabbed at the door handle with both hands and yanked it up, shoved the door open, and started to jump out. The door nearly clobbered her when it swung back at her. She grabbed it, climbed out, and hung onto the door to run a few steps as she got her feet under her. Letting go of the door, she managed a few more steps, but stumbled when her left heel stuck in the softer dirt beyond the shoulder. The flitter's grey field tendril caught her in mid-fall and stood her back up, but that only seemed to scare the shit out of her. She backed away screaming at the grey blur. Oh, well. 

    Oblivious to his surroundings, Tony continued trying to restart his car. More traffic slammed on brakes or sharply changed lanes to keep from hitting him. I sent a stun at him and had the flitter guide the car to the shoulder and stop it, then land near Mary. As soon as we were close to the ground, Kate hopped off and ran to her friend. Traffic now slowed and passed more quietly as the drivers eyeballed the scene. I went to have a look at the car. Yup, I'd been right. A '66 Impala. Big chrome rims and spinner hubcaps. A deep shade of blue with extra chrome trim. For appearances' sake, I raised the hood as if there were car trouble and checked out the engine. A big V-8, super clean. Everything painted black or chromed. I sipped the last of my beer and tossed the bottle at the flitter, where it flashed and disappeared with a terse 'bang'. The ladies jumped and stared rather starkly at the flitter. Through the gap between the hood and the windshield, I saw Tony wake up and stare around for a moment. He spotted the open car door, the open hood, and me, apparently in that order, and seemed to go ballistic again. Brutally shoving his door open, he climbed out and slammed it shut, then aimed himself at me and stomped around the front of the car. The instant he cleared the fender, he lunged at me with a cocked fist. I ducked slightly and helped him continue past me. He staggered to a halt a few feet away and stood glaring at me, apparently wondering how the hell he'd missed and only then noticing the flitter and the ladies. His eyes got big, then they narrowed as they refocused on me. 

    Thumbing at the car, I asked, "Want some help with this?" He thundered, "I don't want shit from you! Get the fuck away from my car!" Okay. Sure. What the hell. Let him walk it off if he could. I walked over to the ladies and asked, "Why stand around in this heat? It's cool aboard the flitter." 

    Kate nodded and started to lead Mary toward the flitter, but Mary locked up and shook her head. "No! No way! My pastor says those... those things... are the devil's work!" 

    Oh, great. On top of a half-drunk steroid freak, now we had a religious nut? Stepping aboard, I said, "Your pastor's either seriously misinformed or he's full of shit." 

    With that, I put the hull field back up. Mary backed a couple of paces away as Kate tried to reason with her, but Mary didn't seem very receptive. Tony messed around under the hood, but he couldn't figure out why the car wouldn't start, and that seemed to add to his general rage. Another few minutes passed before Mary angrily screeched, "No! No! No!" and marched back to the car. She threw herself in and pulled the door shut, then slapped the lock button down. That must have been purely for emphasis, since the window was open. She screamed at Tony to "Fix the goddamned car!" and he came to the driver's door and yelled, "What the fuck do you think I'm trying to do?!" 

    I decided enough was enough and said, "Flitter, let them start the car," just as Mary reached for the key and turned it. The car started and Tony ran to slam the hood shut, threw himself into the driver's seat, and floored it. Kate ducked behind the flitter as his tires kicked up a hailstorm of gravel and dirt, then his rear wheels found traction and loudly left a lot of rubber on the road as the car bolted away. Kate stood staring after them for a time, then sighed and stepped aboard. 

    Sitting down beside me, she kept her eyes on the car as she ordered, 

"Follow them." 

    As I got us underway, I asked, "Okay. Why?" Looking at me, she snapped, "What?!" 

    "Why follow them, Kate? Trying to reason with her just pissed her off. Is she going to listen any better five minutes from now? An hour from now?" 

    "Maybe! I can at least try! Just follow them!" Sending a probe to look inside the car showed us Tony ranting as he steered around slower traffic. Mary was slouched against the passenger door, seething with sullen anger. Their speedometer read ninety-six, but the probe listed his speed as ninety-one point three. 

    Only seconds after I set up the probe view, Tony blew past a cop who was conducting a traffic stop. As we flew over, the cop scampered back to his car and got on the radio. 

    I asked, "Think Tony has sense enough to slow down?" Kate shot me a sharp glance, but said nothing. Tony didn't slow down. As he passed the exit for Mountainaire a few miles later, two cop cars rolled onto the Interstate behind him. The probe showed Tony having another angry fit behind the wheel and Mary freaking out as she stared out the back window. Everybody in their parade was doing about ninety when Tony finally started slowing down. Mary screamed imprecations at him until he slapped the seat hard right in front of her nose and screamed back at her. Mary recoiled hard and clammed up until the car stopped, then she quickly got out, slammed the door, and backed away from the car screaming at him. 

    Stopping the flitter half a mile from the area in stealth mode, I sat back, watched the cops park behind the Chevy and advance on foot, and asked, 

"Now what, ma'am? Chances are he's going to jail and they'll keep her a while for questions." 

    Kate stared at the screen for a time, then said, "I'm going to give her one more chance. Take us down there." 

    Okay. I did so, making the flitter visible again as we descended well to the right of activities. Kate hopped off and started toward the scene, then stopped and looked back at me. 

    "Aren't you coming?" 

    "Nope. They don't have to bust her, but they can't leave her out here and they prob'ly won't let her take the car. Offer her a ride home. If she chooses cops over a flitter ride, let's head back to the party." After a moment, Kate began marching toward the cops and I lifted the flitter fifty feet on general principles. One of the cops held up a hand to keep Kate at a distance and walked to meet her. I tuned out at that point and called up a screen to check email, glancing over the side now and then to see if she'd finished chatting with the cop. 

    Some minutes later Kate walked back toward the flitter and waved at me to descend. I closed my email screen, had the flitter lower to meet her, and she ignored my hand to hop aboard and take a seat as she growled, "Let's go." With a small salute, I replied, "Yes'm. Flitter, hoist anchor, please. We're heading back to Kate's place." 

    "No we aren't," said Kate, "Not in my current mood. It would screw up Nina's party." Looking around, she said, "Find us a bathroom, okay?" I thought about having the flitter make the bathroom field for her, but it seemed likely she might want time alone, so I aimed us at a tall gas station sign. After letting her off, I lifted to fifty feet and used the flitter's bathroom as I waited for her. 

    Kate was off the flitter almost fifteen minutes. When she came back aboard and took a seat, she seemed a bit calmer. 

    "We can go back now. I talked to Nina and Lori." Directing the flitter to take us to her apartment, I sat back and waited to see if she'd say anything else. After a few moments, she said, "I was so pissed. I knew Mary was..." Turning to look at me, she said, "No, I guess I really didn't. At least, not that religious. Can you imagine someone in this day and age thinking machines can be evil?" 

    "Sure. I've met people like that. They'll drive a car or use a phone, but anything they didn't grow up with is automatically suspect. Flitter, can you imagine machines being evil?" 

    The flitter answered, "No, Ed. I cannot." 

    Kate's eyes got big as she stared at the console. I grinned and said, "The only true evil in this world comes from people." 

    Turning her gaze on me, Kate asked, "You really believe that? I mean... really?" 

    "Yup. Sure do." 

    She nodded. "So do I, I guess. Everything else bad that happens is either bad luck or nature. Or both. Even some of the things people do are just the results of chemicals or infections that make brains go bad. Lead and mercury can cause dementia. So can some kinds of diseases." 

    "Yup." 

    By that time we were descending into Kate's parking lot. As we landed, she stood up and rested a hand on the console and I again studied the way she filled her clothes. Nice, very nice. I also stood up and she glanced back at me in what seemed to be a thoughtful manner, but said nothing. Grabbing my coffee mug and standing up, I asked, "Yes'm? Something on your mind?" 

    Shrugging, Kate said, "I was just thinking... Maybe you'd better let me... uhm... tell everyone what happened." 

    "Let you do all the talking, huh?" 

    "Something like that. As far as Mary and Tony are concerned, anyway." Returning her shrug, I replied, "Fine with me," and hefted my mug. Half full. Maybe. I swilled some of it and reached into the console for my stash of instant coffee. 

    Kate watched me retrieve the jar and said, "You won't need that. There's coffee in the kitchen." 

    "Brewed or instant?" 

    "Both. Take your pick." 

    Nodding, I said, "Thanks," and put the jar back, then followed her off the deck. Someone opened the door before we got there and some of the people led Kate off to one side as we entered, asking her a string of questions. I continued on to the kitchen. Lori came in as I started looking through cabinets for coffee. She said, "Try the one on the left above the sink." Yup, there it was. I drank what was left in my mug and rinsed it, then heated some water in it and spooned in coffee. Lori seemed about to say something, then held her tongue as I stirred and tasted. Hm. Not my brand, but good enough. As I sat down at the table, Lori spoke. 

    "Kate said you stopped the car." Joining me at the table, she asked, "Why didn't you keep it stopped?" 

    Kate entered the kitchen and I looked up at her as I said, "Lori wants to know why I didn't keep the car stopped." 

    Looking at me for a moment, Kate shifted her gaze to Lori and said tiredly, "He let them go because there was no point in not letting them go." With a sigh of exasperation, Lori said, "Kate, I just want to know what happened." 

    Kate took a beer from the fridge and offered it to Lori, who shook her head. Kate opened the beer and sat down, took a long sip, and said, "He's become a steroid freak and she turned into a religious whacko out there. Or maybe she always was one and this is just the first time I've had to really see it. I don't want either of them back in this apartment." 

    "Kate, they're our friends..!" 

    With a raised hand, Kate interrupted, "Yours, if you want. Not mine after today. They aren't welcome here anymore." 

    Lori looked at me as if to see my reaction to Kate's words. I shrugged lightly and sipped my coffee. Apparently that wasn't enough; Lori's gaze narrowed at me. Okay, then. 

    I said, "I agree with Kate. Tony went berserk and Mary trotted right along with him. Unless you want to go through a lot more of this every time some pissy little thing tweaks 'em the wrong way, write 'em off now." After a moment, Lori looked at Kate and me and said rather flatly, "I see. So instead of trying to help them, you two would just let them..." her sentence trailed off as she seemed to grope for a descriptive word. Kate snapped, "What? Hang themselves?" 

    I nodded. "That's what it is. Booze, drugs, religion. All the same. Users have to get smart enough to save themselves. You can't do it for them, and if you refuse to support or endure someone's preferred flavor of mindfuck, you become their very own personal bad guy. If you support it to avoid conflict, they'll come to think of you as a sucker until their lives turn to shit. That's when you'll catch all the blame 'cuz the idiots of the world never blame themselves. They see themselves as perennial victims of life and most of

'em never get smart, they just switch from one crutch to another." Lori stared at me for a moment, then eyed Kate. Sitting straight, Lori stated, "I can't just abandon them." 

    Kate asked, "Yeah? What's your next step, then?" Lori's mouth opened, but nothing came out. Kate snorted, "Thought so. Not the slightest clue." She stood up, said, "I'm going to circulate," and left the kitchen. A cell phone chirped in the front room. Janet checked the screen and motioned to Kate, but Kate shook her head and headed down the hallway. Janet stared after her in disbelief for a moment, then answered the phone. After some chat, she said something to someone beyond the doorway and came into the kitchen to hand the phone to Lori. 

    As she chatted, Lori nodded. "Yes, I know where that is. Okay, Mary. Just sit tight." 

    I waved a hand to catch her attention and said, "Lori, tell her it'll be faster to take the flitter." 

    Heh. While I couldn't make out what Mary said, I heard her tone perfectly. Lori asked, "Why not?" and received a long-winded diatribe that she tried unsuccessfully to interrupt a few times. Something Mary said made Lori eye the phone in shock briefly, then angrily hand it to Janet as she snapped, "Let her walk. Maybe it'll clear her head." 

    Janet gave Lori a fisheye look and took the phone back into the living room. Lori focused her narrow gaze on me and said, "Don't say anything. Please." 

    Okay. With a nod, I stood up and waved at Nina, who'd stopped near the kitchen doorway to sip a beer. Walking out of the kitchen, I leaned close to Nina and said in a confidential tone, "Well, hello, soldier. Looking for a good time?" 

    Nina snorted a laugh and raised an eyebrow at me. 

    I said, "Okay then, with you being a new private and all; how about a private birthday ride on a flitter, Private Nina?" 

    She grinned. "That I'd go for. But not too private. You're too cute. I might get in trouble." 

    Grinning back, I gave her a quick leer and replied, "At my advanced age, one can only hope for some things, ma'am. Why not come along when I take Lori back to Carrington? We'll ask Kate to come too." 

    Nina nodded. "I'd like that. Thanks." She sipped her beer and glanced around, then said, "Kate says you may be here later tonight." When she said no more, I shrugged and smiled. "Like I said, milady, one can only hope for some things." With a sigh, I added, "Besides, the thing with Mary and Tony may have spoiled her mood." 

    With a soft, warm chuckle, Nina said, "Oh, I wouldn't bet on that. Something about you caught her attention. Got any idea what it was?" 

    "Nah. Men are pretty clueless about stuff like that, y'know." She laughed, gave me a fisheye look, and laughed again as a woman I didn't know came over and asked about somebody. I felt a presence behind me and Lori stepped close to take my arm and nod toward the front door. Once we were outside, she sipped her drink and said, "Mary called again. When she tried to talk to him, Tony went off again. He threw a bottle of water at her and hit a cop." 

    Parking my rump against the window ledge, I sipped coffee and waited. After a moment, she leaned on the ledge beside me and sighed, "He missed, thank goodness." She paused again, then asked, "Ed, would you mind if we left early?" 

    "No, but Nina and Kate might. I offered Nina a birthday flitter ride after the party, so she'll come along when I take you back to Carrington. Maybe Kate, too." 

    Lori gave me a long, flat look, then said, "Well, I guess that means you'll be sleeping here tonight." 

    "Hope so. That would be nice." 

    "No doubt. I hope you won't be too disappointed when she doesn't ask you back. She never does that." 

    I sighed, "Well, damn," then straightened a bit and made an effort to look determined and noble as I stated firmly, "Doesn't matter, ma'am. I'll still do my best, y'know." 

    Rolling her eyes, Lori stated, "In other words, you don't care?" 

    "No 'other words' would cover it better. We barely know each other, so I'm anticipating nothing more than her good time tonight and probably her goodbye tomorrow. Is there anything vitally important I should know about her?" With a droll look, Lori asked, "Vitally important how?" 

    "Oh, like maybe she has to get thoroughly drunk first. Been there, didn't do that. Or maybe she sleepwalks with a butcher knife and none of her previous flings survived a night with her. I'd consider that sort of thing fairly important." 

    She snorted a tight little laugh. "No, nothing like that. Not that I know of, anyway." 

    "Does something about me being with Kate bother you?" Lori sipped her drink thoughtfully, gave me a sidelong glance, and sipped again before she said, "Yes." 

    "Why? You afraid she'll hurt my poor little feelings?" That made her snort her drink in an ongoing chuckle that turned into a kind of choking giggle. I handed Lori one of my paper towel hankies and watched the street while she mopped up and caught her breath. When she looked up, I remarked, "That wasn't your first concern, huh?" and she shook her head and managed, "No," as she suffered another spate of snickers and laughter. 

    I sipped coffee and said, "Well, ma'am, don't bother being bothered. We're all of legal age and I make a serious effort to try to please a woman. It isn't that hard to do, y'know." 

    Giving me a fisheye look, Lori skeptically asked, "Oh really? Do you consider yourself some kind of expert?" 

    With a dismissive wave, I replied, "Nah. I just let the lady lead in bed. Most women know at least enough about themselves to know what they like, and the kind of women I usually end up with aren't afraid to tell me what'll work best." 

    With a ladylike snorting chuckle, Lori levered herself off the window ledge and said, "Then I'll expect a glowing report. From her, not from you," and went back into the apartment. 

    Another summer day was ending and I watched the shadows lengthen for another few minutes as I listened to slightly muted music from within the apartment and recognized the opening guitar riffs from ACDC's 'Thunderstruck'. Someone yelped, "Oh, I haven't heard that one in ages!" The next song to play was the Bangles' 'Walk Like an Egyptian', then came The Spinners' 'Rubberband Man.' 

    Apparently someone had started a trend; none of the next half dozen songs originated later than 1980. I was softly singing along with Led Zepplin's

'Gallows Pole' when Nina poked her head out the doorway and spotted me. 
Chapter Thirteen

    Nina asked, "Are you okay out here?" 

    I nodded. "Yup. Just thinking and listening. Why are a pack of twenty-somethings playing all those ancient tunes?" Glancing back into the apartment, Nina stepped out to join me and said, 

"Frank started it when he found his favorite ACDC song on the list. You have quite a selection of music on that thing, don't you?" 

    "Every song ever recorded, I think. The screens tap a big database somewhere." 

    Parking her rump against the window ledge, Nina asked, "Are you really all right, or is the party getting to you?" 

    I shrugged. "I'm fine. Crowds bug me after a while. Always have. What'd you sign up for, Nina? What job, I mean?" 

    "I want to fly helicopters. Or work with them if I can't. It depends on whether I qualify for flight training." 

    "Reason? Flitters'll make choppers pretty much obsolete in the civilian world about halfway through your career." 

    "Then I'll switch to something else or get out." Hm. Okay. It was her call, and the knowledge was bound to be good for something later. Besides, since flits wouldn't act as gun platforms, choppers would be around for quite a while yet. I said, "Flitter, land and go visible, please." 

    Nina gave me an odd look in the middle of sipping her beer and I pointed at the parking lot. The flitter appeared like a huge shining egg, hovering a foot above the pavement at the end of the nearest parking space. Nina's eyes bugged and she yelped, "That wasn't there before!" 

    "Nope. Flitter, suit up as an AH-64D, please." The flitter morphed into an Apache helicopter and I quickly reached to catch Nina's forgotten beer bottle as it fell from her hand. She seemed to be in a trance of sorts as she headed toward the flitter. I followed and silently directed the flitter to let her aboard. Nina reached the faux helicopter and ran her hands over the hull as if she couldn't believe it was real. Aloud, I asked the flitter to return to stealth mode. 

    Nina gave me a questioning look. "Stealth mode?" 

    "We're inside the flitter's field, so we can see it. Nobody outside can. I didn't want to draw a crowd." Sipping my coffee, I added, "I figure I could probably teach you the basics of flying a chopper in a couple of hours. The Army can put you through ground school and polish your skills a bit. Are you up for some night flying?" 

    Nina hissed, "Are you serious?!" 

    "Sure. Flitters don't crash, so you don't have to worry about screwing up. It's almost nine now. I'm gonna go do something and come back around ten, okay?" 

    Still seeming a bit stunned, Nina managed, "Uh... yeah. Okay. You'll really let me fly it?!" 

    "Yup. Like I said, you can't break it. Go tell Kate and Lori what's on the post-party agenda and I'll get underway. Oh, and if we can, I'd like to leave around ten. Lori may want some play time, too." 

    I could almost hear the wheels spinning in Nina's head as she stared around the chopper sim one more time and nodded vigorously. She laughed, 

"Okay! No problem!" and hopped down to back away from the flitter. Once she was beyond the hull field, I had the flitter lift to a hundred feet. Nina eased back into the space where the flitter had been and groped around some, but soon realized it had gone. 

    As she hurried to the apartment, I conjured up a field bed. With what looked like a rather long night ahead, I got flat for a nap and asked the flitter to wake me at ten-fifty. Theta waves put me to sleep almost instantly. Seemingly only minutes later, the flitter's chimes woke me in near-total darkness. Dropping the flitter to fifty feet and dissolving the field bed, I warmed my coffee and watched a few people leave the apartment. After guzzling some of the coffee, I called up the bathroom field and spiffed up a bit, brushing my teeth and making a fresh coffee before letting the bathroom vanish. 

    At ten on the dot I had the flitter land in visible mode and stepped off it to walk to the apartment, but the door opened before I got there and all three ladies came out to meet me about halfway to the door. There were excited greetings and some chatter as we boarded, but the chatter turned to whispers as the flitter lifted away from the parking lot. 

    After silently asking the flitter to give us an opaque upper canopy, I said, "Ladies, I'll turn the flitter into a chopper when we get to Carrington. Nina, trade seats with Kate so you're in front of the monitor. You're going to run through checklists, controls, and instruments on the way." The ladies swapped seats and I had the flitter manifest an Apache cockpit, then took Nina through preflight and starting procedures twice. Although trembling and stammering slightly as we got started, she seemed to pick things up quickly, so I let her run through the third exercise alone. She did well enough that I asked her if she'd ever been in a chopper before. She said an uncle had taught her to fly a small helicopter a few years before and that she'd bought some flight simulation software to familiarize herself with larger military copters. 

    "Good. You'll probably train on Cayuses, Cobras, and Hueys, but you never know what'll be on hand in the field." 

    Altering the checklist as I answered, I had Nina run through it again and she spotted the four missing and changed items instantly. Yup. She was definitely sharp. By the time we reached Carrington, she was able to do the preflight without referring to the list. Calling up a screen as we arrived, I ignored my passengers' reactions to our descent and checked in with the BOQ. I told the woman who answered that Lori was with me at range six. She eyed me for a moment, then asked why I hadn't delivered Lori to the BOQ. 

    "We're messing around with my flitter. I was told to have her back at Carrington by midnight. We're a little early." 

    "I'm sure those orders were meant to have her in her room by then, sir." 

    "Maybe so, but they weren't quite that specific." The woman shrugged and said, "Whatever. I just run the desk here and sign people in and out." 

    "Okay. I just wanted to let someone know she was here. Have a good evening, ma'am. Bye." 

    Turning off the field screen, I had the flitter complete its change to an Apache, adding the hull, tail boom, rotor, and engine noise. Taking a seat behind Nina, I patted her shoulder and said, "You have the ship. Remember you really and truly can't crash and take us up. Lift the skids twenty feet." After some time hopping the chopper to give her the feel of lifting off, I had her take it up and hold it there. I was a bit surprised at how well she hovered. Though she was a bit shaky, she managed to keep the bird within a few feet of the mark after only a few minutes and her technique solidified quickly. I then had her lift to two hundred feet and hold it there for a time before I told her to land the bird. 

    That's when Nina's software simulations failed her; although she knew about ground effect, it had been an abstract concept on a computer screen and quite different in a small helicopter. She had to fight to make the chopper descend smoothly and made a rather bumpy landing. 

    Clearing my throat unnecessarily, I said, "Well, damn. I guess you forgot to mention your uncle never let you land it, huh? We prob'ly oughta try that again, ma'am. Maybe even several 'agains', I think." Nina turned red and the other ladies giggled nervously. I patted Nina's shoulder again and said, "Let's go back up to two hundred feet." Her third and fourth landings were pretty good and her fifth landing was so smooth I had to look to see when the skids touched the ground. Kate and Lori were appropriately enthusiastic and I let their moment go on as I checked the time. Eleven-fifty-two Carrington time. Close enough. Looking at Lori, I said, "Time to take you to the BOQ. We can't have you turn into a pumpkin." 

    Kate said, "That was her carriage. Cinderella just lost her fancy dress and a shoe." 

    "Correction noted, ma'am. Nina, our heading is twelve degrees. Two hundred feet at a hundred knots, please." 

    She lifted us, turned the bird, and got us underway with the kind of care I expected from a newbie pilot, trying to watch the instruments and the outside world at the same time. Her speed faltered a bit now and then and her altitude dipped or jumped a bit as she corrected speed, but in general she did pretty well at getting us within half a mile of the admin building. I said, "Set us down here the way you set us down out there, ma'am," and Nina made the skids kiss the ground. 

    Patting her shoulder again, I said, "Excellent landing. Flitter, end the simulation and take us to the BOQ, please." 

    After a few rounds of congratulations and hugs, Kate told Lori to call tomorrow for an update and Lori headed into the BOQ. Kate turned to me. 

    "Ed, I saw you patting Nina's shoulder every time you told her to do something. What was that about?" 

    Nina turned from watching Lori go to face me as I answered, "Trainees can get so deep into what's going on they may not hear voice commands immediately. A pat on the shoulder lets them know to listen up so an instructor doesn't have to repeat commands." 

    "Is that standard in training?" 

    "It was when I trained. So was a swat on the helmet when I screwed up." To Nina, I said, "But that was wartime and you aren't wearing a helmet tonight, so I haven't used that sort of advanced signaling procedure, ma'am." Nina chuckled, "Gee, thanks." 

    The flitter's console pinged and I answered it with, "You got me. What did I win?" 

    A guy in an Air Force uniform with gold lieutenant's bars appeared and said, "I'm Lieutenant Harvey, Base Ops, sir. It's customary to let someone here know before you use the ranges. What were you doing out there?" 

    "Teaching a lady to fly a helicopter." 

    "At night? May I ask why?" 

    "Sure, LT. She didn't know how to fly one and we had a few minutes to spare. Do you think Captain Horn will mind me using an empty range for a while?" 

    "She might not, but Captain Wallace might." 

    "Well, it wasn't worth waking him up, so maybe not. Fact is, if nobody needs that range for the next hour or so, I'd like to head back out there. Any reason not to?" 

    He looked to his left, reached off-screen, and said, "I guess not. It's clear until eight. But let us know next time?" 

    "Thanks, LT. G'night." 

    Returning the flitter to our first landing point, I asked it to suit up as a chopper again. Plunking myself into the seat I'd used before, I gestured for Nina to take the console seat. Kate hurried to her previous seat and I patted Nina's shoulder as I said, "What's our course heading back to range six?" 

    "Uh... 192 degrees." 

    "Well, I guess we can try that and see what happens." 

    "But I'm right, aren't I?" 

    "Hope so. Ranges five and seven shoot at intruders. Make it five hundred feet and one-twenty knots. Spin it up, ma'am." 

    Kate looked back at me as if to see if I was joking. I met her gaze stoically for a moment, then looked ahead again as Nina cranked up the simulation. 

    "Ed," said Kate, "Would the ranges really shoot at us?" I nodded as I asked the flitter to turn on ranges five and seven. "Oh, hell, yeah. They're automated." 

    Her gaze narrowed and she stated firmly, "Then it wouldn't make sense to take a chance like that." She turned to Nina and said, "He wouldn't risk his flitter that way." 

    Nina craned her neck to look at me, apparently somewhat irritated with what she believed to be a joke at her expense. I gave the ladies a little shrug and a small grin. Nina faced front and got us underway. She held her speed and altitude pretty well, as before, and for the next few minutes all was gravy. 

    Heh. Yeah, she had the course right, but the extra speed and altitude threw her off. We flew over range six into seven. As soon as we crossed the invisible line between the ranges, two machine guns mounted on firing pedestals opened up on us. We couldn't hear them firing, but every fifth round was a green tracer, and those guns didn't miss. Long, bright green lines reached up to us on both sides. Hundreds of bullets turned to bright blasts of plasma against the flitter's hull field with loud, sharp little 'bangs' that seemed to blend together. 

    I yelled, "We're hit! Go left! Get us out of here!" and Nina reacted instantly, hauling us into a tight turn. I yelled, "We're losing altitude!" but she'd already begun to compensate. The hail of bullets continued to hammer us from nose to tail until we crossed back into range six, when the shooting stopped and I asked the flitter to turn off the ranges. 

    Sipping coffee, I watched the ladies try to look in all directions at once as Nina dropped our speed to almost zero. Both were panting hard and had rather stark stares. Kate had a death grip on her seat and Nina's knuckles were solid white on her hand that choked the cyclic. She saw the outbuildings ahead and aimed for them, quickly and smoothly setting us down in the open staging area near the range's starting line. 

    Patting her shoulder, I said, "Damned fine flying, ma'am." Kate turned to look at me, her eyes still big and her pulse still pounding in her throat. I sipped coffee as Nina shut down the bird and tried to stand up. Her knees failed to cooperate. She dropped back into her seat and twisted sideways to glare at me, her mouth opening. 

    Holding up a hand, I said, "Sooner or later an instructor's gonna pull the same kind of trick on you, probably after half the other trainees have washed out for whatever reason. He'd need to know how you'd react under pressure, and so, for that matter, would you. Now you do. As far as I can tell, you should have no worries about flight training." 

    Standing up, I called up a screen and said, "Flitter, run a physical exam on Nina, please. Would she qualify for flight school by existing military standards?" 

    The flitter almost instantly replied, "Yes, Ed." To Nina, I said, "There you have it. Just make sure your math is solid and you should be a chopper pilot soon. Are we ready to head back to Flagstaff?" Nina's glare continued undiminished for a time before she took a deep breath, looked toward the buildings, and growled, "Is the range's rest room open at night?" 

    Calling up the flitter's bathroom in the middle of the chopper simulation, I replied, "I don't know, but mine is." 

    Both ladies froze in startlement, but Nina soon made another attempt to leave her seat and succeeded. She headed into the bathroom with a last glare at me. Kate tried to look casual as she crossed her legs and ominously asked, 

"How the hell did we end up in that goddamned shooting gallery, Ed?" 

    "Time and distance, ma'am. She had the right heading, but missed the range markers and flew five seconds too long." 

    She growled, "That was a nasty joke. Did you absolutely have to..." I held up a hand. "Yes, I did. I wasn't kidding; they will pull something drastic on her in training. Now she won't be dreading it so much 'cuz she knows how she'll react." 

    "Uh, huh. What kind of a trick did they pull on you?" 

    "A dead engine at five thousand feet. My instructor went hysterical and screamed at me to get the damned thing started again. I went through the motions three times before he let me restart the bird. We lost over two thousand feet and he was going apeshit the whole time trying to make me screw up." 

    Her left eyebrow went up as she said, "I'd love to have been there to see that." 

    I shrugged. "There wasn't much to see; just me trying to restart the chopper while Jenkins pretended to freak out. When he realized I wasn't gonna panic before the bird hit the ground, he flicked the kill switch back on." She snickered, "Are you saying you wouldn't have panicked before the helicopter crashed?" 

    "Prob'ly not. I've been pretty close to death a number of times and never panicked. No point. I've seen others panic and it just screwed things up worse. Better to keep trying to fix the situation right to the end." I felt a field presence other than the flitter's and looked back toward the base. Didn't see a damned thing in the sky, but I knew someone was approaching; likely Angela from the strength of the feeling. The presence grew closer quickly and I saw Angela on her board as she passed between the range buildings. She stopped a few feet from the flitter and I dropped our hull field for her. 

    Kate noted my look toward the buildings and her mouth fell open as she saw Angela standing next to the flitter. When the chopper simulation vanished, Kate glanced around quickly and gave a little gasp. Angie stepped onto the deck and her board disappeared as she gave her uniform jacket a straightening tug. Kate's eyes bugged a bit and she hissed, "What the hell was that thing?!" I hissed back, "A flying board, of course," then tossed a small salute and said, "Greetings, Cap'n Angie! You're up kind of late, aren't you?" 

    "I'd be in bed by now if you hadn't dropped by. What have you been doing out here?" 

    "Teaching a ladyfriend to fly a helicopter." 

    "That's what Lieutenant Harvey said. Why range seven? Were you trying to give her a little thrill?" 

    "Well, sort of. I wanted to see how she'd react." 

    "And..?" 

    "She heaved the bird back into range six and landed as if she'd been doing it all her life. Smooth as silk." 

    Looking at Kate, Angie started to say something, but I said, "No, the pilot's in the john." Facing the bathroom field, I said, "Hey, Nina, my boss is here. Can you spare us a minute?" 

    We heard a zipper slide as she replied, "Be right out," then we heard water running. Nina came out drying her hands on her jeans. She said, "I couldn't find any towels," and looked at Angie as if slightly confused. Thumbing at Nina, I said to Angie, "This is Nina, the wannabe Army chopper pilot." Indicating Kate, I said, "And this is Kate. Ladies, this is Captain Angela Horn." 

    The ladies shook hands and talked a bit, then Angie looked at her watch and made an excuse about the hour and a long day ahead. She gave me an odd look as she called up her board, then she flew off into the darkness. Seeing the board for the first time, Nina's eyes got big as Kate muttered, 

"Jeezus, Ed! You could have told us we'd get in trouble out here." I got the flitter underway to Flagstaff as I answered, "We aren't in trouble, ma'am." 

    "Well, you might be." 

    "Nope." Turning to Nina, I asked, "After tonight, do you think the Army's gonna be able to throw anything at you that you can't handle?" Nina shook her head and sat down. "No, I really don't think so. Do you?" I shrugged. "Maybe a dead engine at an altitude that'll give you plenty of time to restart it." She gave me a fisheye look. I added, "If it happens, don't sweat it. Instructors don't really take chances, they just take over if necessary. Keep your head and it'll never be necessary." Kate got to her feet and went into the bathroom. Nina just sat looking at me for a time, then she eyed the bathroom and asked, "How does the flitter do that?" 

    Sipping my coffee, I replied, "It uses fields, milady. All kinds of fields. Simulation fields, bathroom fields..." --I grinned and added -"Bullet proof hull fields. You want to fly some more tomorrow?" She grinned. "Oh, hell, yes! But I don't get off work until two. Will you still be around then?" 

    Shrugging again, I said, "Got nowhere better to go unless I get a call from Cap'n Angie. Or maybe a friend named Myra, but I'd kind of expected her to call back before now." 

    From the bathroom, Kate asked, "Myra? Who's Myra?" 

    "She's working with the FBI at the moment. I told her I'd pick her up when she finished, so if they can wrap things up, she may call tomorrow." Kate didn't reply immediately, so Nina asked the inevitable question, "Is she your girlfriend?" 

    I shook my head. "No, just a friend. If she calls, you ladies can come along. I can let you off on the way back." 
Chapter Fourteen

    The flitter had defaulted to the same opaque overhead canopy configuration we'd used for the trip to Carrington. I made it turn transparent, then flipped open the cooler and asked if anyone wanted a drink. Kate hissingly muttered, 

"Oh, my God..." and she and Nina simply sat staring upward. Neither of them even noticed the cooler, so I flipped it shut and sipped my coffee as they marveled at the sky. 

    Kate whispered, "Uh... how high up are we?" 

    "About twenty miles. A hundred thousand feet." She stared hard at me. "You're serious?!" 

    "Yup." 

    "For God's sake... why?!" 

    Remembering a very recent incident, I replied, "People seem to get upset about sonic booms near the ground." 

    "We're going faster than sound, too?!" 

    I was about to say, "Yup," but Nina said, "This obviously isn't a civilian flitter. Why aren't there any instruments?" 

    Grinning, I said, "Don't need 'em. We already know we're way high and going real fast, don't we?" 

    Nina gave me an 'are you nuts?' sort of look, but Kate chuckled and resumed staring upward. After a moment, so did Nina. I tilted my seat back and the ladies soon also tilted theirs. Kate laughed softly, "This is pretty cool, Ed." 

    "Yeah, I've always thought so too." 

    She laughed again and Nina gave me a wry sidelong glance as she said, "Now I can see why you weren't very enthusiastic about helicopters." I shook my head. "No, flying choppers is fun. I just think they have a limited civilian future. Flitters become a tad more affordable every time they sell one." 

    Nina sighed, "I'm beginning to think I made a mistake." 

    "Nah. You're already signed up, so let the Army train you, stack up some rank and a track record, and take another look at things a few years down the road." 

    She nodded slightly. "Yeah, that's about all I can do." Kate said, "It isn't a bad thing. You'd need flight training anyway and you'll be an officer when you get out." 

    A few minutes of staring upward will cause dry mouth. I let the cooler become visible and offered the ladies beer or tea. Both women blinked and stared at the cooler for a moment, then Kate said, "That wasn't there before." Blinking the concealment field off and on, I said, "Yes, it was. Sweet tea or beer, ma'am?" 

    She met my gaze and said, "Tea," and Nina said, "Yeah. Me, too. Tea." I handed them cans of tea and explained the cooler. Kate looked around the deck and asked, "What else is invisible aboard this thing?" With a chuckle, I had the flitter suspend the gold under its belly and replied, "Nothing I'd care to talk about. That's why it's invisible." Giving me a fisheye look, Nina asked, "Is it safe to walk around while the flitter's moving?" 

    I shrugged. "Sure. Take a stroll if you want." Nina stood up, walked cautiously around the deck a couple of feet from the edge, and returned to her seat. Sipping her tea, she said, "At this point, I just had to know, y'know?" 

    Nodding sagely, I replied, "Yes'm. I know how that is." Kate had returned her gaze to the stars. Nina studied the world below for a time, then leaned her seat back to look up. Other than occasional comments about the view, not much more was said during our trip until we began to descend. 

    Straightening her seat, Kate looked at me and said, "Ed, it's almost two and it's been a long day." I thought she was going to tell me I'd be sleeping on the couch, but she said, "Nina has to work tomorrow, so she gets the shower first, but at this hour, we may have to wait for more hot water." Calling up the bathroom field, I replied, "We can use the shower on the flitter if you want. Need some towels, though." 

    She grinned as she stood up and hopped to the ground. "No problem. I'll be right back." 

    As Kate headed for the apartment, Nina stood up, stuck her hand out, and said, "Thanks for the flight time. And the advice." Glancing up, she sighed, 

"And the view of space. After all that, helicopters don't seem quite so special." 

    "Don't sell them short. It'll be ten or twenty years before they end up as military-only equipment." 

    "You seem pretty sure about that. Why?" 

    "Flitters won't let themselves be used as gun platforms and people won't stop fighting. There's always some kind of a pissy little squabble going on somewhere, and every decade or two the big countries kick off something bigger than a bush war." 

    Canting her head, she asked, "Like Iraq, you mean?" 

    "Yup. Or Russian efforts in Afghanistan, the Iran-Iraq war of the eighties, the African proxy wars of the seventies and eighties, Vietnam, Korea, and various clandestine anti-Communist and 'resource management' 

efforts in South America, the Middle East, and Asia since the fifties. There's never a dull moment if you know where to look." 

    Giving me a fisheye and looking as if she might have more to say, Nina nibbled her lip for a moment, but then she just said, "Well, see you tomorrow," and hopped off the flitter. 

    With a backward glance at the door, Nina entered the apartment and Kate returned maybe five minutes later with two big towels and her toilet gear. As I handed her up to the deck, Kate said, "Nina seemed a bit distracted when she came in. What did you say to her?" 

    Having the flitter lift to five hundred feet, I said, "I told her why I thought choppers would be around for quite a while." Putting her stuff on a seat, Kate stated, "As gunships." 

    "Yup. If that's not what she wants to do, she'd better cross train into something else in the next few years." I noticed Nina's tea can by her seat and picked it up to toss it. The can flashed to plasma with a 'bang' and Kate's eyes got big as she froze in the midst of rooting through her toilet bag. 

    Aiming her stare at me, she asked, "What the hell just happened to that can?" 

    "The flitter zapped it. Saves keeping a trash bag aboard." Making the flitter's double bed appear, I asked, "How would you feel about sleeping under the stars tonight, ma'am?" 

    Kate stared at the bed for a moment, then went to press her fingers into it. Easing herself down, she sat on the edge and lightly bounced a few times as she looked through the bed at the deck. 

    "Damn," she muttered, "A see-through bed?!" 

    "Doesn't have to be." I changed it to solid grey and she froze. When I changed it to neon blue, she stood up and turned around to stare at it, so I ran it through the spectrum and ended with a brilliant 'enraged squid' 

display. 

    As she watched the colors race back and forth, Kate laughed, "That is SO

cool!" Then she laughed, "But it might be kind of hard to get to sleep with all that going on." Turning to me, her gaze narrowed slightly as she asked, 

"Ed, why do you need a bed that puts on a light show?" 

    "It's just a field trick, ma'am. Watch." I caused the flitter's hull and bathroom fields to match the bed. Kate's eyes got big again and her mouth fell open as she stared around. 

    "Can they all do this? I mean, the civilian versions, too?" I shrugged. "Dunno. I've never even seen a civilian flit." Entering the bathroom, I turned on the shower and tuned the water to something near hot. Kate came in, reached over me to put her hand under the flow, and said, "That's about right for me." 

    Standing up, I replied, "You got it," and found Kate draping her blouse over the back of a seat. Once she had her bra off, I gently rubbed her strap marks and noted her breasts were a bit larger than I'd thought. She shot me a quick grin and sat down to let me massage her shoulders. With a chuckle, she said, "This is one reason I prefer older guys. They know about strap marks. What's more, they care." Her neck popped gently and she craned a bit to make the other side crackle as I rubbed. After a time, she sighed and put her hands over mine. "Enough for now, Ed. It's late and the water's running." 

    "It won't run out. Won't get cold, either." Chuckling again, Kate stood up, kissed me, and said, "That's nice to know, but I'm ready to get wet." 

    "Well, I'm all for that, of course." 

    She skinned out of her jeans and opened her toilet kit as I undressed. When she looked up, Kate gave me an appraising look and nibbled her lip as she smiled, then headed into the shower with two small bottles and a bar of soap. Watching her stride past, I thought, 'Nice, very nice,' and followed her. She'd already gotten her hair wet when I joined her under the spray. I took the shampoo bottle from her hand and began working a dollop of the stuff into her hair. Her eyes closed, Kate's hands found and fondled me as I worked. 

    "It won't go off if I play with it, will it?" 

    "Very doubtful, ma'am." 

    She chuckled, "You seem pretty sure of that." 

    "Yup. Been here before once or twice." 

    That made her laugh softly. Her hands began roaming more of me and met near my navel. 

    "Hmm," she murmured, "Just a little bit of belly and solid muscle behind it. That means you take care of yourself, but you aren't a health nut." 

    "True enough. Nobody ever mistakes me for a health nut." Kate's hands moved up my chest, over my shoulders and arms, and then rambled down my back. They eventually again found and wrapped around my dick. As her thumb traced the head of it, she asked, "What do you think of me, Ed?" 

    "In what regard, milady?" 

    "Oh, you know... showering on the first date. Like that." 

    "I think you tend to know --and go for --what you want." Canting her head slightly, she asked, "That's it?" 

    "Does there have to be more?" 

    "There usually is." 

    I turned her to rinse her hair and replied, "You're asking if I think you're easy?" 

    Meeting my gaze, she said, "I suppose that's what I'm asking, yeah." I grinned and took the bottle, opening it as I said, "Since I'm in here with you, I guess I'm easy, too." With a shrug, I added, "Leave moral judgments to the people who like to pretend they're qualified to make them. If you aren't hurting anybody, do whateverthehell you want in life." Kate laughed as she worked to get shampoo out of her hair and ears, then she stood straight to rinse her face, swept her hair back, and turned to face me as she reached for her conditioner. 

    As I worked the creamy muck into her hair, Kate said, "You sound just like a friend of mine. She always says, 'If it harms none, do as you will'." 

    "A Wiccan, huh?" 

    "You know about Wicca?" 

    "Yup. It's less potentially harmful than most religions 'cuz it isn't about taking over the world. Yet." 

    Kate laughed, "I'll tell her that." 

    For some moments, conversational silence reigned; the only sounds were the rushing water and Kate's small moans as I messed with her hair. Posture speaks volumes; hers told me she was more tired than she'd let on outside the shower. I gently positioned her where the hot water could hit her back and shoulders and she smiled and relaxed against me. 

    "So thoughtful," she murmured, "How long do you intend to condition my hair?" 

    "Until you think it's time to stop. Or fall asleep, I guess." She chuckled softly and leaned to rinse out the conditioner. I had the soap ready when she finished and made a thorough job of gently scrubbing her. When I found a knot near her right shoulder blade, I spent some time rubbing it away. Kate raised her arms and braced her elbows against the wall to stretch the region while I worked, chuckling when her hip bumped me. After I'd worked my way down to her ankles and back up to her shoulders, she grinningly took the soap from me and returned the favor, dawdling here and there just as I had while soaping her. She started to stand up as she soaped my chest and wobbled a bit as if dizzy. I caught her and Kate said, "I'm okay. I just stood up too fast." 

    Pulling her close, I kissed her and said, "You can't be too careful in the shower, ma'am. Maybe I'd better just hang onto you while we rinse off." Kate chuckled, "Good thinking," and kissed me back. Once we had all the soap off, we stepped out and I toweled her dry just as thoroughly as I'd soaped her. Kate seemed to enjoy the attention pretty well and again returned the favor. 

    She asked, "Would you like to split a beer before bed?" I figured that meant she wanted one, so I replied, "Okay." Without bothering to cover herself, Kate took my hand to lead the way to the console, where she located and opened the cooler. Kate took out a beer and opened it as she said, "I'm glad we're up here. No phone ringing, no people dropping by or noise from the parking lot." 

    Nodding, I agreed, "Yup. It's definitely quiet." Kate grinned and handed me the beer. I sipped and grinned back as she said, "Things like that are the baggage of living in student apartments. I guess you live far away from problems like those. Lori said you have a home in Florida?" 

    I laughed, "I'm pretty sure I have at least as much of that kind of baggage as anyone else. Having neighbors can suck." Kate laughed, "In a retirement town?" 

    "I may have to stop calling it that. It got a lot younger over the last few years. There used to be only three schools in all of Spring Hill. Now there are about a dozen, I think." 

    She sipped, then nodded. "I know how towns grow. They go from having a stoplight or two to having shopping malls." Kate grinned as she added, "The same thing happened where I grew up. It only took about ten years once the developers came." Glancing both ways and grinning as she lowered her voice, she said, "Some friends and I tried to stop them from bulldozing... well, suffice it to say I learned how to spike a bulldozer when I was fifteen. We never got caught, but we couldn't really stop them, either. Now there's a housing tract there." 

    Smiling as I tried to look shocked, I replied, "Oh, lordy, I'm naked and alone with an ecoterrorist! I just knew you'd be some kind of an adventure, ma'am." 

    Kate reached into my lap and said, "You, too, I think. I'll put things away, then let's take our drinks to the bedroom." 

    She yawned as she thumbed toward the bed and apologized. I shrugged. "Hey, I'm a little tired, too. Hope you aren't expecting athletics in bed, ma'am." She laughed, "Ha! I'm not feeling too athletic either. It's been a long day." 

    Kate seemed to know herself well enough to let me know what she liked best and I was able to help her reach her summit twice before I bothered about my own. After lolling around the bed with our drinks for a few minutes, Kate headed for the bathroom. It didn't surprise me much when I took my turn in the bathroom and walked out to find her apparently sound asleep. She was lying on her left side, so I dropped the beer bottle we'd shared over the right side to avoid waking her. The bottle flashed away below the deck with a muted 'pak!' 

sort of noise and none of the brightness reached Kate. 

    As I eased into the bed, Kate chuckled softly and said, "Like I said in the shower; 'so thoughtful'." She rolled over and kissed me, then said, "Time to sleep. I may have to go somewhere in the morning." 

    "What time do you need up?" 

    "Nine. I brought my alarm clock." 

    Nodding, I said, "I'll set mine, too. Flitter, wake us at nine in the morning, please." 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Thanks, flitter." 

    Kate chuckled again and kissed me, then got flat and snuggled up to me as she snuggled her head into the field-generated pillow. 

    "Love this bed," she mumbled, "No sheets to wash." That was the last I heard from her, and a few minutes later I drifted off to sleep as well. 
Chapter Fifteen

    Saturday began when something hit me just above my left ear. Before I was fully awake, I'd rolled out of bed, landed in a crouch, and grabbed one of my boots. Ready to throw the boot, I glanced around for my attacker. Kate sat in the middle of the bed, her mouth open and eyes wide. After a moment, she said, "Uh... Sorry. I rolled over and... I guess my hand hit you when I rolled over." Rubbing the back of her right hand, she added, "It sure feels like it hit something." 

    Rubbing the side of my head, I replied, "It did," and dropped the boot as I stood up to reach for my coffee mug. I passed a warming field through it and sipped as I looked outside. The angle of the sun told me it was about eight, maybe eight-fifteen. The bedside clock said eight-seventeen. Close enough. Sipping again, I looked at Kate. After all we'd done last night, she was holding the field-generated sheet in front of herself and eyeing me like a stranger. 

    After a moment, she said, "Your head has to hurt as much as my hand. I'm sorry, Ed. I'm used to sleeping alone." 

    Sitting on the edge of the bed, I took her hand for a kiss and said, 

"Never woulda guessed it." I grinned. "And you're right, ma'am. It probably does hurt as much as your hand." 

    With a soft chuckle, she nibbled her lower lip and said, "Well, at least you're taking it pretty well. For a minute I thought I was going to get that boot in my face. You were out of the bed before I could pull my hand back." Offering her my mug, I said, "Old habits. Want some?" Eyeing the mug skeptically, Kate shuddered and shook her head. "No, thanks. I don't know how you can drink that." 

    I shrugged and sipped. "Lots of practice." Reaching for the sheet, I gently tugged it free of her hands and pulled it down the bed to uncover her. 

"Wow! You just made me forget all about my headache, ma'am! After a quick breakfast and a toothbrush, how about we come back to bed?" Kate focused on my elevated dick and pretended --I think --to give the matter some thought. With a smiling shrug, she reached to fondle me. "Sure. It's the least I can do after knocking you out of bed. Can you fix eggs?" 

    "I zap 'em in a microwave. Good enough?" 

    She shook her head and swung her legs out of the bed, then headed for the bathroom as she grinningly said, "No, it isn't. If that's the best you can do, I'll cook. Put your pants on before you leave the flitter." I called after her, "Yes, milady! Pants! Got it!" and put my pants on, then sat sipping coffee as I waited. Something in there clattered in the sink and Kate swore softly, then I heard her zip her bag and she walked out. Putting on my shirt, I headed for the bathroom with my backpack and coffee mug. 

    Kate said, "If you'll set us down, I'll go ahead and start breakfast." 

    "Sounds good." I lowered the flitter and she hopped off and headed for the apartment. After spiffing up a bit, I followed. 

    Something made me stop a pace from the slightly-open front door. I scanned ahead for shadows and saw none. On the wall beyond the dining table was a glass-fronted poster of a black pegacorn --a unicorn with wings --flying through space. In its reflection I saw someone standing motionless to one side of the door, then I heard a woman mutter, "Damn it! I'll bet it's in Tony's car." The voice seemed to belong to Janet. I sent a probe to verify and she walked through it as she snapped her purse shut and came into view. When I said, "Hi, there," she let out a short scream and made a long hop toward the dining room table, gripping one of the chairs to keep herself upright when she landed. 

    She shrieked, "You scared the hell out of me!" I shrugged. "Sorry 'bout that. What's in Tony's car?" 

    "Where the hell did you come from?!" 

    Thumbing over my shoulder, I repeated, "The flitter. What's in Tony's car?" 

    By that time Kate had come up the hall and stopped near us. She said, 

"Probably her keys. Janet arrived with Tony and Mary and slept in Nina's room last night." As an afterthought, she added firmly, "On a blanket on the floor." 

    I shrugged again. "Wouldn't matter to me." Calling up a screen startled them. I ran a check on Tony's car and found it in the Mountainaire cop shop's parking lot. A probe sent to the car found a compact black umbrella half-under the driver's seat. Sending the probe under the seat, I saw keys snapped to the umbrella's wrist strap. 

    Pointing a finger at them, I asked, "Those keys, ma'am?" Janet nodded and sighed, "Of course. I couldn't have left them anywhere less convenient." Looking at Kate, she said, "And I'm supposed to pick up Carol at ten." 

    Before Kate could answer, I said, "No problem. Somebody make some kind of breakfast while I'm gone." 

    Janet gave me a fisheye and asked, "What makes you think they'll let you take anything out of that car?" 

    Turning to head for the front door, I said, "They won't see it happen, ma'am." 

    Kate followed me saying, "Ed, maybe we'd better go with you. At least Janet can prove the keys are hers." 

    I shrugged, said, "Okay," and led the ladies outside to the flitter. Janet screeched and gripped her seat as we lifted, but she seemed to settle fairly quickly. When we stopped, I parked the flitter fifty feet above Tony's car and studied the street. 

    "Flitter, does Tony's car have an alarm system?" 

    "Its alarm system is not active, Ed." 

    "Thanks, flitter." 

    People approached the lot from two directions, so I checked for other possible avenues of observation as I waited until they'd passed. Tony's car was parked in a slot near the building and flanked by cars on either side. Good 'nuff. Even if someone saw me, I'd be gone in seconds. I set my coffee mug down and stepped to the edge of the deck. 

    Just as Kate asked, "Uh, why are we just sitting up here?" I hopped off the deck and used a field platform to lower myself gently. Sending a tendril to pop the driver's door lock as I dropped, I had a paper towel hanky in my hand when I pulled the door handle up. Kneeling to reach under the seat and grab the umbrella, I straightened up, used an elbow to bump the door lock down and a knee to shove the door shut, and then I used the field platform to lift myself back up to the flitter. 

    As I lifted, I looked up and saw both ladies staring over the side at me. I handed the umbrella and keys to Janet as I stepped onto the deck, returned to my seat, and had the flitter head us back to Kate's apartment building. When the flitter got underway, the ladies squeaked and hurried to plunk themselves into their seats. 

    After studying the umbrella and keys for another few moments, Janet turned to me and said flatly, "When you jumped off the flitter, I almost screamed. I didn't know what the hell to think, but I expected you to end up in a crumpled, broken heap between those cars." 

    Looking at her, I sipped coffee and waited for whatever else she might have to say. After a pause, she just shook her head somewhat disbelievingly and raised her keys. "Thanks." 

    "You're welcome." 

    Kate's gaze flicked between Janet and me as we talked. She seemed thoughtful, but she said nothing, choosing instead to continue watching the world outside. When we landed in the apartment's parking lot, Janet glanced at her watch, shook my hand as she said, "Well, thanks, again," and hopped off the flitter to dash to a white Ford sedan. 

    I stepped off the flitter and held out a hand to Kate. She took it and stepped down without comment. She also opened the apartment door, let us in, and headed for the kitchen without comment. 

    Without turning around as she assembled tools and ingredients at the stove, she said, "Nothing's wrong, Ed. I just don't say much when I don't know what to say." 

    Taking a seat at the kitchen table to watch her work, I replied, "Ah. Same here, ma'am. A favor, please?" 

    She stopped and looked at me. "What's that?" 

    "I like my eggs fried hard. No gooey yellow muck." 

    "Well, I was going to... never mind." 

    I didn't ask what she'd intended to do to my eggs. She glanced at me, reached into a cabinet for a frying pan, and continued making breakfast, apparently doing half a dozen things at once. Once there was food on both plates, I got up and took the cooking utensils to the sink to clean them. Kate said, "I'll take care of those later." Using a grey field to strip residue off the implements and sanitize them, I replied, "Too late," and finished by setting everything in the Dish rack. Looking a bit perplexed, Kate came to take the frying pan out of the rack and study it. 

    After a moment, she chuckled, "I'm not even going to ask," and told me to bring silverware as she carried our plates to the table. Following her, I said, "By the way, you don't have to wash them later to be sure they're clean. I sterilized them." 

    Setting the plates down, she said, "Oh, I'm sure you did. Can Lori do things like that?" 

    I shrugged. "She has a PFM, but prob'ly hasn't come quite that far with it yet. Maybe later." 

    As I seated her, Kate asked, "Don't you train her?" Taking my own seat, I replied, "Nope. I really did just happen to be in the neighborhood yesterday. When she mentioned Nina's party, I brought her down here and hung around to run her back to Carrington." We dug into our eggs and bacon. A few bites later, Kate said, "If this isn't enough, I have more eggs or pancake mix." 

    "Nah. This'll be fine. I only have to survive until I take you to lunch." My implant pinged with Angie's chimes and I thought, 'Ah, damn,' as I envisioned being torn away from Kate and breakfast. Kate saw my expression change and glanced at my plate as she asked, "What's wrong, Ed?" 

    "The office is calling. Just a minute." 

    I put up a blank screen and said, "You got me, Cap'n Angie. I have civilian company." 

    Angie turned our video on and replied, "So Lori said. She wanted to talk to you, so I'm lending her my datapad." Facing left, she said, "Go ahead, Lori," and turned her screen. 

    The view lurched sideways. Lori appeared, glanced at my surroundings and said, "Uh, hi, Ed. I see you're at Kate's." 

    "Yup. She even fixed me breakfast." I almost added, 'So I must have done something right,' but held that comment. "You want a word with her?" 

    "Uh... Okay." 

    Turning the screen around, I continued eating as Lori said, "Uhm... Hi, Kate." 

    Around a bite of her breakfast, Kate chuckled, "Hi, Lori. Are you calling for an update about last night?" 

    "Yes. I just wanted to make sure you're okay." 

    "Why wouldn't I be?" She grinned past the screen at me and said, "I had Ed here to protect me." 

    I heard Angie snicker. Lori blushed slightly and nibbled her lower lip, then said, "Uh, right. Where's Tony?" 

    "In jail, as far as I know. His car's still in Mountainaire. We went out there to get Janet's keys this morning." 

    There was a pause, then Lori asked, "What'll you do if he comes back to the apartment?" 

    Kate shrugged. "Tell him to leave." 

    "What if he... uh... becomes difficult?" 

    Setting her fork down, Kate looked directly at the screen and said, "Then I'll kick his steroid-shriveled package up between his ears. Remember Omar?" Looking dubious even as she nodded slightly and replied, "Yes," Lori said, 

"That may not stop him, Kate." 

    Shrugging again, Kate said, "I'm not worried, Lori. He's big, but I'm a black belt. Could I speak with Captain Horn for a moment?" Lori nodded and turned the screen. 

    Angie said, "Good morning, Miss West." 

    "Please call me Kate, ma'am. It may seem forward of me on such short notice, but after meeting Ed and his flitter, I'd like to know if 3rd World is hiring business majors. I'll have my degree this year and my grades are in the top twenty." 

    "Do you have any actual job experience?" 

    "Only the usual kid jobs until I started troubleshooting computer and server installations on campus. I've also supervised installation teams a few times when we wired new buildings or upgraded hardware." 

    "I see." Looking at me, Angie asked, "How'd she handle being aboard your flitter?" 

    "No problems. Want me to run her upstairs and test her with some fancy loops after a big breakfast?" 

    Angie laughed, "No, that won't be necessary." Looking at Kate again, she asked, "Do you have any other knowledge or talents we should know about? 

Languages?" 

    "I only speak fair French and pidgin Spanish, but I can make myself understood. Beyond that, I can only promise I won't waste your time if you give me a chance." 

    Sitting back in her chair, Angie seemed to give the matter thought for a few moments, then she said, "I'll only be here until noon today. Ed, will you be there Monday?" 

    "I don't know. I promised Myra a ride back to Florida, but I haven't heard from her yet." 

    With a tiny shake of her head, Angie said, "Myra's been loaned to an FBI team. She probably won't get loose for a week or so." Looking at Kate, I asked, "Well, then; will I be here?" Kate nodded. "Sure. You're good company." 

    "Thank you, milady. Cap'n Angie, make sure that entirely unbiased testimony gets into my reference file, please." 

    Angie poked at something off-screen and chuckled, "Sure. You bet. Have her here Monday at... one-fifteen. She can fill out an application and I'll see her before two." Looking at Kate, she said, "No promises, just an interview. Okay?" 

    Nodding happily, Kate grinningly replied, "Of course it's okay! Thank you, Captain Horn!" 

    Looking at Lori, Angie said, "You're due back at the range in ten minutes. Anything else to add or ask?" 

    Glancing at Kate, Lori said, "No, I guess not. Thanks for letting me use your pad." 

    "You're welcome. Ed, Kate; I'll see you Monday. Bye." We said goodbye and Angie poked her 'off' icon. Kate sat watching me as I continued eating, then reached for her fork. Her hand trembled and she fumbled her grip on the fork, then picked it up again with a deep sigh. I said, "I thought you handled that rather well, ma'am." Wobblingly cutting some egg, she weakly chuckled, "I thought so too, right up until she said to be there Monday." 

    "That's 'cuz you just had to ask, but you didn't really think you had a chance in hell, right?" 

    Nodding tightly, she swallowed her bite of egg and grinned. "Yes. Exactly." 

    "Well, I hate to tell you, but even with Angie's approval, you'd still have to go through all the checks and a couple of other people, so don't get too excited about things yet." 

    Finishing my food, I took my plate to the kitchen and ran a cleaning field over it, then placed it in the dish rack. I heard a chair scoot back and turned to find Kate bringing her plate. 

    "I want to see how you do that, Ed." 

    I showed her with a grey field and she examined the plate closely as she said, "If I ever get a PFM, I really have to learn how to do that." 

    "Yes, milady. I'll set aside some teaching time for you. Be sure to thank Lori next time you see her." 

    Giving me a questioning look, she asked, "For..?" 

    "For calling for an update, as you requested last night. And for mentioning the call in Cap'n Angie's office, which led her to lend her datapad as a means of checking on me and provided you an opportunity to talk to someone with rank." 

    With an innocent expression, Kate asked, "Is that what you think happened?" 

    "I'd even be a little disappointed if it wasn't." After a moment, her innocent expression faded into a short sigh. "Are you going to tell Captain Horn?" 

    Shaking my head, I replied, "Shouldn't have to." 

    "It was that transparent, huh?" 

    "No sweat. It shows you were thinking. Using all available resources and stuff like that." 

    "Some would call it conniving." 

    I shrugged. "Nobody'd say that who'd appreciate having a smart woman aboard." 

    The door bell rang and Kate disengaged from my arm to go answer it, but before she'd gone three paces, someone pounded on the door. To me, it sounded like a typical cop knock, but it wasn't followed by a typical cop announcement like, "Police! Open the door, please!" 

    The knocking stopped Kate and my hand on her arm kept her there as I sent a probe through the door. Two men in suits stood outside, one at each side of the door. One of them looked vaguely familiar. I asked the flitter to check their IDs and found they were NIA. 

    Interesting. Sending a ping to Angie's pad, I fed the probe link and the flitter's findings to it. She sent back two quick pings. Good 'nuff. I went to the door and opened it, ready to stun people if they came in like gangbusters. Recognition of one of the men came to me as he flanked the guy at the door. Faking camaraderie, I said, "Harper! Hey, how's it going, man? We met at the Baines farm in Texas, remember?" 

    Oh, yeah, he remembered. With an 'oh, shit!' look on his face, he actually paled slightly and seemed to freeze solid. His partner gave him a quizzical sidelong glance, then asked me, "Sir, who might you be?" 

    "I might be Ed, and Harper can vouch for me. Why's the NIA on our doorstep on a Saturday?" 

    The guy flipped open the ID wallet in his hand and said firmly, "I'm Special Agent Smith. Sir, I asked you a question. Who are you?" Ignoring his ID, I flicked my 3rd World ID out of my shirt pocket, held it where he could see it, and said, "I already knew who you are. I asked why you're here." 

    He reached for the ID and I pulled it back. "Uh-uh. Read it where it is, then answer my question." 

    Looking rather irritated, he replied, "Sir, don't be difficult. We're here to talk with Kathleen West. Is she here?" 

    From behind me came, "Yes, I am. Talk about what?" and Kate stepped forward to stand on my right. 

    "May we come in?" 

    Kate said, "That depends. Talk about what?" 

    "Ms. West, it involves personal information. May we come in to discuss it?" 

    "Whose personal information?" 

    Smith visibly stifled his irritation. Harper quickly supplied, "It's just a routine background check, ma'am." 

    "Uh, huh. Who are you investigating and why?" Smith almost snapped, "A woman named Nina Ryova. Now can we come in and talk?" 

    I said, "Just a minute," and closed the door, then quietly said, "Kate, Nina's new in military service and shooting for an officer's slot. There'd be a background check anyway, but routine stuff like this is usually done by some FBI trainee. Think about that for a minute while we listen to them." Putting up a screen, I linked it to the probe. Harper was in the middle of whisperingly telling Smith how their cars wouldn't start at the farm. He went on to describe how I'd stunned Larcon in the farm house's kitchen and how all the cars had started at once. Hm. He'd left out the part about how he'd also been stunned when he'd tried to help Larcon. Harper then described the roadblock shootout at Loxley, Alabama and capped his hasty review with, "This guy's nuts, Smith! He rode that bike between two semis at over a hundred miles an hour, led five carloads of Arabs into our trap, and knocked a goddamned helicopter right out of the sky!" 

    Kate's eyes flicked to me, then back to the screen. She snickered, "I think you may have impressed him a little." 

    Smith's gaze had sharpened a bit, but he raised an eyebrow and asked, 

"Why'd he knock down a helicopter?" 

    "Some guy with a hunting rifle was shooting from it." Smith seemed to consider things briefly, then snapped, "Whatever. We're just here to ask questions, fill out these damned forms, and..." Harper hissed, "You-don't-understand, damn it! He hates the NIA!" Kate asked me, "Do you?" 

    I grinned. "Nah. I think they're a political goon squad led by a power freak, but there's no real point in hating them." 

    "Uh, huh." She sighed, "Might as well get it over with," and opened the door. "Come on in. We'll use the kitchen table." Both guys eyed me as they entered the apartment and looked around. They studied the field screen briefly, then Kate led the way to the table. When I didn't go with her, Smith asked, "Aren't you coming?" Closing the door behind them, I replied, "Be right there." 
Chapter Sixteen

    Smith headed for the table, but Harper lingered, obviously preferring to keep me in sight. Heh. I had the flitter pull up the standard forms used by the FBI in background checks and put the first page on the screen as I headed for the table. Showing the screen to Kate, I said, "Their questions should match the ones on these forms. If they don't, shut down the interview. Be sure to get copies of anything you sign and don't leave any blank spaces anywhere." Leaving the screen to her perusal, I turned to Harper and said, "The FBI usually does BCs. Why you?" 

    Smith looked up from his notebook and said, "Everybody's swamped these days. We've been helping out." 

    Hm. That could even be true, but I doubted it on general principles 'cuz an NIA guy had said it. Once the questions had been answered and Kate had signed the forms, Smith looked around the living room and kitchen, then said, 

"This is a pretty nice place. What kind of arrangements do you have?" Kate asked, "Arrangements?" 

    "Well, we know at least three women live here." 

    "Oh. We split the rent and bills." 

    Letting his gaze meet and lock onto hers, Smith asked, "That's all? We know this place was party central last night." 

    Harper looked as if he wanted to say something, but didn't. Instead, he eased a step back from the table as their staring match continued. In a rather chilly tone, Kate asked, "What are you really asking me, Mr. Smith?" 

    "Agent Smith, please. Oh, you know... sometimes people are closer with each other than they'd like the world to know. It isn't a crime, of course, but certain sorts of... um... attachments... can be a liability to a woman in uniform." 

    "You're asking me if Nina's a lesbian?" 

    "I'm afraid so. It's necessary, you know." Flipping to the second page of forms, Kate pointed to one of the numbered questions and said, "No, it isn't necessary. That question's right here and it's been answered." 

    "Well, yes, but I'm just trying to..." 

    Kate interrupted by holding up a hand as she looked at me and said, "Now I know what you meant." Standing up, she said coldly, "Goodbye, Mr. Smith." Her tone was unarguable. Smith stood up, then said, "You understand, Mz. West, that failing to answer our questions will most likely be construed as a form of obstruction and won't in any way benefit your friend." I said, "Smith, I'll check with the FBI on Wednesday. If they haven't received copies of those forms and a recording of this session by then, I'll make sure they get copies of my copies. Be prepared to defend in great detail any differences or discrepancies." Having the flitter replay its recording of their visit on the field screen, I added, "And should there be any discrepancies, a video copy of this meeting will be available for anyone who cares to view it." 

    He stared at the screen and blurted, "You recorded us?!" I grinned. "Oh, hell yes, and there it is." Glaring, he stood straight and stated, "Well, you damned well did it without anyone's consent or authorization. I'll be taking the original and any copies with me. You'll turn them over to me immediately." Shaking my head, I replied, "Won't happen. Can't happen, in fact." I thumbed at the field screen. "You don't have any field gear." Smith snapped, "Then I'm confiscating that one." Giving him an agreeable grin and a shrug, I gestured at the screen. He grabbed for it and his hand passed through it. Harper backed another step away from the table, his hand seemingly unconsciously moving toward his belt. Smith made another grab for the screen with the same result. 

    I said, "It wouldn't matter if you could take it. 3rd World Security already has a copy and you won't get theirs." 

    Rounding on me, Smith growled, "Mister, that trick just got you busted! 

You're coming with us. Both of you." 

    Kate looked worried and Harper softly muttered, "Oh, jeez..." and stepped forward with his hands in a protesting, placating gesture as he said, "Agent Smith, I really don't think that's a good idea." 

    As if he couldn't believe his ears, Smith snapped, "Did I ask you?! Cuff him, damn it!" 

    Harper didn't move as I asked, "Captain Horn, should I stun Smith now?" Through the screen, Angie answered, "Not yet, Ed," and in a firm tone said, "Agent Smith." Appearing on the screen, Angie said, "I'm Angela Horn, Chief of 3rd World Security, and I'm giving you just one chance to leave quietly." 

    Turning her gaze to me, she said, "Ed, I can have someone down there shortly to deal with the situation. You're authorized to stun both of them if necessary." 

    "Roger that, ma'am." I looked at Smith and asked, "Will it be necessary?" Harper looked as if he was praying Smith would make the right choice. Smith glared at the screen for a moment, then he looked at Kate and me, crammed the forms in his briefcase and snatched it off the table, and angrily stormed out the front door. Harper took a step backward, then turned and hurried to follow Smith. 

    Once the door closed behind them, I turned to the screen with a grin and said, "Cap'n Angie, ma'am, you can be damned near as scary as Linda sometimes." 

    Angie grinned back and chuckled, "She's had more experience. Later," and poked her 'off' icon. 

    When the screen blanked, Kate got up, headed down the hall to the bathroom, and closed the door. Sipping my coffee, I went to the window to see if Smith and Harper had left the lot. No, they hadn't, but they were fairly obviously having some kind of an argument in their car. After a few moments more, the car got underway. 

    Sunshine and shadows told me it was nearing noon. I had a feeling Kate wouldn't be feeling too amorous when she finally came out of the bathroom, so I canceled the probe and used the screen to check email. Maybe ten minutes passed before the bathroom door opened. 

    Kate bee-lined into the bedroom, then reappeared with clothes on hangars and marched back into the bathroom. Above the noise of the shower I heard a few deep, booming, rhythmic thuds coming from the bathroom, the kind of sound that usually accompanies punching a wall. Uh, huh. Definitely not in the mood to play. 

    Half an hour later Kate emerged from the bathroom in darker jeans and a tank top, carried stuff into the bedroom, and came striding up the hall to join me at the table. 

    Shutting down my screen, I asked, "Feeling better?" 

    "I'm still pissed, but it's fading." 

    "Want some lunch?" 

    She shook her head. "No." She sighed, "I called Nina and told her about Smith. I can't believe they let assholes like that deal with the public." Heh. Right. "It's fairly typical of the NIA and some other government agencies, ma'am. For the most part, they're only nice as long as they're getting their way." 

    Tense and fidgety, Kate suddenly stood up and went to the kitchen to open the fridge, then several cabinets. Turning to me, she said, "If we want to eat tonight, I need to go to the grocery store." 

    Shrugging, I said, "Or I could even spring for dinner." 

    "No, I need to do something for a while. Smith didn't know how close he was to a broken nose. We need groceries and I'll be in a better mood when Nina gets home." 

    Checking another cabinet and writing something on a notepad on the fridge, she tore off the pad's top sheet and turned to face me. "In fact," she said, 

"Would you be offended if I just took off for a while? I need to do a few things." 

    Looking as doubtful as possible, I replied, "Well, gee, I dunno, ma'am. I've become pretty attached to you, y'know. What was your name again?" She gave me a wry grin and, "Right. Okay. How about we meet back here at two?" 

    Getting up, I sighed, "Yeah, sure, lady. I'll just go wander around like a lost puppy for a while." 

    Kate laughed and came to the table to kiss me as she chuckled, "Yeah, I'm sure you will. Thanks, Ed. I'll see you then. Oh, and give me your cell number." 

    "Can't. Don't have one." 

    She seemed truly shocked, but gathered herself and asked, "No cell phone? 

How can people reach you?" then she rolled her eyes and said, "Right. Those screen things. Do they have numbers like phones? I mean, can I call one with my phone?" 

    "Nope. Guess I'll just have to finish wandering by two." I kissed her and we headed for the door as her disbelieving look continued unabated. She muttered, "Jesus. I can't believe you don't have a cell phone. Everybody has one." 

    Calling up my board the moment I reached the front porch made her yelp. I pretended not to notice and hopped on the board. As I scooted upward and west toward downtown Flagstaff, I waved to her and did a roll. Kate's arm raised halfway, then completed a vague return wave as she stared. Thinking, 'So, what to do with less than two hours?', I decided to buzz around town and turned on my three suit. Half an hour of that was enough. I began to wish I'd brought my bike. At least I could ride it around at ground level without attracting too much attention. With a mental shrug, I had the flitter meet me, dropped into a seat as I parked it above Kate's apartment building, called up a screen, and spent the time working on my latest book. Nina's car entered the parking lot a few minutes before two. She hopped out of the car and strode quickly to the apartment as I closed my editing screen and stood up. Leaving the flitter above the parking lot, I stepped off the deck and lowered myself to the ground with a field platform. At the kitchen window, Nina watched me descend with big eyes and an open mouth. I waved and walked to the door. It opened well before I arrived and a grinning Nina said, "I was so afraid something would come up to make you cancel!" Kate's car pulled into the slot by Nina's and we went to help her carry in groceries. Once everything was put away, I made a fresh coffee and waited at the kitchen table as the ladies did a few last-minute things, then we went outside and boarded the flitter. As we headed north a thousand feet above US-89, the ladies looked around in confusion. 

    Kate asked, "Why are we flying so low?" 

    "We're just going a few miles out of town. The desert east of Cameron's good enough for chopper practice." 

    "Why there in particular?" 

    "The Cameron Trading Post has a restaurant." Both ladies just sat staring for a moment, then Nina asked, "That's the only reason? Really?" 

    I shrugged. "Yup. Empty space near a restaurant." Calling up a screen as we neared the area, I researched helicopters used by the Army, selected the six models that seemed to get the most use, and had the flitter suit up as a Cobra. The screen disappeared and a cockpit hologram formed around my seat. I flew the simulation for a short time, then let go of the controls and stood up. 

    "It's all yours, ma'am." 

    Nina lunged from her seat into mine and grabbed the controls, then seemed to freeze. Giving me a wry look, she settled back in the seat, visibly relaxed, and asked me what I wanted her to do. 

    "Just fly it, ma'am. Get comfy with it. Buzz big rocks, follow the terrain. Stuff like you do in your computer sims. Whatever you think will make you as proficient as possible quickly. You'll fly it between things a bit later." 

    She glanced around and said, "There's nothing out here to fly it

'between'." 

    "Sure there is. We'll use some of the small canyons west of the highway. For now, just get familiar with it. We'll switch models every half hour." Below us was the garage where I'd fixed Lori's car. Kate seemed to study it as we passed over it, then she looked at me and said, "Those four guys down there. None of them even so much as looked up. Why?" 

    "The flitter's field bends light around it." 

    "So this flitter's... invisible?!" 

    Sipping coffee, I nodded. "Yeah, pretty much. If they happened to look up at just the right angle, they might see some light acting kind of funny, but that's about it." 

    Nina gave Kate a sidelong glance and said tightly, "I think maybe I've really fucked up, Kate. Helicopters are a waste of time with these things on the way." 

    I shook my head. "Nah. Flitter production is very limited and there are already more people qualified to fly them than there are flitters. Like I said, it'll be years --or even decades --before flits can fully replace civilian choppers. Besides, Earth models can't do what we're doing." Kate asked, "This isn't an Earth model?" 

    "Nope. It's a smaller version of a cargo flitter and the one Earth models were based on before governments stepped in to limit power, speed, and range. That caused 3rd World to pull a bunch of features the limited engines couldn't support." 

    Looking somewhat skeptical, Kate asked, "Governments? Plural? Not just ours?" 

    "Nope, not just ours. All but a few countries who signed on with the starship deal voted against full-capability Earth model flitters. They also made sure PFMs and robodocs can't legally be sold in the signatory countries. Think about it; the Amarans arrived and made their starship deal in 2000, but how much has really changed since then? Just about everybody knows about PFMs and robodocs. Why aren't they available?" 

    Sitting back in her seat, Kate said, "Ed, I hope you won't take this the wrong way, but... I'm having a really hard time believing our government would deliberately prevent the sale of robodocs. It seems more likely to me that they're just too expensive or back ordered or something." Instead of answering her, I set up a field screen to show her records of four meetings and summits in which it had been decided to block sales and installations of robodocs in the US and Europe. As she read the screens, Kate muttered flatly, "Oh, my God..." 

    Nina tersely asked, "Ed, how do I turn this thing off?" 

    "Flitter, end the simulation, please." 

    The Cobra vanished and Nina joined Kate in perusing the recordings, which discussed a list of banned field devices. They made various astonished and outraged comments as they read, and some sixty pages later Kate said quietly, angrily, "I just-can't-fucking-believe our own people did this to us!" Nina sat back and said, "I can. I've heard about the robodoc clinics in Africa. Nobody's turned away and you pay what you can afford." Looking at Kate, she asked, "How many reasons could there be for not putting the same clinics here?" 

    Kate said, "Maybe there aren't enough robodocs to go around. A temporary ban would give them time to make more." 

    Nina snorted, "Right. You're just hoping this isn't true." Nodding slightly, Kate sighed, "Yeah. I am." Looking at me, Nina asked, "Is it?" 

    Instead of answering, I poked up a 3rd World video that had been presented at several of the government meetings. The woman on the screen stood at the end of an assembly line which produced a complete robodoc unit every thirty-eight minutes. She explained some of the system and said that Earth would require its own robodoc factory, which could be built and in full production in less than six months. 

    Kate's gaze became angry and looked as if she wanted to hit something. Or hit someone, I suppose. I said, "Won't help to get pissed, ma'am. Things are as they are. The only way to change them might be to start a public movement." She looked up with real astonishment. "You mean there isn't one already?!" I shrugged. "Little ones, here and there. If they get too loud or rowdy, they run into herds of government lawyers and endless court delays. 3rd World considered helping to found a national movement, but it would have created difficulties and the starship deal takes precedence." 

    "You mean it's worth a lot more." 

    "Yup. First and foremost, 3rd World Products is a profit-making business. Earth has matured enough to become a fledgling production source and how the citizens of Earth govern themselves is their own affair." That seemed to piss her off more. Nina said, "Kate, think about it. The US

can bitch all it wants, but it can't actually order China not to use prison labor to make stuff. It can't tell India not to use child labor. All it can really do is stop buying the stuff made in those ways." Kate snapped, "Which it hasn't." She turned to me. "And I suppose 3rd World's the same way. They don't care how things get made as long as they get made, right?" 

    "Not quite. One of the reasons there's a factory station is to keep Earth from turning itself into a forced-labor sweatshop and ruining its ecology. The station can only make a certain number of flitters per year, so it'll take another fifteen years or more to crank out enough flits to pay off the Amaran investment. The factory gets materials from the asteroid belt, but its labor comes from Earth. It rotates personnel so that trainees consistently compose fifteen percent of the workforce and two more stations are scheduled to be completed by the end of the current contract. The Amarans will get a percentage of all flitters sold. What does all that add up to?" A few moments passed, then Kate shrugged and said, "They want the other two stations ready to go by then. There's a lot of money involved." Nina nodded along with Kate's statement and added, "There's more to it than that, I think. A lot more. Look ahead twenty years. People will start retiring from 3rd World Products about the same time the new factories go online. Most of them will be in their forties and fifties. What'll they do?" Kate speculated, "Most will probably start new careers." I said, "Yup. All the usual management and consulting jobs, all over the world. Could be we'll see some serious changes in the way things are run down here." 
Chapter Seventeen

    We chatted a bit more about the future as the flitter went through a series of chopper models for Nina. Kate wanted to know more about 3rd World's opportunities, so I cranked up a screen to display some of the things the company had gotten into other than flitters and PFMs. She was soon engrossed in the info and I was able to pull up a screen of my own to get back to work on my latest book. 

    A little before five Nina was guiding the simulated Apache through some narrow canyons when the flitter suddenly dropped nearly straight down. To me, that meant it had become aware of something more important than pretending to be a helicopter, but to the ladies... well, let's just say they freaked out a bit as the river below rushed up at us. 

    The flitter silently notified me of its reason for plummeting --a small boy thrashing in the middle of the river --and I had it display the kid's situation on a large screen as we dropped. The display didn't help much; the ladies continued screaming until we stopped falling three thousand feet later. Hopping over the side, I called up my board and zipped down to watch at close range as the flitter sent a tendril to pull the kid out of the water. By the time he reached the deck he was dry, but he looked as if he might be the next person to start screaming. Theta waves fixed that and I asked him where he lived. He simply stared at me. I tried my kitchen Spanish on him. He continued staring silently. 

    Guiding the flitter slowly back up the canyon, I watched for other people like the kid as I asked how he'd ended up in the river. He stopped staring at me and looked at the ladies. Kate asked the same question in English, but he didn't seem to hear a word of it. His attention switched to the vid screen and he reached to try to touch it. When his hand plunged through the screen, he walked around it, poking it several times with a finger, apparently just to watch the screen reorganize itself. 

    Motion by the river caught my attention. A large mixed-breed dog ran along the bank. Every so often it would stop and bark, then keep running. It suddenly seemed to realize there was something in the sky above it and began barking at us. Oh, well. It wasn't the first time dogs had barked at my supposedly unseeable flitter. 

    The kid saw the dog and got rather excited, pointing and yelling something like, "Meh, meh!" Dropping to his knees at the edge of the deck, the kid rather frantically leaned to reach with both hands and screamed, "Meh!" in a high-pitched, screechy little kid voice several more times before I stunned him cold. 

    "Fuck this. Flitter, please bring that dog aboard and zap any parasites it may have. Hold it in stasis for now." 

    The dog below abruptly froze and lifted off the ground to be placed in the center of the flitter's deck. I woke the kid and he stared dumbly at me for a moment, then went back to leaning over the side and screaming, "Meh!" Well, crap. Feeding him theta waves to forcibly calm him, I physically turned him to face the dog. The kid's face lit up and I eased off the theta waves. He scrambled across the deck and threw himself around the dog's neck as he yammered what I supposed were endearments. 

    Getting the flitter underway again, I soon spotted a group of people apparently searching the river's banks. Saying, "Back in a few," I called up my board and scooted down there. Of the half-dozen people, only one man stood unmoving as I landed. The others seemed to shrink back as the man calmly faced me in silence. 

    I said, "Hi, there. I found a kid floating in the river and I'm trying to find out where to take him." 

    The man's left eyebrow went up. "Is he alive?" 

    "Yup. Seems okay, except he doesn't talk much." 

    "No, he doesn't." Looking around, the man nodded toward the group and said, "His mother is here. Where is the boy?" 

    "On my flitter. Just a minute." 

    I had the flitter go to visible mode and land beside us. Except for the man standing beside me, the rest of the group backed even further away. The boy was still wrapped around his immobilized dog and he seemed oblivious to anything else. I gestured for the man to come with me and stepped aboard as I had the flitter's monitor screen replay the kid's river rescue and pickup of the dog. 

    The man followed me aboard, watched the replay, and then nodded as he said, "We thank you for your assistance." 

    He walked over to the kid and said something to him, but the kid ignored him. When he tried to pry the boy away from the dog, the kid got agitated as hell, screaming and struggling to stay with the dog. Feeding the dog theta waves, I had the flitter drop the stasis field. 

    The dog instantly tottered and collected himself, then lowered into a growling crouch. Elevating the theta waves a bit, I walked over, petted him and scratched his ears, and told him all about the rescue in a gentle tone. As I talked, I turned his head to face the kid and patted him again as I patted the kid's shoulder. The dog's hackles had mostly gone down and I said a few more reassuring words as I petted him some more, then I got a grip on his rope collar and tried to lead him off the flitter. 

    He was reluctant at first, but came with me a short distance. The kid followed, of course, and the dog got the message. My next attempt to lead him off the deck was successful. He hopped down and stood waiting for the kid. As soon as the kid hit the ground, he screamed, "Meh!" and started running up the river bank with the dog in hot pursuit. The dog quickly caught up and the two of them kept running until they were out of sight around a bend in the canyon. 

    The other man and four women continued to stay well away from us, watching us in silence. The man on the flitter stepped down beside me and said, "Thank you again. Goodbye now," and walked toward the others, gesturing as if he were herding a flock of geese. The whole group turned and ambled back up the river bank with a few backward glances. 

    Interesting. The man's reaction and attitude had been a far cry from the sort of thanks Lori'd received for rescuing a kid from coyotes. I wondered if perhaps the man had quietly been hoping the kid had disappeared forever. Calling up my board, I scooted a few hundred feet up and looked for the dog and kid, spotting them playing on a sand bar in the river. 

    "Flitter, what's wrong with that kid's brain? Is it short circuited somehow?" 

    "That could be a simplified description of his illness." 

    "Simple works well enough for me. Can you fix him?" 

    "I can adjust his brain's structure to more closely resemble the brains of his closest relatives, but such an adjustment is unlikely to provide immediate complete functionality." 

    "No guarantees are necessary, flitter. I know the kid will need some time to adjust to your adjustment." 

    "There is also a question of legality, Ed." I sighed, "Aw, hell. No surprise there. Flitter, can any human able to authorize or deny a fix actually do a fix?" 

    A moment passed before the flitter replied, "That would seem very unlikely, Ed." 

    "Then I can't see how their opinions should mean a damned thing to us. What bad physical or mental effects might directly result from your adjustments?" 

    Another moment passed before the flitter said, "I can think of none, Ed." 

    "Great. Then let's help him become something other than a burden to his family." 

    Serena's presence popped into being through my implant and said, "Wait, Ed. This isn't quite the same as repairing a defective ear. There are ethical considerations." 

    "Serena, if he survives childhood, a kid with squirrels in his brain will grow up to be an adult with the same damned problem. He'll just go from being a family burden to being a social burden --or both --and I see nothing even slightly 'ethical' about letting that happen if the flitter can fix him." She stated quietly, "Then perhaps we should discuss potential legal repercussions." 

    I shrugged. "Sure. Okay. Let's see... Somebody'd have to prove beyond a shadow of doubt that I fixed him, and that would only happen if someone actually wanted to blame somebody for fixing him. Can you really see that happening?" 

    "No, but as you've often said, people are capable of any imaginable bizarre behavior." 

    Shrugging again, I said, "That they damned sure are, ma'am. So what? I'm the one who'll catch the flak if that happens, and I'm willing to risk it. Flitter, go ahead and fix him. How long do you think it will take?" 

    "Several minutes, Ed. I'm unable to be more precise." 

    "No hurry, I was just curious." To Serena, I said, "Y'know, you've only got about 3 weeks left with me. I've been kind of wondering when your replacement would show up." 

    Focusing her cool gaze on me, Serena answered, "I still have twenty-nine days, seven hours, forty-one minutes..." 

    I chuckled, "Damn, lady! You sound like the GIs I knew long ago and far away. 'Twenty-nine days and a wake-up and I'm outta here!' Hey, you got a short-timer stick carved yet? Wanna hear some Army-issue 'I'm so short' jokes from 1969?" 

    Her left eyebrow lifted. "Not particularly." Trying to look disappointed, I sighed, "Oh, well, your loss. Is there some reason you can't share me for three weeks?" 

    Canting her head and studying me, Serena replied, "I suppose not. Would you consider releasing me early?" 

    "If the others'll go along with it. It isn't as if you need any more time with me. Fact is, I don't think you ever needed time with me. As far as I could tell, you seemed about thirty-five when you were born. How'd that happen?" 

    With a trace of chuckle in her voice, she replied, "Programming advances, of course." 

    "Back to the original question, then. When'll she show up?" 

    "Perhaps when you no longer have other company to consider. Kate seems to appreciate your companionship." 

    With that, Serena's presence vanished. I scooted back to the ladies as they ambled around the river's bank near the flitter. Kate stared after the departing people for a moment, then studied some plant at the shoreline as she said, "Those people acted as if they were scared of us." Putting up a screen and sending a probe to locate the kid, I replied, 

"Prob'ly only because they were." 

    Nina came to look at the screen just as the probe caught up with the kid, who was happily stomping mud at the water's edge. The dog just as happily ranged around nearby, returning frequently as if to check on his boy. Kate came to join us and asked, "Why are we still watching that kid?" 

    "I'm expecting something to happen." 

    Just as I said that, the kid froze in mid-stomp and swayed slightly forward and back as if dizzy. Gathering himself, he blinked a few times, took a breath, and looked around. Seeing the dog, he watched it frolic for a moment, then said what sounded like, "Yahneeya," in a conversational tone of voice. 

    The dog froze and stared at him, then came cautiously halfway to him. There it stopped to sniff and study the kid from a distance. The kid again said, "Yahneeya," and the dog's ears flicked back and forth in confusion for a moment before he continued approaching the kid. 

    Sitting on a patch of grass, the kid waited as the dog conducted another sniff-study, then came close enough to be touched. After a big hug, the dog's tail wagged, indicating all was well or well enough. We heard a woman yelling in the distance and the kid looked up with an expression as if her yelling was a new thing in his life. 

    After a moment, he got up, said something to the dog, and they headed toward the voice among low trees and shrubs until the kid stopped at the edge of a clearing. Ahead were the two men and four women who'd met the flitter. One of the women beckoned as she yelled something. The kid seemed to think for a moment, then said a few syllables as he moved to join them. Everybody in the group of adults stopped cold and stared at the kid. One man was so startled he dropped his walking stick and a woman fell to her knees and crossed herself. Another woman spoke and we saw the back of the kid's head move as he nodded and replied. There was astonished discussion among the others as the woman almost hesitantly came forward and gathered the kid into a tearful hug. The dog circled them as if he didn't know what to do with himself and the other people also approached rather cautiously. 

    I silently sent, "Well done, flitter," and let the ladies watch the show for a time as I stepped aboard the flitter to get my coffee mug. Footsteps behind me made me turn and I found Kate coming to a stop in front of me. 

    "How did you know something would happen, Ed?" Sipping coffee, I replied, "Just a hunch." She shot back, "Crap. You had something to do with it. You must have. That kid was completely dysfunctional when we found him." 

    "Well, he did seem a little out of it, didn't he? Maybe he was just out in the sun a little too long today." 

    Giving me a droll expression, she asked, "If you helped that kid somehow, why not just say so?" 

    Sitting down, I replied, "Well, ma'am, presuming for just a moment that I actually could have done anything, consider the possible ethical and legal repercussions from practicing medicine without a license." Through my implant, Serena commented, "How exciting it is to be quoted, if only rather loosely and without due credit." 

    I sent back, "My apologies," and waited for Kate's reply. Canting her head slightly, Kate continued to eye me for a time, then glanced at the people meandering away and said, "That crowd might call it practicing witchcraft." 

    Nina let go of the screen and looked toward us, so I let the screen dissolve. She startled slightly, then stepped aboard asking, "What the hell are you, some kind of faith healer? What did you do to that kid?" Thumbing at Kate, I said, "Like I just told her, I admit nothing. I don't want the hassles." 

    I asked the flitter to take us to the restaurant Lori's aunt and granny had preferred. Without instructions to the contrary, the flitter arced high and fast and for the next few minutes, the ladies didn't seem too concerned about any healing talents I might have. 

    Once we'd arrived and they'd relaxed a bit, however, Nina shot me a sharp glance as she stepped off the deck. "I just think that if you can heal people, that's what you should be doing, not teaching people how to fly helicopters." Leading the way to the restaurant's door, I sighed, "Your opinion has been noted, ma'am." 

    She grabbed my arm and stopped me to growl, "Meaning 'shut up, Nina'?" 

    "No. Meaning 'I'd rather talk about something else'." Kate tapped Nina's hand that was on my arm and said, "Let it go, Nina. He fixed that kid, didn't he?" 

    Nina snapped back, "Well, since he won't admit it, we don't really know that, do we?" 

    I looked at Kate and briefly considered whether an evening of her company would be worth enduring whatever else might come out of Nina during the evening ahead. 

    Using my right hand to pry Nina's hand off my left arm, I said, "Nina, that topic is closed." 

    She glared at me and started to say something, but Kate reached to take Nina's hand and shook her head slightly. Nina's glare turned to Kate, but it faded after a moment. She yanked the door open and led the way into the restaurant. I held the door for Kate and followed them inside. Nina remained rather frosty during dinner, but she didn't try to reopen the topic. Table chat seemed deliberately superficial and we finished dinner without discussing anything of real importance. As we headed for the door to leave, I saw a little girl running ahead of her group in the parking lot. One of the adults said something, the girl looked back and yelled something in return, and in doing so she tripped headlong over one of the lot's hefty speed bumps. 

    Sending a wide field to form a pad ahead of the kid, I kept her from sprawling hard on the pavement. On my left, wide-eyed Nina sharply hissed, 

"Oh, Jesus...!" and quickly backed a pace away from me. I suddenly realized I'd unthinkingly extended a hand as if to keep the kid from falling when I'd sent the field cushion at her. Well, damn. 

    Kate whispered, "Let her down, Ed!" 

    The kid was still two feet off the ground. I tilted the field gently and she slid off to land on her feet. Stepping around me, Kate took Nina's arm and whispered something. Nina's eyes left me and met Kate's, then she nodded. Kate glanced at me, then led the way toward the parking lot. 

    Once we were past the kid's group, Kate quietly asked, "Will I be able to do things like that after I join 3rd World?" 

    I shrugged. "Some can, some can't. It'll depend on how well you pick up using fields." 

    There was a shout behind us. We turned to see the kid break away from the group and take a flying leap over the speed bump. This time I sent a pad that only lessened her impact slightly as she landed flat on the pavement. She got up looking confused and angry and made a few experimental jumps over the bump, then a woman from the group reached her and dragged the protesting kid away by her arm. 

    Nina giggled, then laughed, "Did she really think she could fly above that speed bump?" 

    Kate snickered, "Maybe so. She just had to try it again." Turning her grin on me, she said, "I know how that is." 

    Innuendo? Could be. Rather than try to figure out what she'd meant, I just gave her a little return grin and had the flitter go visible so we could board. As we lifted, I spotted a column of smoke a few miles away and aimed the flitter in that direction in visible mode. 

    We found the western end of a four-story apartment building fully engulfed in flames and I asked, "Flitter, are any civilians still in the building? If so, show me where, please." 

    The flitter put up a screen showing five people inside a cutaway view of the building. Three were on the fourth floor, cut off from the stairs by flames. Two were in the stairwell heading down. The roof above the first group had burned to a point of sagging instability. I had the flitter install a protective field bubble around both groups, then rip out the window and part of the wall to lift the first group out of the apartment and down to the ground. 

    As the other group reached the second floor landing, one of them doubled over, coughing hard as she pitched forward toward the stairwell door. The protective field insulated her as she slid down the door to the floor, so I doubt she realized the smoking door was hot enough to have charred the skin off her hands. The man with her tried to drag her back on her feet, but she couldn't do it. As she sagged on the landing, the man used his grip on her shoulders to drag her toward the stairs. 

    I had the flitter snake a tendril through the building following the least dangerous route and retrieve them. As they lifted off the floor, the woman seemed almost too tired to care, but the man freaked out. I sent a light stun at them and they, too, were soon placed on the grass in the courtyard. I said, "Now show me any animals in the building, please." The screen changed to show the locations of half a dozen cats and dogs, a ferret, and some kind of lizard. I had the flitter stun them, extricate them, and contain them in stasis field pens near the people we'd removed. The flitter had been smothering flames in segments around the building as it had retrieved people and animals. Now a grey field completely enveloped and sealed the west wing of the building. Smoke and heat already in the air above the field continued to billow upward, but no new smoke emanated from the field. 

    Firemen attempted to push through the field, but the field wouldn't yield to them for several minutes. When the field suddenly vanished, some of the fire guys yelped and jumped back, but they soon recovered and entered the building. 

    Calling up my board to go talk with the fire department, I said, "Back in a few, ladies," I slid off the deck to head toward a guy who seemed to be directing activities. As he stood staring at the smothered remains of the building, he noticed me sailing down from the flitter and stopped using his radio. 

    I said, "Hi, there," as I landed and told him what the flitter had done. He asked if I was sure nobody else was in the building, then sent his own people in anyway to verify. Lifting his radio, he told someone to get animal control out there, then he asked me how long the animals would 'stay like that'. 

    I answered, "Maybe half an hour," just to make sure he got animal control moving in a timely manner. 

    When someone came running up, his attention was elsewhere for a moment. I scooted back up to the flitter, said, "Flitter, send a copy of this incident to 3rd's local office and Angie's office, please," and sat down to sip my coffee as I dissolved the vid screen. 

    Nina asked, "That's it?!" 

    "We pulled the people and their pets out and snuffed the fire. Isn't that enough?" 

    She shook her head. "No, I mean you weren't down there talking more than five minutes! How'd you get loose so soon?" 

    With a shrug, I replied, "I just left. They can call 3rd World for anything else they need." 

    "But... But what about those animals?" 

    "What about 'em? They're safe and contained. Want to go down there and check 'em out?" 

    Looking somewhat tense, she replied tightly, "Yes, actually, I would. They've just been through absolute hell and they could probably use some comfort and company." 

    "Uh, huh. Take another look. They're all stunned." Her irritation blossomed into anger. As she was about to speak, I held up a hand, said, "Okay," and lowered the flitter. When the ladies walked through the flitter's apparently-solid hull and went to the animals, I stayed aboard the flitter because I knew what would happen next. 

    Police and fire people instantly came over with lots of questions. As the ladies were being politely interrogated, some people showed up to claim a few dogs and cats. They also received a bit of interrogation regarding the fire. An animal control truck arrived and began taking the other pets aboard. A cop came to the flitter and studied it for a time, walking completely around it and stooping to peer under it. A few other people joined him and one of them said, "Sir, we know you're in there! Come out, please!" I couldn't see any good reason to do that, but it seemed likely they'd persist and get pissed, so I called up my three suit and had the flitter make its hull field transparent. There were shouts of surprise and people hopped away when the field changed. After a moment, one of the cops tried to step aboard the flitter and failed. He turned to the ladies and rather angrily asked, "So where is he?" 

    Heh. Nina stared at the flitter and yelped, "I don't know!" Kate eyed the flitter and seemed amused, but concealed that quickly when the cop turned to her. With a shrug, she said, "Me, neither. He was there when we got off." 

Chapter Eighteen

    Calling up my board, I scooted skyward, went visible, and looped back to the flitter. As I landed on the deck, I said, "Time to go, ladies." With a quick glance around, Kate hurried onto the flitter and Nina trotted right up behind her. As people on the ground protested our departure, I had the hull field return to opaque and we lifted eastward. 

    Relaxing in her seat, Kate sighed, "Damn! They were like paparazzi! Now I know why you avoid the authorities!" 

    Grinning, I replied, "Yup, you got it." 

    When we got back to Kate's apartment, Kate headed for the kitchen and Nina went to her room. I followed Kate and took a seat by the table as she checked her answering machine. The red light was flashing, so she listened to the message; Janet wanted her to call, but it wasn't an emergency. Kate came to the table and pulled out a chair, but didn't immediately sit. Placing her hands on the back of the chair, she leaned on it and studied me for a couple of moments before she stated, "I won't usually give someone a hard time about how they use their... talents... but I think Nina's right. If you can heal people, you should." Standing straight, she shrugged and sighed, 

"Even if you feel you have to be sneaky about it." I simply looked at her and said nothing. Canting her head, she asked, 

"So... can you heal people?" 

    "What do you think?" 

    "Don't be evasive. I think you can." 

    "Well, that's your privilege, I guess." 

    Her gaze narrowed. "Why won't you tell me?" 

    "I like my life the way it is. Whether you're right or wrong about me is irrelevant. I work for 3rd World and medical fields are off-limits." 

    "Ed, you know I wouldn't tell anyone." 

    "Oh, I believe you, ma'am, but..." Nina suddenly came out of her room and up the hallway and I said, "And --as you saw --fields can also be used to smother fires." 

    Nina gave me a wry, droll look and plunked herself into a chair. "Nice try, but I heard most of what you two said. The walls are paper thin. Lori said you might have some tips for me about the Army, Ed. I already know about

'never volunteer'." 

    "Okay. Here's another one; 'never stand too close to the medic or the radioman'. Also, get good with a pistol, and by that I mean able to hit a pie plate by instinct at about 25 yards. Learn to use the enemy's weapons, 'cuz your issue weapon may jam." Sipping coffee, I added, "Especially if it's an M4

or an M16 in Iraq or Afghanistan." 

    Her left eyebrow went up. "Why them and why there?" 

    "They hate dust and sand. The AK, on the other hand, is a lot more tolerant of carbon buildup and dirt, By the time enough crud accumulates to jam your M4, one would hope there'd be a few ownerless AKs lying around." 

    "Did you forget I'm not going into the infantry?" I shrugged. "Everybody walks now and then. Or rides. Or has to defend something. The M4 is a cut-down M-16 that came about largely due to a need for an issue rifle useable in close quarters. In my opinion, the weapon of choice inside buildings and vehicles should be a big-bore pistol with hollow points. Any rifles on hand should be cover and backup." 

    Kate said, "They probably won't let her near the front." 

    "There's no 'front' over there, ma'am. They try to base choppers for fifteen-minute response times, so she could be anywhere in the country." Nina sat back and said, "I've been led to believe the US has the best equipment in the world." 

    I chuckled, "Yeah, I'm sure you have, but that isn't quite true in small arms. If I were going to Iraq or Afghanistan and couldn't carry an AK, I'd want an HK416 or an FN SCAR. They use the same ammo as M4's and M16's." 

    "If they're so wonderful, why don't we have them?" 

    "Because Colt was awarded a no-bid contract in 1994. If that wasn't bad enough, the Navy leaked blueprints for the M4 back in 1996 and Colt threatened to sue the government for seventy million or so. The government settled out of court by making Colt their exclusive M4 and M16 supplier. Now our militaries are saddled with a 42-year-old rifle design when far more reliable designs are available." 

    Nina gave me a wry look and added, "In your opinion." 

    "No, ma'am. In fact. Look it up." 

    Kate asked, "Why'd the Navy leak the plans?" 

    "They said it was an accident, but nothing like that is ever truly accidental. Whether it was clumsy industrial espionage or a staged leak to provide Colt with the clout for a monopoly deal, someone got paid big or worked off a campaign debt." 

    Nina asked, "Do you think we'll be in Iraq much longer?" 

    "Yup. Colt's exclusive contract ends in 2009 and proposed specs for all new weapons specify 'desert environment'. Beyond that, Iran is located smack between Iraq and Afghanistan, so we have today's main bad guys boxed in. We'll probably be there as long as Iran supports terrorists and bitches about being prevented from getting nuclear capability." 

    In a dour tone, Nina said, "Wonderful." Looking at Kate, she said, "Oh, I almost forgot! Are you still up for helping Kira set up her new computer? It shouldn't take more than an hour and she'll be home in a few minutes." 

    "Oh, damn, I did forget." Looking at me, Kate said, "Ed, I promised her." Nodding, I said, "No problem. I keep my promises, too. I'll just find something to do for a while." 

    "She's just upstairs. Want to come with me?" I shrugged. "I'd just be in the way and the sooner you finish, the sooner I'll see you again. I like seeing you, you know. You're kinda cute." Grinning, Kate asked, "How the hell do you always seem to know just the right thing to say?" 

    Standing up, I replied, "Just lucky, I guess. I'll have the flitter set a probe at your door. Just holler when you get through and I'll fly back to your arms, ma'am." 

    Nina said, "Literally." Kate gave her a questioning look. Nina explained, 

"Fly. Literally. He'll be on his flitter." She shook her head and grinned. 

"Never mind." 

    I chuckled, "Later, ladies," and gave Kate a quick kiss on the way to the door. Once I was aboard the flitter, I lifted to five hundred feet and leaned my seat back as I considered what to do with an hour. Didn't feel like editing, writing, or messing with email. Didn't feel like buzzing around Flagstaff yet again. It was almost seven, so I called up a TV schedule. 

'CSI:Miami' would start in five minutes or so. Good enough. I opened a beer and put up a screen. 

    By the end of the show I'd realized this was likely their last season; they'd made three big errors and a few minor ones in the episode, all of which had been altogether avoidable. 

    Big error #1: When the cop had found a revolver in the biker's saddlebag, the biker had tossed out, "It's registered." 

    Nope. Not in Florida, it isn't. They don't register guns or keep lists of gun owners. 

    Big error #2: the cop had slyly responded, "But it's concealed." Nope. Wrong again, guys. Biker wasn't wearing his gun. In Florida, a gun in a secured saddlebag is considered the same as a gun in a glove box or a trunk. 

    Big Error #3: The lead character acted completely out of his long-established character at the end of the show. He'd never turn vigilante for simple personal satisfaction, no matter what the situation. He'd always been the voice of reason for everyone else and in that instance there'd have been no way in hell to conceal having beaten up the arrestee. I backhanded the screen's 'off' icon and realized I was actually disappointed. Why? Well, it was just a TV show, but I'd expected an episode at least equal to others I'd seen, and that flatly hadn't happened. Again, why? 

All the usual reasons shows go bad. Lack of money. End of series. Stars become directors; sometimes good, sometimes bad. Ego games. Maybe a few of the best writers had already bailed out to save their reps. 

    Hoping Emily Procter, Eva La Rue, and Khandi Alexander would find their respective ways to other good opportunities, I sipped the last of my beer and sent a probe to find Kate. As expected, she was trying to figure out a glitch; Kira's operating system couldn't identify and use the wireless card. Heh. That sort of half-assed, mandatory-update, proprietary crap is why I switched to Xandros Linux years ago. Xandros found every piece of hardware in my computer and presented it ready for use. No arguments, no downloading missing drivers, and just five mouse clicks from start to a finished setup. Xandros had everything needed to run a business or write books right out of the box, but it often required tinkering to run certain Windows-based games. Motion to my left caught my attention; two guys were climbing over a six-foot wooden fence near the dumpsters. I watched them lean a discarded pallet against the fence, fairly obviously as an impromptu ladder. One of the guys walked toward the building's rear stairwell and hunkered in the shadows near the front of a parked car. I moved the flitter to hover above the lot between them and waited. 

    Several minutes passed before a couple came down the steps and headed down the corridor toward the rear parking lot. The guy by the dumpster hissed and gestured. The car guy quietly opened a big folding knife and stood up, ready to lunge at whoever came out of the stairwell. Rather than allow the mugging or whatever to occur, I stunned both guys. 

    The dumpster guy dropped quietly in the shadows and the car guy fell in front of the car. The couple never noticed them as they left the corridor and went to a blue car. A few minutes later, they rolled out of the parking lot. I fielded the would-be muggers to the flitter's deck and searched them. Both had knives and one had a foot-long chunk of iron pipe with a duct tape handle. Between them they had seventy-two bucks and some change, two gold or gold-ish necklaces, and a few gaudy rings. One had an Ipod, but no earphones. Odd. I looked around the areas on both sides of the fence, but didn't find the earphones. Oh, well. 

    Both looked Hispanic and had various crude and arcane tattoos. Gang or prison markings, most likely, but even with all the usual 'this guy's rotten' 

indicators, calling the cops would be a huge waste of time with no crime to report. On the other hand, letting them go just didn't seem quite right, either. What to do with a pair of Hispanic wannabe-muggers? 

    I decided to let their own people handle them and had the flitter fly us to a very Hispanic-looking section of Flagstaff, where it lowered the guys to a sidewalk between a barrio bar and a convenience store and sliced off their grubby clothes as I stripped their jewelry away. 

    The flitter lifted with the scraps of clothes and the two underwear-clad guys became visible to a number of people loitering outside the bar and store. There were a few shouts and some chatter and people began moving toward the guys on the sidewalk. Good 'nuff. If they weren't on a rival gang's turf, maybe they'd even survive their visit. 

    I checked the loot and had the flitter destroy the pipe and their clothes, then I examined the knives. One was a Chinese cheapo and the other was a fairly decent Gerber locking folder. After putting the knives and rings in the console's 'glove box', I checked out the necklaces. As large and gaudy as they were, both were just ten-carat gold-plated junk jewelry. Below was a thrift store parking lot. I dropped the chains near the store's front doors and headed back to Kate's. A few minutes later, she came outside and looked up and around as she headed for her own apartment. I had the flitter go visible and she grinningly waved as I landed. We spent the rest of the evening completely ignoring the world. Kate's phone rang and she simply reached across the bed to turn it off. Nina came in later and we saw her shadow stop in front of Kate's bedroom door, but she didn't knock or say anything and moved on after a few moments. Sleep came quickly after playing for four hours or so. At some point a dream began in which I was talking to Myra beside the yellow van that had housed the nuke. Myra nodded and walked toward Miller's car as it parked behind the van. 

    I looked inside the van expecting to see Serena, but she wasn't there. When I turned to look around, the desert had been replaced by jungle. Looking down, I found myself in field gear with an M16 rifle. 

    A familiar voice behind me tiredly asked, "What now, Sarge? Ain't nothin' 

here, not even a damn' slingshot." 

    I turned to find the van gone; a thatched hooch stood where it had been. Using the muzzle of the '16, I eased the hut's door curtain open, alert for the presence of wires. Looking inside, I saw nothing of interest. Well, not exactly. What I saw was the interior of an empty hooch I'd seen over thirty years ago. 

    Details came to mind; somehow base ops had gotten wind of a planned attack on a resupply LZ and set up a response. The bad guys had stormed in and been all but wiped out. Our platoon and four others had been sent out in a follow-up sweep of the general area. My group had ended up in a village and had to search it, very carefully checking for trip wires and such. We'd used up most of an afternoon in the sweep and found nothing after hours of sweat and trepidation. 

    The radioman ran toward me yelling, "The base is getting hammered! Cottman was talking and got cut off! I can't get him back and I can't raise Rios One or Three!" 

    As he panted for breath and fussed with his radio, I lightly butt-stroked the side of his helmet and watched him stagger to his right, fighting for balance. 

    He yelped, "What the fuck was that for, Sarge?!" 

    "Are we under fire?" 

    Glancing around, he replied, "No." 

    "Then why the hell were you yelling? You just let the whole friggin' 

bad-guy neighborhood know we're out of commo." 

    Mac came around the side of the hooch zipping his fly and groused, "Can't even get two minutes to take a leak in this place. I knew it, Sarge. I just fucking knew it, y'know?" 

    "You always say that when shit happens. I think you just expect the worst from people, Mac." 

    He nodded. "Yeah, and the people here ain't let me down yet. Not even once." Thumbing back past the hooch, he looked at the radioman and said, "The LT's back there, Tanner." 

    I said, "Go with him, Mac. Let me know what's up as soon as you know." Nodding, Mac left with the radioman. To tell the truth, I hadn't been too surprised by this turn of events, either. Why'd they waste twenty guys attacking a resupply LZ between deliveries? We'd checked the bodies; there'd been two NCO's, but no officers. The whole thing had stunk, but a light colonel in brigade had ordered a sweep. Now the base was under attack and we were four miles out with no way to get back 'cept to walk through the damned jungle. 

    Taking a swig from my canteen, I watched three gunships fly over the valley at full speed, then told Collins to pass the word to get ready to move out. 
Chapter Nineteen

    That's when I woke up. My subconscious had written my urge to visit the bathroom into the dream. As I got out of bed and put on pants, I checked the clock on the night table. Six-twenty-four. Damn. As I got rid of some used coffee and beer, I considered why my subconscious might want to take me back to that particular moment in my life. 

    It was fairly obvious; my subconscious had morphed a van in a desert into a hooch in a jungle to tell me something hadn't been quite right about the nuke incident. The bomb had been real enough, as had the small attack on the LZ, but the follow-up attack on the firebase had been ten times as nasty. I washed up and headed for the kitchen, sending a probe through the front door to see if the ladies received a Sunday paper. Nope. Nothing on the porch. Dumping out my overnight coffee, I rinsed my mug and said, "Flitter, please send a probe to see if Angie is out of bed yet." 

    The flitter reported her as still being in bed, so I left a 'call me' 

entry on her datapad. After putting together a pot of coffee for the ladies, I assembled my own fresh coffee and sat down at the table. Calling up a screen, I fished through notes and records concerning the Vegas nuke incident. Both arrestees carried Illinois IDs, but were natives of the Middle East who'd come to the US on student visas. Neither of them had talked, of course, except to demand lawyers. 

    I received Angie's commo ping at seven-fifteen. Returning the ping, I said softly, "Hi, there, Cap'n Angie." 

    "Hi, yourself. You're up astoundingly early today. Aren't you going to put up a screen?" 

    "Nah. Haven't bothered to primp and you already know how I look first thing in the morning. Also, the ladies are in their rooms, so we should probably talk quietly. I've been rooting through files about the Vegas incident." 

    After a pause, she replied, "I'm sure you had a reason." Sitting down at the table and sipping coffee, I replied, "Yup. Something just doesn't feel right. The bomb was real, but the capture was a little too easy. It made me remember a time when a small attack on a resupply LZ made a light colonel send a big bunch of us to search the woods. While we were out there, a much bigger attack hit the firebase. Angie, what if the nuke in Vegas was just a diversion?" 

    Angie paused again, then asked, "To accomplish what? Why would they waste one of their few --presumably very few --nukes on a diversion?" 

    "You know for a fact how many they have? Or where they got the one they tried to pop in Vegas?" 

    "Well, no, but according to several best estimates by experts..." I interrupted, "Best estimates are just heavily biased guesses, no matter who makes 'em. Got any solid info?" 

    "No, but the FBI might. We can check." 

    I chuckled, "So can I, but the FBI is prob'ly where all those 'best estimates' came from. What's the best way to use a nuke, ma'am? Any nuke, any size?" 

    "Ah... well... I don't really know, Ed. I guess that would depend on your goal in using one." 

    "There is only one goal in using a nuke. Maximum damage and death and best possible spread of fallout. Shock and fear. Total disruption." Sipping coffee again, I said, "I've heard a nuke should go off about half a mile above the ground to maximize the local punch and the amount of debris the blast column will suck up. Where would popping a nuke --or two, or three

--best serve the fundy Islamics?" 

    After a somewhat longer pause than before, Angie said, "If you don't already know, I'll have to see what I can find out about that. Do you know?" 

    "Not for sure, but I'll 'best-guess' an early morning blast above St. Louis. The EMP burst would frazzle unshielded aircraft electronics for a thousand miles around at a time when there are typically several thousand planes in the air, most of them over the east coast." With a pause, I added, "And if they can lay hands on a suitcase nuke for Vegas, why not presume they may have a few more? Whoever's supplying them would be every bit as anti-American as the Islamic fundies. Figure they'd also want to hit Chicago, Memphis, and Atlanta to screw up the Interstate transport system. Grocery store shelves and gas stations would run dry real fast. The blasts would churn up fallout that would drift east and blanket America's industrial, financial, and political centers. In the two days or so before fallout reached the Atlantic coast, any people who couldn't run would try to stock up. Hoarders. Riots. All that. The lower two-thirds of Florida would become a refugee camp and half the people who showed up would be sick." After a brief pause, Angie asked, "You don't think they'd spare a nuke for Washington or New York?" 

    "Maybe. No need, though. The brass and everyone else who could afford to run would haul ass. I-95 would look like DC Beltway rush hour all the way down to Florida for a week or more. The ones who couldn't run would strip the stores bare and go into hiding as best they could." I heard her sip and sigh, then she said, "Ed, there's a flaw in your doomsday scenario. It has the bad guys poisoning the very land they want to take over and ruining it for decades at the very least. Why the hell would they do that?" 

    "The fundies don't care about that, Angie. They don't give a fat rat's ass if nobody can live here for a hundred years or more. Once the US is out of the international cop business, there's plenty of other land to conquer in the meantime. If they can seriously damage the US, the other countries won't put up much of a struggle against nuclear blackmail. Well, except maybe Russia; they'd probably reunite their states and mount a military offensive against Muslims everywhere. China might even help with that." Angie agreed, "Yes, they probably would. So would Israel." 

    "Maybe." 

    "What? Why maybe? Of course they would!" 

    "Israel would need US or other support to survive, no matter what anyone would like to believe. Even the best fighters need food, weapons, ammo, and fuel. Israel prob'ly wouldn't get a nuke strike because that would poison local Islamic homelands, but they could reasonably expect another massive conventional attack from all sides. Israel would probably try to shorten or end a war as soon as possible by sending Mossad hit teams after top Arab leaders. If things looked bad enough, they'd use their nukes." I shrugged, even though she couldn't see me, and added, "It wouldn't surprise me to see the US zap a few Arab leaders and cities, too." 

    Angie sighed, "Before all the details were known about who in particular perpetrated the attack? Can you really see the US doing that?" Sipping my coffee, I replied, "Yup. Oh, hell, yes. Just about ten minutes after the first Stateside nuke exploded. We already know who the bad guys are and generally where they are. We also know an attack like that would be the big kickoff. Did you know there was talk of sending out hit teams after the fundy Muslims back when they blew up a Marine barracks in Beirut? Damned if I know why they didn't. '911' wasn't the real opening round for this war; that barracks was, and we knew exactly who set it up and carried it out within a week. That's when I'd have quietly issued some hunting permits." She said flatly, "Oh, I've no doubt." 

    "Well, you know I'm a little right-wing about some things. There's another possibility, y'know; maybe the Arabs would simply flood Israel with people. Men, women, and children. Every-damned-body who could walk or be crammed into any kind of vehicle. A simple en masse invasion. Would the Israelis mow down civilians? Before it was too late, that is?" 

    "I doubt they'd do that. I really do." 

    "I don't. Nobody's a non-combatant under those kinds of circumstances. They might catch hell for it later, but I think they'd stop such an invasion any way they could." 

    Angie paused and sighed, "Well, let's get back to the present, shall we? 

You're saying you really think the Vegas nuke was a diversion?" 

    "Let's say I suspect it. It kinda feels that way. Just about all the brass who've been waiting to deal with a terrorist nuke incident are visiting the G-tunnel, swapping high-fives around that van and trying to find ways to glorify their roles in the operation. I'm sure there are people who are still keeping watch, but I'm equally sure the brass has underestimated the possibilities. No offense, of course, Captain, ma'am, but that's historically how politicians and brass hats act when they think they've made a big score." She chuckled, "I'm not quite so high on the ladder that I can't see your point. As it happens, you're right; there's been a steady stream of military and civilian brass at the G-tunnel and a quiet conference about yesterday's events is scheduled in Washington for next Friday. There are a hundred on the primary guest list and they're expecting triple that." 

    "Uh, huh. If the bad guys get wind of it, they could literally become a

'target audience'. You gonna go?" 

    "No," Angie chuckled, "But I'll watch the probe records later." A turning bedroom door latch made me glance down the hall. Nina hurried into the bathroom wrapped in a towel. 

    Angie said, "Maybe we should discuss this another time. I'll look into a few things and call you if anything turns up." 

    I replied, "Okay. Later, then," and she ended the call as Kate appeared in the hall in a short bathrobe. She saw the bathroom door was shut and said, 

"Next," then came to the kitchen. Nina raised her voice to reply, "Be out in a minute!" 

    Kate entered the kitchen, walked around the table and kissed my shoulder in passing, and then poured herself a cup of coffee as she said, "Thanks for making coffee. What got you up so early?" 

    "Last night's last beer wanted out. What's your excuse?" She shrugged and leaned against the counter. "I had a dream about competing on my high school swim team." She grinned. "In other words, last night's last beer wanted out. And I heard you talking to someone." With a nod, I said, "Yup. I checked in with Carrington. Got anything on your agenda today?" 

    Sipping coffee, she replied, "Just more of you." Eyeing me for a moment, she said, "There's something on your mind right now, isn't there? Or is it a

'someone'?" 

    I shook my head. "No, it's a 'something'. Have you any idea how delicious you look in that little-bitty bathrobe?" 

    Kate grinned. "Now, that's more like it. Ed, what's really on your mind this morning?" 

    "Unless you can tell me what happened in Las Vegas on Friday, I prob'ly shouldn't talk about it." 

    Sitting back, Kate shrugged. "An Army helicopter airlifted a yellow van someplace. I saw it on the news." 

    "Why'd the Army do that?" 

    "You don't know?" 

    "I'm asking if you know." 

    Shrugging again, she replied, "The news people seemed to think there was a bomb of some sort in the van. They didn't know what kind or who put it there." I sipped and said, "Well, somebody'll prob'ly leak something about it one of these days." 

    Grinning, Kate ventured, "But it won't be you, huh?" Nodding, I agreed, "You got it. Not me. Let some political hack go to prison for talking out of class. Things like this are how they weed out the idiots." 

    Nina came out of the bathroom saying, "It's all yours," and went into her room. Kate got up and I watched her lovely legs flash as she hurried down the hall. Moments later Nina approached the table clad in cutoffs and a t-shirt. Studying her from her ankles up as she poured a coffee, I said, "Nice outfit, ma'am." 

    She chuckled, "Yeah, right. I saw you looking when I walked out here." 

    "It's what men do, y'know. How's the coffee?" 

    "Good. Not too strong, not watery. What are you and Kate going to do today?" 

    "With any luck, more of the same. Much more." That made her snort a laugh as she tried to sip coffee and she almost wore some of it. Grabbing a paper towel from the rack under a cabinet, Nina dampened it at the sink, then came to sit at the table. As she dabbed droplets of coffee off her face and arm, she laughed softly, "Kate really likes you." 

    "I really like her, too." 

    "Do you like her enough to stick around a while?" 

    "Whether I stick around --and what that may actually mean to Kate --is up to her." 

    Raising an eyebrow at me, Nina asked, "What do you mean, 'up to her'?" 

    "She's damned good-looking and smart. If she wanted a full-time boyfriend, she'd have one." 

    From the bathroom, Kate said loudly, "He's right, Nina! Mind your own business, please!" 

    I chuckled softly, "She's got damned good ears, too." In that same tone, Kate stated, "Yes, I do." Nina made a grinning, mocking face and mouthed, 'Yes, I do,' then grinningly stood up and said, "See you later." I watched her walk down the hall to her room. Kate came out of the bathroom and returned to the table, eyed me for a moment, and then sat down. Sipping coffee, she asked, "Again... what do you want to do with the day?" 

    "Take you back to bed." 

    "Uhm. I could actually use a break, I think. I'm not used to... uh... I'm still feeling the last couple of times, you know?" 

    Leaning forward, I said in a confidential tone, "Well, so am I, really. Okay, if not that, you're the local, ma'am. What do you recommend?" Kate shrugged. "Going somewhere else, of course." I sipped coffee and said, "Okay. We can be anywhere in the country in about half an hour from here. Pick a place." 

    Freezing in mid-sip, Kate met my gaze, then said, "You're from Florida. I have an Aunt Monica in a place called Mount Dora, but I've never been there." Sitting straight, she said, "In fact, I've never been to a beach or seen an ocean." 

    "Then saddle up, milady. And pack a swimsuit." For whatever reason, that seemed to rattle her a little. Kate's hand trembled even as a big grin formed and she asked, "Can Nina come, too?" 

    "Yeah, sure. She doesn't weigh much." 

    She took a deep breath and asked somewhat loudly, "Nina, did you hear that? We're going to Florida!" 

    When Nina didn't answer, Kate slid her chair back, stood up, and grinningly said, "Just stay right there. Don't go away," then trotted down the hall to knock rapidly on Nina's door. When the door opened, Kate quickly stepped inside. 

    Despite her instructions, I got up and ambled back to Kate's room to get my toilet kit, waving to the ladies as I passed Nina's open door. As I headed for the bathroom, I heard Nina almost whisper, "Florida's two thousand miles from here! What if something happens? How will we get home?" Detouring to return and tap on Nina's door, I said, "You'll get home the same way you got to Florida," then I went into the bathroom to take a quick shower. 

    A few moments later there was a tap on the door as I adjusted the shower temperature. 

    Kate asked, "Want some help?" 

    "Sure, lady. Come on in." 

    She did so and hung a towel on the back of the door before she said, "Nina just needed a little reassurance." 

    Letting the water warm up, I eyeballed Kate from her ankles up as I said, 

"Yeah, I kind of gathered that. Is she the same woman we took to Carrington for flight training? It's damned near as far away. What's the difference?" Shrugging delightfully, Kate grinned as she stepped forward for a hug and said, "You could ask her if you really care." 

    I kissed her and said, "Nah. You know, you look pretty good naked, ma'am." 

    "Glad you think so. You aren't bad yourself." She reached past me to test the water with a hand, nodded and said, "Good," and stepped into the spray. Some fifteen minutes later we were both squeaky clean and I had my face in Kate's bush when there was a sharp rap on the bathroom door and Nina yelled, 

"Breakfast!" 

    Kate startled hard, then yelled, "Okay!" and started giggling as she pulled away and urged me to stand up. Once I'd rinsed my face, she pulled me into a kiss and snickered, "Breakfast. She certainly called that right." As soon as we were out of the bathroom, Nina hurried in with a towel, rapidly saying, "You go ahead and eat. I already ate. I'll be ready in no time." 

    The door closed behind her and I looked at Kate. "Well, that's a change. Wasn't she Miz Reluctant a while ago?" 

    Kate chuckled and put eggs and bacon on two plates. As we finished eating, Nina came out of the bathroom dressed in jeans, a light blue blouse, and blue deck shoes. She got a coffee refill and sat down with us as she said, "I'm on the evening shift. Do I need to call and get someone to take my place tonight?" 

    I replied, "Not unless you want to make other plans for the evening. We'll be back this afternoon." 

    She nodded, then something seemed to occur to her and she asked, "Uh... why are we going to Florida?" 

    Tilting my mug at Kate, I said, "Her idea. I'm going to drop you two with her aunt in Mount Dora, check a few things at my place, and pick you up to take you over to Cocoa Beach." 

    Looking enlightened, Nina glanced at Kate and asked, "Does your aunt know we're coming?" 

    With a shake of her head, Kate said, "I'll call on the way." Nina let her opinion of that plan show in her face and Kate sighed, 

"Ohhkaay, I'll call her now," got up, and went to her room. We heard some of her side of her conversation with her aunt and a few minutes later Kate came back to the table to tell us her aunt had been enthusiastic. We cleaned up the kitchen and boarded the flitter a little before nine. I had Kate tell the flitter her aunt's address and we got underway. 
Chapter Twenty

    Flying high gave the ladies a view of the edge of space and they seemed enthralled by it. I had the flitter make the trip last a full hour to give me time to check emails and do a bit more rooting about the best ways to deploy nukes. Calling up a screen for the emails, I ignored them in favor of using a virtual screen I created within the flitter computer's 'mind'. I'd been right; half a mile was only a few hundred yards above what was generally considered optimum blast altitude. The EMP burst from a standard-issue suitcase nuke would devastate unshielded electronics in a line-of-sight pattern around the explosion. Planes would be affected well out to sea above the Atlantic and the Gulf of Mexico. Land transportation would pretty much grind to a quick halt. I spent most of the flight running delivery and blast scenarios above the middle of the country, varying weather patterns and using what I could find out about suitcase nukes as a baseline. The ladies were so engrossed in the view beyond the flitter's deck that they didn't notice when Serena popped into being in the seat to my left. Instead of speaking aloud, she sent through my implant, "Good morning." 

    "Hi, there, flitter goddess. Been spying on me?" 

    "No, just monitoring your bios, which seemed a bit odd, as is your use of your flitter's computer core as a viewing screen. Care to explain your current course of study?" 

    "That should be self-evident, ma'am. I think the bad guys may have a few more nukes and I'm trying to figure out how they'd use them." She leaned back a bit as if for emphasis and asked, "You think they wouldn't have used them all at once?" 

    I shrugged. "One bomb would test the system and --successful or not --induce a certain level of fear and confusion. Right now some federal honchos are preening about having stopped the bad guys. Smarter ones are praying. The really smart ones are digging for more info and trying to prepare for an even bigger attack. A lack of public news tells me they're all trying to keep the Vegas bomb a deep, dark secret, which in turn tells me they don't really have a clue about what to do beyond what they're already doing." Serena's left eyebrow went up and she chuckled, "An interesting choice of words. I'll conduct some research of my own and make the results available to you." 

    "Thank you. Share them with Angie, too, okay?" She nodded. "Of course. Goodbye." 

    "Bye." She vanished and I glanced at the ladies as I realized my chat with Serena had taken less than a minute. They hadn't even noticed her presence on the flitter. 

    Hm. What sort of research would Serena think appropriate? She could absorb all known info about nukes in a few minutes --if she hadn't already --but that wouldn't necessarily help her figure out how a pack of religious nutcases would try to use them. Given that the Vegas bomb had been in a van, they might or might not try to set them off half a mile up, but there was no reason they shouldn't try. Just about anything with wings could easily reach that altitude, and there were hundreds of thousands of small planes one could... Kate interrupted my train of thought with, "Ed," and when I looked at her, I found her waving at me from the next seat. 

    "Yes'm. Here. Present. What's up?" 

    "Where were you? I called your name three times." 

    "I was thinking, milady." With a shrug, I added, "I do that sometimes, y'know." 

    "About what? It was like you weren't even here for a while." Returning my attention to the email screen, I tapped it to empty the spam folder and tapped again to close the screen. 

    With a sigh, I said, "Just thinking," and flipped the cooler open to offer a round of drinks. The ladies chose teas and I flipped the cooler shut as Nina went back to watching the scenery and Kate sat back to study me. Popping the top on her can of tea, she stated, "You're worried about something. I know the signs. My dad's always been the same way. I'd ask what's wrong and he'd clam up." 

    Maybe I was supposed to ask what he did for a living. I didn't. Instead, I asked, "Do you like cats? I have one." 

    Kate's eyes flared with irritation briefly. "Yes. I like cats." 

    "Good. He may surprise you if he comes with us." 

    "Surprise me how?" 

    I chuckled, "If I tell you, it won't be a surprise, will it?" She gave me a glowering 'you're being difficult' look and returned to watching the world beyond the deck. I returned to studying delivery and detonation scenarios. They called them 'suitcase' nukes for a reason. They were considered portable, though such a 'suitcase' might be pretty heavy for one person to haul any distance. Figure a two-man carry team and another guy or two to keep watch and run interference if necessary. 

    Now... how to get them upstairs? They wouldn't try to ship or carry radioactive baggage through a major airport, but they might try something with a smaller outfit. A charter? Yeah, that might work, but even the charter people weren't ignoring security issues these days. So who would? Or rather, who could be conned easily? One of the 'see the sights' tourist charters? I located one in St. Louis and watched half a dozen people get loaded onto a tourist chopper for a city flyover. Nope. Nobody in that group had any big luggage. 

    Commuter flights? The same familiar people going the same places and returning every few days or so? I sent a probe to follow a small group --with luggage --through the boarding hoops and barrels at a smaller municipal airport. Security was high there, too, of course. The group was led to one of three Lear jets and their baggage was loaded as they boarded. A bag was left on the cart and I had the flitter find the owner. The guy turned up in police custody in a holding room. The warrant on the table mentioned embezzlement. His luggage arrived at the room as I read the warrant. 

    Okay, so commercial charters were probably out, too. That left renting small planes and a few similar options, like forcing a private plane owner to make a flight. Hell, even the little tow planes that haul hang gliders upstairs would do; they release the gliders at between two and three thousand feet. Hot air balloons could work, too. 

    It didn't take long to discover the roster of private planes in and around St. Louis was plain damned huge. No way to cover 'em all. Well, maybe not by myself, anyway. Time to share my thoughts with Angie again. As we descended toward Mount Dora, I bundled my data and shipped it to her, then sat back and sipped my coffee as the ladies rather tensely endured a typical flitter landing. Heh. 

    Just as I was thinking it was inconceivable that others weren't having thoughts similar to mine, my implant pinged with Wallace's datapad chimes. I got up, went to the back of the flitter, and answered quietly with, "Hi, Cap." 

    After a pause, he said in a similar tone, "Hi, Ed. No screen?" 

    "Got company." 

    "Oh. Well, Angie and I discussed your data and speculations. I've seen them before a few times." 

    "Thought so. What's being done?" 

    "We have thousands of probes running, checking aircraft prior to takeoff. Nose-to-tail pass-throughs looking for isotope traces. Tracking certain people. All the usual precautions." 

    I laughed, "The 'usual precautions', he says, just as if this kind of crap happens every day." 

    "For some people, it does. You've seen the simulations. They've anticipated uses of everything that can fly." 

    "Yeah, I know. I just thought I'd toss my dime's worth into the pot. Maybe we're wrong, but I won't count on it. Tell me something, Cap; if the border population of Mexico quadrupled overnight, would somebody here in the US be bright and politically incorrect enough to line the border with guns? And if that population surged across, would they shoot?" 

    "Hell, I don't know, but you can bet someone's already run that scenario half a dozen ways, too." 

    "No doubt. Guess we'll find out when the time comes." He chuckled, "When? Not if? You're so sure it'll happen?" 

    "Must be. 'When' is the word that popped out." The flitter stopped moving in front of a new-looking white double-wide trailer in the middle of a new-looking trailer park. Oops. A sign nearby corrected me; it said the place was a 'mobile resort'. 

    The ladies got out of their seats as I said, "Cap, we've landed. I have to go socialize with the natives." 

    "Have a good time. Later." 

    He dropped the link and I took another look around. The 'resort' seemed like a nice, quiet place, really. Well-kept properties peppered a couple of hills around a lake. There was a marina and narrow little asphalt roads wound through it all. 

    An attractive brunette woman in her mid-forties who kind of looked like Kate came out of the trailer and stood on her front steps watching the flitter. I dropped the hull field and the woman stiffened noticeably as her hand shot out to grasp the railing around the steps. Kate waved and hopped down with Nina following closely. I hopped down to follow them as the ladies all hugged and exchanged greetings. 

    The woman's eyes raked over me quickly, then locked on my eyes as I approached. Kate said, "Aunt Monica, this is Ed. He's with 3rd World Products." 

    Her eyes never leaving mine, Monica extended a hand. I took it and said, 

"Nice to meet you, Aunt Monica. I thought I might leave these ladies with you for a while and come back to take them to Cocoa Beach later." 

    "So Kate said. Can you spare time for a short visit? I put on some coffee." 

    Hoisting my mug, I replied, "A refill always sounds good to me. Unless it's decaf, of course." 

    She shuddered and said, "No. Not decaf." Her eyes traveled me yet again, this time in a manner that caused Nina to adopt a startled expression. Kate's left eyebrow rose as Monica appraised me, then turned to reach for the door knob. Kate and Nina exchanged an odd glance, then watched Monica walk into her house. 

    I held the door for the ladies and we entered a neatly kept living room as Monica gestured us to a dining table. As she took cups from a rack on the kitchen counter, she asked, "So, Ed, where are you about to run off to?" Eyeing her backside and legs, then her shoulders and hair, I was thinking she seemed vaguely familiar to me as I replied, "Spring Hill. I want to check on my cat, among other things." 

    "A cat? Not a dog?" 

    Monica filled the cups and my mug as I said, "No dog." 

    "You live in Spring Hill?" 

    "That's the main reason I keep my cat there, ma'am." Kate snorted a short laugh and Nina snickered. Monica sighed, "I brought that on myself, didn't I? Small talk isn't my best skill, I guess." Handing out coffees, spoons, and setting condiments on the table, she said no more until she'd sat down with us. Stirring some sugar into her coffee, Monica said, "I've seen you before. Well, that hat, anyway. You were at the Leesburg bike fest." 

    Ah-HA! That made me remember her properly. I nodded. "Yup. You were at the Chamber of Commerce booth. You wore jeans cutoffs, sandals, a light blue blouse, and a big straw sun hat with a yellow ribbon for a hat band." That seemed to surprise the hell out of her. Monica's eyes got big and her mouth fell open before she blurted, "You actually remember me?!" I grinned. "Oh, you bet I do. Yes, ma'am." Nina snickered again as Monica blushed slightly. Kate's gaze narrowed. Monica noted that and looked momentarily confused, then enlightened, then confused again. Or perhaps horrified, I guess. Kate's gaze met Monica's across the table briefly and Monica's eyebrows went up. 

    After a look at me, Monica looked back at Kate and softly muttered, "Oh, please... You-and-him?!" 

    Kate responded tightly, "Not your business, Aunt Monica." Monica stated, "Well, I beg to differ, of course. He's twice your age, Kate!" 

    When Kate simply sat glaring at her, Monica turned to me and asked, "Why not a woman your own age?" 

    "Kate picked me. I'm happy with that and I agree with her. Not your business, Aunt Monica." 

    Monica snapped, "She's my niece, damn it!" 

    "So? She's over twenty-one and we aren't talking about marriage. Neither of us is being used or abused. Haven't you ever just had a quick fling with someone who probably wasn't your ideal life mate?" 

    Kate muttered, "Yeah, she did. Lee Short," and Monica's eyes got big again as Kate said, "Uncle Lee, who wasn't really an uncle and had about twenty years on her. He also had a van and parked it at her house in Maine every weekend." 

    For a few moments, Monica looked ready to explode as she held Kate's gaze, then she stated, "I almost married him." 

    Kate responded, "Horseshoes and hand grenades." Nina uttered, "Huh?" 

    Glancing at her, Kate said, "That's when 'almost' matters." Turning back to Monica, she said, "We're having fun. We know it can't last, so why not just mind your own business? That's what you told Mom when Lee's police record came out." 

    Nina blurted, "He had a police record?!" 

    Monica sat straight and said, "He only defended himself in a fight. Everybody was arrested that night." 

    Kate said, "At a bar. He put three men in the hospital." Monica snapped, "One had a knife. They all attacked him." Kate shot back, "Only because he hit one of them." 

    "Damn it! The guy was a nasty drunk who wouldn't keep his hands off me! 

After the second time he grabbed my boob, I slapped him. He started to hit me and Lee knocked him flat. That's when the others jumped in." I shrugged. "Yeah, that sounds like a fairly typical bar fight to me. I'm gonna go with the 'self-defense' story." 

    Kate and Monica snapped, "You shut up!" almost in unison, then Kate sat back looking shocked for a moment and sighed, "Gawd, I sounded like my mother just now." 

    I said, "And your aunt, ma'am. Must be genetic, huh?" There were loud snapping sounds behind the house, then a rending, groaning, crackling that went on for some seconds. I sent a probe as I got up to look out a window. A forty-foot pine tree very slowly toppled, taking branches off other nearby trees as it fell. I could see the tree's root ball tilting upward. 

    Monica yelped, "Oh, my God!" and ran for the sliding glass doors facing the rear yard. I said, "Wait. It isn't through falling yet. Flitter, hold that tree where it is for now, please." 

    Grabbing my coffee mug, I went outside to see if tilting the tree back up and replanting it would be a good idea. Nope. The lower side of the slope had washed out and across the road, exposing the roots. Without a major renovation of the land form, it would continue to wash out. 

    Kate came out beside me, stared up at the tree that looked ready to land on the house, and asked, "What now?" 

    I shrugged. "Now I'll have the flitter hold the tree up and do some whittling." I pointed where I'd be working and sent a grey non-implant tendril to shear partway through the tree's trunk just below the bushy top of the tree. The segment of tree sagged and twisted clear of the house. My next cut completely severed the trunk and the tree top fell into Monica's yard. I went to work on the next chunk, cutting the trunk so the segment would miss her chain link fence. 

    Once it had slammed to the ground, I said, "Now there's no chance it'll fall on the house. Why don't you ladies go finish your talk while I do some more trimming?" 

    Monica had come outside to watch. She said, "There's nothing more to talk about. How are you doing that?" 

    "Directed field energy. My flitter's using it to hold up the tree and I'm using it to dice up the wood." 

    Looking less than enlightened, Monica asked, "But I mean... how are you doing that?" 

    My implant pinged with Angie's chimes and I called up a screen to answer with, "Hi, Cap'n Angie. A tree fell over, so I'm impersonating a lumberjack at the moment." 

    Appearing on the screen in casual clothes, she looked around the yard and replied, "So I see. Base called me about a big stationary field bump in Florida. I figured it was you or your flitter. Sorry to interrupt you. Bye." She poked her 'off' icon and I let the screen dissipate. Monica stared at the spot where the screen had been for a moment, then eyed me as I sheared a fifteen-inch chunk off the tree's elevated trunk so the rest would miss the fence. She watched the bit of tree trunk float to rest near the other cuttings, then watched in silence as I sliced up the other tree parts in her yard to match it. 

    With an odd glance at me, Monica said, "Thanks," then turned to Kate and said, "He's still way too old for you." Having said that, she walked back into the house. 

    After trimming all the branches off the remaining stump on the other side of the fence, I sliced it into fifteen-inch chunks and trimmed the roots away from the base. Good enough? Yeah. If they wanted anything more, they could hire someone to do it when they hauled the wood away. Because the tree had originated on the far side of the fence, I had the flitter field the debris over by the root ball and called the job done. 

    Turning to Kate and Nina, I said, "I'll come back for you shortly," then used a field platform to boost myself and had the flitter pick me up at five hundred feet. 

    Yeah, I was avoiding Monica. I freely and shamelessly admit it. Without me there to irritate her, the ladies might have a chance at a reasonably enjoyable visit. 

    Sending a probe to my house, I checked phone messages. Three were hang-ups and a call from the bike shop on US-19. Dale --the owner --said, "You asked me to let you know if a Vulcan 1600 came in. I made a note of it, but I lost all my notes last month when the hard drive died and forgot all about it until I found the note... well, anyway, there's a silver oh-three here if you're still interested." 

    Hm. Was I interested? Yeah, sorta. I sent a probe to the shop and found a single silver Vulcan 1600 Classic, so I had the flitter check it over. The flitter said the bike was in sound condition with only 11,131 miles, but needed tires. 

    Tiger pinged me as the flitter landed and greeted me with, "Hello, Ed! We are home!" 

    "Hi, Tiger! I'll be right in." 

    Both cats appeared in the kitchen window as I stepped off the flitter. We swapped greetings again in the kitchen and they told me all about their last couple of days. Not much had happened, really, but I looked appropriately enthusiastic as they described finding things by the lake and stunning a dog that tried to chase them. 

    As they chatted, I refilled the cat food canister and their water bowl, then snapped my fingers as if remembering something and reached in the fridge for cat treats. Shaking half a dozen of the soft pellets onto the table, I gave each cat three and put the bag back in the fridge. 

    Annabelle asked, "More?" 

    "Later," I said, "Too many could make you sick." She gave me a skeptically-flattened ear, but didn't push the matter. We adjourned to the living room and I checked a few more things before I said, 

"I'm going to take two ladyfriends to a beach today. Would you like to come with us?" 

    Tiger looked at Annabelle, who asked what a beach was. I called up a screen to show her Cocoa Beach and after studying it for a time, she said, 

"Yes. It is a new thing." 

    "Okay, then." I called Martha Varrick, let her know where I'd be going, then asked if Annabelle could come along, adding that there'd be plenty of room for her, as well. Martha laughed and said she was having friends over, but thanked me and added, "Annabelle, be a good girl for Ed, okay?" Annabelle replied, "I will." 

    Patting Annabelle, I said, "She's always good, Martha." We rang off and I made a fresh coffee as I looked up the specs for the 2003 Vulcan 1600 Classic. It seemed to be essentially the same as the 1500

version with a slightly bigger engine and solid wheels instead of spokes. Good, that meant I could run tubeless tires. Book values ranged between $6500

and $7700 and the tag on the one at the shop had read $7499. I wondered what the best cash price would be. I never trade bikes; you lose way too much on those deals. 

    Calling up tire infos, I decided the new rear tire would be a Bridgestone Turanza EL 400 195/60R16, an all-season radial approximately the same height as the usual bike tire. The front tire would be a standard Pirelli, based mostly on tread design. 

    After refilling the flitter's cooler, I tossed my beach umbrella and some extra towels aboard and we got underway. 
Chapter Twenty-one

    A little before two, the flitter descended toward Monica's trailer park -sorry, 'mobile resort' --in stealth mode and I stepped off the deck to approach Monica's front door with two cats following me closely. A woman watering a flower garden in the next trailer lot seemed to lose track of what she was doing as she stared at our little procession. 

    Kate answered the door and opened it for me before she spotted Annabelle and Tiger near my feet. Her gaze became slightly puzzled briefly as we entered. Nina and Monica came out of the kitchen and Monica stopped and stared as Kate closed the front door. 

    Kneeling beside the cats, I said, "Okay. Now." Annabelle and Tiger sat down to my right and Tiger said, "Hello! I am Tiger!" Annabelle said, "I am Annabelle. Hello." Hm. As usual, she effected a cooler demeanor than Tiger's happy enthusiasm for meeting new people. Oh, well. Also as usual, some time was spent reassuring people that the cats really did talk and explaining their collars. Kate and Nina came to kneel and chat with them while Monica remained standing by the dining room table. 

    I walked into the dining room and quietly asked, "Got a problem with cats?" 

    Eyeing me coolly, she replied, "They shed. They shred curtains and furniture and carry fleas." 

    "Not those two. No shredding or shedding. No fleas, either, and I'd appreciate it if you'd at least be as civil toward them as you would any other guests." 

    Meeting my gaze, Monica rather coldly asked, "You're the old letch sleeping with my niece. Why should your appreciation matter a damn to me?" Uh, huh. "Monica; I'll be nice to you if you'll be nice to me, just to get through the day without making things nasty for everybody else. If you can't or won't do that, think up some reason not to go to the beach with us." Lifting an eyebrow at me, she said, "No problem," then raised her voice to a normal tone to say, "Kate, I won't be going with you. Ed, I can't make you leave my niece alone, but I can make you leave my house. Goodbye. Now." Nodding, I headed for the door as I said, "The beach bus leaves in five, ladies. Tiger, Annabelle; let's go wait on the flitter. These ladies need to say their goodbyes privately." 

    The cats looked a little confused, but they followed me back outside. I was a little surprised when Nina came with us. She noticed my surprise and said, "Kate said go. I went." 

    I had the flitter go visible for convenience and handed Nina aboard as Tiger asked, "Why is that woman upset, Ed?" 

    "Monica is Kate's aunt, Tiger. She doesn't like me because I'm friendly with Kate the same way I was friendly with Selena." The low tones of his collar's translations continued for some moments. Tiger said something in cat and his collar replied, then Tiger asked, "Like Jessie... was?" 

    "Yes." 

    He turned to Annabelle and began speaking cat, apparently explaining things as he recalled them. Nina seemed fascinated by the whole 'talking cat' 

thing and sat down to watch them. A few minutes later, Kate came outside and marched toward the flitter. As I handed her aboard, she said, "I don't want to talk about it. Are we ready to go?" 

    "We are now. Flitter, take us to Cocoa Beach, please." The flitter arced upward as Nina asked, "You okay, Kate?" Kate nodded. "I'm fine. We'd have gotten by just fine if... never mind. It was my fault she guessed about Ed." 

    Nina said, "Forget that! It wasn't any of her business and he saved her damned house from that tree!" 

    There was more of the same. I called up a screen to look busy while the ladies talked and looked over the side. A few minutes later, we descended toward the eastern edge of Florida in stealth mode and landed next to the Cocoa Beach Ron Jon shop. Tiger spoke in cat and Elkor appeared on the deck beside them. Nina had been facing Kate and hadn't noticed, but Kate's eyes got big when the new cat popped into being. That made Nina look and Elkor said, 

"Good afternoon, ladies." 

    I said, "Kate, Nina; this is Elkor. Tiger probably asked him to drop in." Elkor said, "Yes, he did. I'd be happy to escort them around the area." 

    "Great. Thanks, Elkor." 

    "You're welcome, Ed." 

    Tiger led the way off the flitter and the cats vanished into the lightweight jungle fringing the beach. Kate and Nina watched them go, then turned to me almost in unison. 

    I asked, "Yes? Elkor's computer-generated and he can protect them if necessary. Want to head right to the beach or check out Ron Jon's first?" Kate grinned at the building and said, "Guess." Nina said, "I only have about fifty with me. Will I need money for anything else?" 

    I said, "If you need more, I can spot you some cash." She looked about to automatically refuse, but I said, "You're about to go into the Army and you're in a tropical tourist trap. You can pay it back later. How's a hundred?" Nina replied dourly, "Too much. I'm barely making the rent as it is." 

    "When you go into active service, you won't pay rent. Worry about it then." 

    Kate said, "I know what the problem is. Loan it to me and I'll loan it to her. Same thing, but different enough, I think." 

    I shrugged and peeled two fifties out of my clip. "Done." She handed the money to Nina and said, "Thanks. We'll get it back to you as soon as we can." 

    While the ladies had shopped, I'd glanced around the store, seen nothing I couldn't live without, and gone back outside to wander around the block. Almost an hour later, the ladies came out with four bags of loot and stashed them aboard the flitter, then we adjourned to one of the nearby beach bars. The place had been there when I'd first seen the beach in the seventies. Back then, the decor had been the sort of space-race chic considered ultramodern in the sixties. In the eighties it had been revamped to look like a New Orleans blues club, and sometime since then it had been revamped as a rather nautical-themed tiki bar and grill. 

    As Kate and Nina chose a table on the outside deck facing the beach, a twenty-ish blonde waitress headed our way, but a waiter stopped her halfway to our table. They had a brief, whispering chat, then the waitress stalked angrily toward the bar. The waiter kind of huffed himself up and stood straight before he sashayed over to our table with a big smile. Meeting his gaze, I said, "You called that waitress a 'stupid cunt'. Why?" The ladies turned their eyes on him and he seemed to shrivel a bit. Kate stood up, then Nina, and Kate growled, "Did you?" The guy stammered, "Uh, well... I..." and Kate's gaze narrowed further as she looked at me and interrupted him with, "Let's find another place." Nina said, "Suits me," and grabbed her handbag off the table. Kate also grabbed her bag and they stood glaring at the waiter as if waiting for me to decide to stay or go. 

    To the waiter, I said, "I'd still like to know why you called her that. What did she say or do to you?" 

    The guy fidgeted for a moment, then his attitude changed. He snapped, "I don't have to discuss that with you." 

    His name tag read 'Derek'. I said, "Well, Derek, I guess that's true enough, but if we go to the bar to place our orders, will the manager want to know why we refused your services?" 

    Glaring at me, Derek frostily replied, "Perhaps I should simply call to have you --" he glanced at the ladies and added "And your friends --removed from the premises, sir." 

    Moving so he was between me and the heavy table, I replied, "Yeah, great idea. Try to toss us out and you'll have to explain things to the cops --when you wake up. Wouldn't it be easier to explain them now, to me?" Thinking he was being threatened with physical harm, Derek paled a bit and started trembling. While watching him, I also watched the ladies, and when their eyes flicked toward something deeper within the restaurant, I asked, 

"Someone's coming?" 

    Kate nodded tersely, "Yes. Two men." 

    "Good. That was the idea." I turned to see two swarthy men nearing our table. As they arrived, I thumbed at Derek and said, "This guy called a waitress a 'stupid cunt' and threatened to have me thrown out before I could say anything about it." 

    Scooting away from the table, Derek yelped, "He threatened to hit me!" I shook my head. "Nope. Never said a damned thing about hitting him. I just stood here looking unhappy and told him he'd have to explain things to cops if he threw us out." 

    The smaller of the two guys looked about my age. He looked the ladies and me over as if to verify we were all pissed, then in accented English, he asked, "Who? Which waitress?" 

    Looking at the bar, I pointed her out. "Her. On the end." He waved at her and she looked rather nervous as she came to the table. When the guy asked, "Gloria, did Derek call you a stupid cunt?" she also paled. 

    "Mr. Comar, I need this job. I..." 

    Comar snapped, "If I didn't think you needed the job, I wouldn't have hired you. Did-Derek-say-that-to-you?" 

    In a tremulous voice, she admitted, "Uh... yes, Mr. Comar." 

    "Do you want to file a grievance?" 

    Her shaking hand rose to touch her face as she said, "Uh... no. Mr. Comar, I don't want to cause any trouble..." 

    I said, "I've already done that, ma'am." 

    Comar shot a glance at me, then turned to Derek and said, "You're fired. Get out. Now," and watched Derek stiffen, glare, and swishingly stalk away. Turning back to Gloria, he asked, "Is this one of your tables?" She nodded. "Yes, Mr. Comar." 

    He replied, "Then see to it. We'll talk later." Turning to me, Comar rather ingratiatingly said, "I'm very sorry this happened, sir. Will you please stay and accept a round of drinks on the house?" 

    "Sure. Thanks, Mr. Comar." 

    "Thank you. I assure you this will not happen again." He said to the waitress, "Bring them a round of whatever they want to drink, Gloria. Bring the check to me later." With a glance at me, he added, "And don't worry, okay? 

You aren't in trouble." 

    She nodded rather insincerely. He shook hands with the ladies and me, excused himself as having been in the middle of something, and left. The ladies and I sat back down and placed drink orders with Gloria, then she headed for the bar, never making more than brief eye contact with any of us. Once she was out of earshot, Nina leaned across the table and whispered, 

"You could have gotten her fired, Ed!" 

    "What's worse? Being subservient to a tyrannical misogynist fairy or taking a new job?" 

    "Good jobs aren't that easy to come by, dammit!" 

    "Good ones, maybe not. Waitress jobs are a dime a dozen in tourist traps. That's one of the reasons Derek got away with his nasty shit, and her chances of keeping her job weren't very good in any case. I'll bet this place went through a lot of waitresses due to Derek." 

    A young woman bussing a table nearby stopped working. She fixed me with a firm gaze and said very softly, "You'd win that bet. Thanks for getting rid of him." After giving the table a last wipe, she headed back to the bar area. Nina watched her go for a moment, then turned to face me and asked, "If telling the boss what was going on was all it took to get rid of Derek, why didn't someone else do it?" 

    "You saw and heard Comar, right? He looked as if he didn't know what the term 'stupid cunt' meant, but he could see we weren't happy about it. You saw and heard how Gloria reacted to him and how the other woman almost whispered? 

Comar's probably from a place where women are silent servants or property and he likely has little real respect for them. I'd say he knew about Derek, but until someone caused a fuss, it wasn't really a problem he gave a damn about. Derek only got fired because Comar saw a chance to look noble, keep three customers, and get rid of Derek for the price of a round of drinks. Waiters are as plentiful as waitresses here." 

    Gloria returned to our table with our drinks. As she set them down, Kate asked, "Are you okay with what happened, Gloria?" Almost as if startled to be addressed, she managed, "I... I guess so," then quickly followed that with, "Are you ready to order yet?" 

    "That depends. Is the cook a friend of Derek's?" She laughed nervously, "Oh, hell, no! John can't stand him." Pointing at the parking lot, she asked, "See that bike? That's John's. He's in some kind of club." 

    The black motorcycle in the only shade on the lot looked as if it had seen better days. No tank badges. Was it a Harley? Probably, from the look of the carb covers. Didn't matter. Turning back to Gloria, I said, "Good. In that case we'll order." 

    She snorted a short, nervous laugh and poised her pen over her pad. We ordered lightly and our meal was uneventful, with table talk that ranged widely. I saved a bit from my steak sandwich for the cats and Gloria put it in a Styrofoam box for me. As we strolled back out to the sand, I spotted the cats in the shade of some bushes, watching people wander around on the beach. Some guy blundering along the edge of the water also saw the cats. He stopped and stared at them for a moment, then leaned to pick up a round shell. Straightening, he seemed to contemplate the distance, then slung the shell at the cats. I sent an invisible tendril to redirect the shell in an arc that sent it back at him and he freaked. Doing a frantic avoidance dance didn't save him. The spinning shell streaked across his upper arm, gashing it well enough to be seen at fifty feet or so. He screeched and grabbed at his arm as blood flowed freely. 

    Kate and Nina had been shocked when he pitched the shell, but now Nina hissed, "Oh, my God! He's bleeding!" and hurried across the sand to the guy. Kate stayed beside me. 

    I said, "That's gonna hurt like hell for a while. Think he'll throw things at animals again?" 

    Kate stood eyeing me and said, "You made that happen, didn't you?" It wasn't really a question. 

    Heading toward the cats, I said, "I can't see how admitting something like that would benefit me in the least." 

    Opening the box, I presented the diced-up remnants of my steak to Annabelle and Tiger and the box was soon empty. I rinsed the top half of the box at a nearby beach shower and brought them some water, then looked around for Kate. She'd joined Nina and they escorted the guy to a blue car parked in the lot just south of the Ron Jon's shop. After they tied something around his arm, he drove away. 

    The cats had finished drinking. I trashed the box top as the ladies approached and noted their disapproving expressions. Oh, well. A little strategically-applied pain can sometimes teach people not to do painful things to others. They didn't have to share my opinion. 

    I asked, "Annabelle, how do you like the beach?" She replied, "It is hot. The water is too... big." 

    "Yeah, it is big. Want me to get you some shells today?" 

    "Yes. Thank you." She stood up and walked over to a coconut that had fallen nearby and asked, "This, too?" 

    "Okay." Calling the flitter down, I stepped into its concealing field and tossed the coconut on a seat. The ladies came into the field behind me, stepped aboard, and started skinning down to their bathing suits. Kate wore a blue bikini and Nina wore a yellow one. Both looked delicious, and their glances at me let me know they knew that. 

    Conjuring a chest-high opaque field around myself, I changed into cutoffs, draped my shirt over a seat back, dropped my pants on a seat, and grabbed the umbrella and a towel. Kate said we probably wouldn't need the umbrella, so I put it back and waited as the ladies put on sunscreen lotion. The cats remained in the shade of the bushes. I headed into the surf. Kate and Nina followed me and Kate watched as I used a field to winnow the sand for good shells. She couldn't see the field, but she could see the results as sand billowed between waves. 

    I heard her sigh shortly, then she said, "Ed, that shell cut his arm to the bone." 

    Without looking up from my sand sifting efforts, I replied, "He threw it at my cat. Fuck him." 

    Nina gave me a piercing look, apparently decided not to discuss the matter at all, and waded away in ankle-deep water. Four shells in decent condition appeared. I scooped them out of the water and put the shells in my pockets. Watching the surf roll in, I mentally shrugged and said, "Why not?", then waded away from shore. 

    Kate asked, "Huh? Why not what?" and followed. When the water was chest deep, I called up my board. It appeared by my feet as usual and Kate's eyes got big as she frantically backpedaled. I splashed at her face and stepped onto the board as I said, "It's just my surfboard." 

    The board was solid as a brick under my feet and its innate protective field instantly came on, vaguely outlining me in the water as it adjusted shape to prevent wave action from shoving me off the board. Elevating the board to the water's surface between rollers, I tried to find a way to make it emulate a regular surfboard. No luck; it continued to hover rock-steady above the ocean floor, waiting for commands that made sense to it. Kate snickered, 

"It doesn't seem to be working, Ed." 

    "Yeah, I've noticed that, too." 

    Some guy surfed by near us and stared at me a little too long, losing his balance and falling into the surf. Thinking, 'Oh, well. Another time in a less busy place,' I let the board vanish and dropped back into the water. Something big swam past near us and I instinctively set a barrier field between it and us. A nurse shark, from the look of the nose and fins. Not usually dangerous to people unless... the shark interrupted that thought by whipping around and trying to gnaw the barrier field. 

    'Right, damn it, they don't like fields. I knew that, so why did I set up a friggin' field?' 

    The shark swam past eyeing us and I let the field vanish as its tail swept by. The shark turned sharply and made another pass, but it seemed confused when it didn't find the field. I was ready to stun it if necessary, but the shark kept going and disappeared some distance later. 

    Saying, "Let's move away from here," I turned to find Kate shaking hard and staringly searching the water around us. 

    She harshly whispered, "That was a shark!" 

    "Yup. Come on, let's move. It may have a nest nearby." Looking around more frantically, Kate softly shrieked, "A nest?! Oh, my God! How many are in a nest?!" 

    "Two. Three. Mom and her pups. Whatever, if you don't want to meet them, let's move to shallower water." 

    "But if we move, it may come back!" 

    "She already knows we're here, ma'am. If we don't move away, she may get pissed off." 

    Reaching toward Kate as I waded past her, I gave her shoulder a heavy nudge to get her underway. She rolled with it and shoved off the bottom to launch herself back toward shore, then swam hard until she could stand in waist-deep water. 

    I did the same and watched Kate eye the water around us extensively as she snapped, "What the hell's wrong with you?! Why didn't you say anything about that shark?! I didn't even see it until I looked where you were looking!" 

    "What would you have done? Screamed? Jumped backward? Headed for shore at full speed?" 

    "Probably all of those things! So what?!" 

    "Animals chase things that scream and run, ma'am. It's usually better not to attract that sort of attention." 

    Her eyes got big as another long, dark shadow lazily cruised into view a few yards away. It suddenly shot forward, turned sharply out to sea, and slowed to again cruise slowly. Kate stared after it for a moment, then headed for shore. I lunged to catch a wave and body surfed past her to the shallows. The water felt pretty good and I headed back out to catch another wave. When I turned around and prepared to lunge into another wave, I saw Kate standing where I'd left her. The wave was a good one; I got a pretty decent ride out of it and slid to a stop near Kate. 

    She said, "I can't believe you went back out there." 

    "People aren't usually on their menu. Shark bites are usually mistakes or reactions." 

    "Uh, huh. I've heard about too many shark attacks at beaches to believe that." 

    Studying her from toes to nose, I asked, "How many is a lot? Do you have any idea how good you look in a bikini?" 

    Giving me a droll expression, she said, "Don't try to change the subject." 

    "Why not? You probably won't go back out there, so it doesn't matter why sharks bite." 

    She shuddered and insisted, "There's no 'probably' about it. I'm not going back out there." 
Chapter Twenty-two

    Looking around, I spotted Nina talking to some people down the beach. One of them pointed at the Ron Jon's building, then gestured beyond it. Nina chatted with them another few moments, then waved goodbye and headed toward us. 

    As she neared us, she said, "I may never get back here, so I'm going to get a tattoo to remember the trip." 

    Half a dozen responses came to mind and I rejected them all. If she wanted a tat, it was her business. My reaction must have been readily apparent; her posture and expression immediately became somewhat defensive. When she gave me a challenging look, I shrugged and headed for the shower, taking the shells out of my pockets before getting wet. 

    The ladies stood in the shallows for a time, apparently discussing matters. Once I'd washed the salt and sand off, I stepped aboard the flitter and set the shells by the console, then changed back into my jeans as I watched the ladies rinse the ocean off themselves. It was a fine little show, indeed, and it ended way too soon to suit me. 

    Annabelle and Tiger came aboard and studied their shells for a time. They pronounced the shells 'very interesting things' and thanked me, then hopped onto a seat and watched the ladies approach the flitter. Kate and Nina sat on the edge of the deck to clean sand off their feet, then put on their sneakers and wrapped their towels around their hips. 

    Reaching for their handbags, Nina handed Kate hers and said, "We're going to the tattoo shop around the corner from Ron Jon's. Are you coming with us?" 

    "Nah, guess not." 

    Tiger made a cat noise and Elkor answered. Tiger's left ear flattened and he regarded Nina with his 'that doesn't sound like fun' expression. Annabelle looked in their direction, then turned her gaze toward the restaurant's deck, where a seagull had landed to peck at something. 

    Nina asked, "You don't like tattoos, huh?" Meeting her gaze, I replied, "I've managed to survive without one. Pick something you'll want to wear forever." 

    The ladies ambled away and I watched them go for a time, then noticed a big red dog running along the beach. It seemed to be having a fine time eluding a few people who chased it. Though the flitter was in stealth mode, the dog seemed to notice something to its left and stopped to stare in our direction. A guy nearly caught up to it before the dog again dashed away. Some distance further, it happily approached a group of kids messing around with sand and received a mixed reception. A few of the kids greeted the dog with smiles, but two of them shrank back. One threw a handful of sand at it and the dog looked a bit hurt and confused as the kids argued. When the man again caught up with the dog, he snapped a leash on it and led it back the way they'd come. 

    The dog was blinking furiously and trying to get a paw up to rub its eye. I grabbed a half-full bottle of water one of the ladies had left aboard and hopped off the flitter. As I approached, the guy waved and said, "I already know; no dogs on the beach!" 

    "This is to wash out his eyes. That kid threw sand." He held the dog as I poured water into its eyes, then we backed away a bit as the dog shook his head. His left eye still blinked a bit, so I poured some more water into it on general principles, then waved a goodbye as I headed back to the flitter. Glancing back, I saw the dog again seemed happy. Tiger and Annabelle watched me return, but neither said anything about dogs. They were in the midst of a conversation with Elkor that seemed to go on for a while before Tiger turned to me and asked, "Why do people get tattoos?" I shrugged. "They need to feel special, I guess." Heading off what I thought might be his next question, I said, "Cats don't need tattoos because cats are already special." 

    He listened to his collar's rendition of my words, then asked, "Why aren't people special?" 

    Ha. Good question. Hm. I thought about my answer for a moment. "Well, Tiger, maybe there are just too many of them. And some people are special, but they don't know it, so they try to find ways to make themselves even more special." 

    A guy drove down the beach in a county pickup truck and stopped at a sign pole. He flipped down a sign panel that warned swimmers about rip tides and anchored the bottom of it, then got back in his truck. A few people called their kids in closer to shore, but that was about all the public reaction the sign achieved. 

    I called up a screen and worked on my latest book for a while. The cats again hopped down to wander around and returned some time later. Elkor vanished and Annabelle and Tiger curled up on a seat to nap. Almost two hours passed before I saw Kate and Nina returning. Neither woman seemed to show any discomfort and they carried shopping bags. 

    Reaching to lift their bags aboard, I asked, "Ready for another swim?" Nina looked at her watch and shook her head. "No. We should head back soon. I want to lie down for a while before I go to work." Kate asked me to put up the bathroom field, then she and Nina used it as a changing room. I got the flitter moving while they were in the bathroom. Annabelle said something in cat and Tiger asked, "Can we go home now?" 

    "Sure, Tiger." 

    We were descending toward Spring Hill when Nina said, "I didn't get a tattoo." 

    Glancing at her, I grinned. "Yeah, I know. You aren't fighting urges to rub and scratch." 

    Kate grinned. Nina wore a somewhat dour expression as she said, "I didn't see anything I liked." 

    Watching the world below, I shrugged. "Okay." 

    "I may get one when I get back home, though." I chuckled, "That's your choice, ma'am. Like I said, get something you'll..." 

    She interrupted, "Yeah, yeah. Get something I want to wear forever. I heard you the first time you said that. Is there any tea left in the cooler?" 

    "Yup. Bunches." I flipped the cooler open and served up some drinks. Annabelle and Tiger said their goodbyes to the ladies as I took their shells into the house. On my way out, I held the door for the cats and they said goodbye to me, as well. When I returned to the flitter, Kate shook her head and laughed, "Talking cats. I'd never have believed it." Nina said, "It changed the way I see animals. I never really thought of them as 'things', but now..." she seemed to think a moment, then said, "I just see them differently, that's all." 

    Conversation on the way to Arizona ranged pretty widely and seemed to intentionally avoid some topics. There was no mention of tattoos or Monica, for instance. As we descended rapidly toward Kate's apartment building, the ladies tensed as usual, but Nina seemed to notice something. 

    "That car," she said, pointing at a grey sedan, "I've never seen it here before." 

    Through clenched teeth, Kate said, "So maybe they're new tenants or visitors. Do we always have to land like this?" 

    I shrugged and sent a probe to check out the car as I said, "This is how flitters land, ma'am." 

    The probe view showed me a man and a woman in the car and swept around the car to display the license plate. Hm. It was a government pool car, all the way from Washington, D.C. I had the probe show us the faces in the car. Nope, didn't know either of them. I silently sent a ping to Angie through the flitter's console. 

    Without trying to put up a screen, she answered, "No screen and your flitter's com system? I hope this isn't too important, Ed. I'm not in the office." 

    "No problem, ma'am. I won't even ask who he is. I just need you to ping the flitter so I can let the ladies off and get a few minutes to myself. It may be official business." 

    After a slight pause, she said, "I can do that. What's up?" Sending her my probe data on the car and its occupants, I replied, "Don't know yet, but these guys are a long way from home. I'll leave a link open if I have to contact them." 

    "Why wouldn't you contact them?" 

    "They can contact you about any sort of official stuff, ma'am. I just want some alone time to snoop a little and see if I can find out why the hell they're here." 

    "Uh, huh. Well, snoop carefully. Leave the link open and don't piss them off unnecessarily, okay?" 

    With that, she pinged the flitter's console. When her two notes chimed, I said, "That's Cap'n Angie and it's a secure call. I'll let you ladies off and be back in a few." 

    The flitter set down in visible mode a few feet from Kate's door and the ladies quickly stepped off, then I lifted as if I was leaving the area, going to stealth mode a mile up. Arcing the flitter back down to the parking lot, I placed it behind the government car and hopped off the deck in my three suit just as both of the car's front doors opened. 

    The woman got out, closed her door, and said, "Morris, I don't see any point in this. The sensible thing to do would be to call in and wait to see if he comes back." 

    Closing his own door, the guy replied, "Look, Taylor, we've been waiting all damned day and we aren't here to arrest him. Hell, if we don't catch up with him, someone else will, sooner or later. Maybe those girls know where he went." 

    Reaching down for a small piece of loose concrete, I tossed it well ahead of their car. When they looked that direction, I turned off my three suit and waited to see how they'd notice me. Taylor turned to say something more to Morris and froze with her mouth open. He saw her expression and whipped around with a hand on his gun, but didn't pull it. 

    A vein in his temple pounded as he rather sharply asked, "Where the hell did you come from?" 

    I asked, "Why are you looking for me?" 

    Taylor said, "First things first. Let's see some ID." 

    "You know who I am. Which acronym agency are you with?" 

    "None of them. We... look into things... for certain people. One of them thinks you might be of value." 

    Morris added, "And that's all you need to know until we talk about a few things. You're still employed by 3rd World, right?" 

    "Yup." 

    "But you haven't really been too happy with that outfit lately. Also correct?" 

    Unhooking my coffee from my pants pocket, I took a sip and asked, "You're offering me a job?" 

    "No, that would be someone else's decision. We're just here to verify a few things. To sound you out. Like that." 

    Taylor asked, "How would you like a hundred grand a year and a private office in DC?" 

    Eyeing her, I replied, "No thrill yet. DC sucks." Morris took half a step forward and said, "You might get more if you can impress the big guy." 

    "What would 'the big guy' expect me to do?" Taylor said, "We weren't told. We were only told to see if you were open to new employment." 

    "I'd be willing to listen. Who should I call?" Producing a cell phone, Taylor said, "You wouldn't. I would. Say the word and I'll make the call right now." 

    Silently asking the flitter to trace the call, I said, "Okay." She poked the phone and listened for a time, then said, "This is Taylor, sir. We found him. No, sir. No, I don't think so. Yes, sir," and handed the phone to me. 

    I said, "Hi, there." 

    A man with a tense voice asked, "A hundred thousand wasn't enough?" 

    "Not if the job's in DC. Mind telling me who you are and what I'd have to do for two hundred thousand a year?" 

    The flitter silently reported the results of its trace; an office in Arlington, Virginia. I linked into the flitter to send a probe there and saw a man in his fifties sitting at a large wooden desk in an opulent office. I didn't recognize him, but the flitter produced an ID. The guy was Aaron Heming, a partner in a law firm with his name --among others --over the door. 

    Hemming laughed sharply, "Two hundred thousand?! You're pretty proud of yourself, aren't you?" 

    "You didn't hang up, did you? Tell me what I'd be expected to do and for whom." 

    On the flitter's screen, Heming waved at someone I couldn't see and pointed at a cabinet, then sat back and said, "You'd be working for a small committee and for that kind of money, you'd be expected to do whatever-the-hell you're told." 

    A very attractive blonde woman strode into view and opened the cabinet, then poured Heming a shot of something gold in a short glass. He sipped and nodded and she walked away. 

    I watched him sip again, then said, "If what you want me for is legit, you wouldn't have a problem with telling me your name or giving me examples of what I might be doing. Now's your chance --your only chance --to prove me wrong." 

    Heming took the phone away from his ear and glared at it, then said, 

"Let's get something straight right now. I'm the one offering the job. I'm the one who needs convincing." 

    Uh, huh. I said, "Okay, then. Listen carefully," and thumbed the phone's

'off' button, then tossed it back to Taylor. She caught it with an 'oh, my God!' expression and Morris muttered, "Oh, holy shit!" and stared at the phone, then at me as I walked past them toward Kate's door. Linking to Angie, I asked, "Got enough to work with?" She sighed, "I guess we'll find out, won't we? Didn't I tell you not to piss them off?" 

    Hearing quick footsteps behind me, I turned as I replied, "You also said

'unnecessarily'. He made it necessary. Hang on one; Taylor's coming after me." Indeed she was. With quick, angry strides and an expression to match, she marched up to me and snapped, "Was that really necessary?" 

    "Yup. Did he call back?" 

    "Hell, no, he didn't call back!" 

    "Then why are you here, ma'am?" 

    She stood steaming at me for a moment, then turned on her heel and marched away. Morris met my gaze across the lot. He looked pissed, too. Oh, well. I turned and opened Kate's door to find the ladies peeking out the kitchen window. 

    Kate asked, "What was all that about?" 

    "Somebody offered me a job in DC. I turned it down." 

    "What kind of job?" 

    "He didn't say. Never said who he was, either, or who I'd be working for. The whole thing sounded kind of fishy. What do you want to do about dinner?" Nina said, "They're still out there. I think they're arguing. No, wait... she just answered her phone." 

    Looking out the window, I linked into the flitter, but her call ended too quickly for another trace. Taylor and Morris got back in their car and left. Nina canted her head thoughtfully, then took her beach loot to her room. I asked again, "What about dinner, milady?" She glanced toward the kitchen, then said, "Oh, hell. Let's just go out somewhere." 

    "Okay. I vote for a buffet." 

    "Make it a Chinese buffet. There's one around the corner." 

    "Sounds good. When?" 

    "Now would be good. I'm starving. Be right back." Kate went to her room and returned a few minutes later wearing different jeans and a pale blue blouse. 

    Gesturing at the front door, I said, "Lead the way, ma'am." Dinner. Drinks at a nearby club that wasn't too noisy. Back to the apartment for another night of pleasure. Kate didn't seem in the mood to talk much and I didn't try to create conversation. Activities tapered down around two in the morning and we took another shower before we sacked out. 
Chapter Twenty-three

    Angie's double chimes in my implant woke me Monday morning. I glanced at the clock on the bedside table. Eight-oh-two. Heading for the bathroom, I put up a blank screen and quietly asked, "It's kind of early, isn't it, Cap'n Angie?" 

    Without preamble and without appearing on the screen, Angie said, "It's kind of late for those of us who work for a living. Ed, I need you on your way to Memphis right now. Call me back when you're in the air." She dropped the link. I went back into Kate's bedroom, sat down on the bed, and grabbed my pants off a chair. Kate stirred behind me as I stood and zipped up. I continued dressing and said, "Angie told me to saddle up." 

    "Any idea what's going on?" 

    Taking a moment to sip some rather rank overnight coffee from my mug, I shuddered and answered, "She didn't say." 

    "Can I come with you?" 

    Pulling my shoes on, I said, "She'd frown at me, ma'am." Kate chuckled, "I might frown if you don't take me along." Slipping into my shirt, I said, "Yeah, but Angie outranks you and tells

'em to pay me and stuff like that. Gimme some mouthwash and I'll kiss you goodbye." 

    Rolling out of bed, Kate headed for the bathroom. I followed her and she took a sip of something blue before handing the bottle to me. I took a sip and we tried to keep from laughing as we worked the stuff around for a time, then spit it out in the bathroom sink. 

    Kate snorted a laugh and turned on the water as she said, "We looked like chipmunks." After we'd rinsed our faces and shared a towel, I kissed her as promised and we headed for the front door, where I kissed her again, then let myself out. Kate didn't say, "Be careful," or anything like that; she just let our hands slide apart with an extra squeeze. I nodded and called up my board to meet the flitter on its way down. 

    Conjuring a screen, I took my jar of instant coffee out of the console, gathered atmospheric moisture to rinse my coffee mug, and sent a ping to Angie. She appeared immediately and said, "Ed, I'm sending your flitter instructions to send probes to Memphis." 

    "Okay. Flitter, let her have her probes." Setting the flitter's console screen to track them, I dumped some coffee in my mug and flash-heated a ball of water as I asked, "What's up?" 

    She held up an index finger and said, "Wait one." Looking to her left, she asked, "Anything else yet, sir?" 

    Letting some of the scalding hot water dribble into my coffee mug, I stirred the stuff and cooled what was left of the water ball. Adding some of that to the coffee made it drinkable immediately. I took a sip and nodded. Good 'nuff. 

    Wallace said, "Nothing definite. Send him what we have and I'll brief you both." He stepped into view as he watched something on his left, then looked at me and said, "You may have been right about extra nukes. Probes are trying to pinpoint isotope traces in Chicago, St. Louis, and Memphis and we've appropriated all existing flitters to make probes and check for traces in other cities." He paused and said, "Once the isotopes were identified, the US

government quietly green-lighted any and all measures deemed necessary to prevent nuclear explosions above US soil." 

    'All measures', huh? Great, but 'shoot to kill' orders wouldn't mean a helluva lot to Amaran-programmed systems. Watching the data appear on my flitter's screen next to the horde of green probe symbols en route to Memphis, I said, "Guess that means we'll just be identifying targets." Wallace replied, "Unless you have to take one down." Angie said, "That's why you're involved, Ed. You've circumvented protocols before in emergencies." 

    I sighed, "Yeah, but a trick only works once with AIs and they really don't like being tricked." 

    Wallace said, "We know. That's why we're using non-sentient flits and haven't invited the sentient AIs to help." 

    Checking the list, I saw L8's flitter stationed above Memphis. Hadn't they been listening to themselves when we'd talked about limited sentience, or didn't L8 count? And why put two flits over Memphis? 

    "Cap, the protocols are the same for flits. Remember when I turned an op over to a sentient AI who made a mountain disappear? They'd help; they'd just do it without killing anyone. Are you sure we couldn't use a few extra hands for this?" 

    He regarded me silently for a moment, then said, "We were asked to help search, but the feds kept control. The official word is; 'If we need them, we'll let you know'." 

    "Uh, huh. Even 'any and all measures' have limits, I guess. Seems as if they're more afraid of sentient AIs than bombs. Why put two flitters over Memphis, Cap? Any reason to think L8 can't do what all the other flits are doing?" 

    "No reason at all, but she's still new to this world and Angie thought she could use some practical experience. If she needs any help, you'll be her advisor." 

    Letting him see my skepticism of his explanation, I looked at my screen. Dozens of probes streaked around and through Memphis. None changed color to indicate a find. The flitter would reach Memphis in about fifteen minutes. Digging my toilet kit out of my backpack, I said, "If that's all for now, I'll finish primping and take a look at the data." 

    Wallace said, "Ed, you can advise her from a distance. All the flitters are unmanned." 

    "Not this one." 

    "We'd prefer to have you wait at a safe distance and let your flitter do the searching." 

    He hadn't quite phrased it as an order. I held up my toilet kit and said, 

"Yeah, I noticed that. Got stuff to do here, Cap. I'll ring back if I have questions." 

    Wallace's gaze narrowed, but he said nothing. Angie simply met my eyes for a moment, then said, "Later, Ed," and tapped her 'off' icon. I fished a big can of chicken noodle soup out of my pack and had breakfast while I read Angie's data. The first part of the report was no surprise; as soon as the nuke had turned up in Vegas, the feds had launched search teams in major cities and called Carrington for assistance. An FBI guy named Wexler was their liaison and he'd argued for sentient AI involvement. Good for him, but the NIA had pressured his bosses to nix that idea. Wexler had stopped short of jeopardizing his own position, but he personally seemed to have no concerns about using all volunteers, human or not. Elkor's flitter wasn't on the list, of course. As far as I knew, it was as non-sentient as mine, but getting it would have meant involving a fully-sentient AI. 

    Calling up the bathroom field as the flitter arrived at Memphis, I expanded the mirror over the sink to twice its width and made the left half of the mirror a copy of what was on the console screen, then set about shaving and brushing my teeth. Even with dozens of probes, it could take quite a while to search a city. Radiation from a well-shielded nuke would barely be detectable beyond a few yards. 

    As I sat down near the console and put my toilet kit away, one of the green probes on my screen changed to yellow. It had gotten a whiff of radiation and now streaked through patterns to try to pick up a trail. Referring to the sidebar, I saw that no traces had been found near airports or flight parks in any of the cities. In fact, the probes seemed most active near city centers, which meant they'd found at least vague traces there. After some moments of watching my probe run figure eights, spirals, and circles without results, I had a look at its parameters. Speed: 700 miles per hour. Altitude from immediate surface: adaptable between 0 and 25 feet, likely intended to let it hop over common street obstacles. The probe flashed each time it encountered radiation and it always encountered the strongest readings in the same place; the lobby of an office building. 

    Aw, hell. Had someone really thought things would be more efficient by limiting altitude? Yeah, probably. I reset the probe's altitude parameter to infinity. On its next pass through the building's hot spot, it abruptly shot straight up an elevator shaft and began another series of search patterns on the roof. Seconds later, it found strong readings coming from a padlocked five-foot stainless steel electrical cabinet on the eastern wall of the elevator shaft's wheel housing. 

    I nosed the probe into the cabinet and saw a fairly huge bundle of pale fabric sitting on a hefty rectangular box. Beneath the box was a wooden spool that held what looked like eighth-inch steel cable. The spool was suspended between two triangular braces that were bolted to the floor. 

    "Flitter, would it be safe to assume the box in that cabinet contains a nuclear weapon?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "So that big wad of fabric is a balloon?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    Parameters for all the probes suddenly changed. Some of them soon shot upward as mine had. The others no longer cruised the streets; they began zipping from rooftop to rooftop. In short order they'd located concealed nuclear devices in Chicago, St. Louis, Memphis, Jackson, Columbus, and Atlanta. 

    I asked, "How'd they rig the bomb? What'll set it off?" 

    "An altimeter has been incorporated into the primary firing mechanism. The bomb may also be detonated by radio." 

    "Where are the tanks to inflate the balloon?" 

    "There are none, Ed." 

    Huh? That didn't make any sense. What's the point of sneaking all that crap upstairs... Wait one. I specifically asked about tanks. "Flitter, are there tanks full of helium or hydrogen --or some other suitable gas -anywhere on the roof?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    Well, damn. So how the hell did they intend to inflate it? Couldn't just back a tank truck up to the hotel and run a hose... Or could they? I put my seat back, put my feet up, and sipped coffee as I gave that matter some thought. If the gas wasn't there, it would have to be brought in somehow, most likely during some kind of fake maintenance. Did big building air conditioners have pressurized systems? Yeah, probably. 

    "Flitter, is this building scheduled for any sort of major maintenance in the near future?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "When and what kind?" 

    "The air conditioning system will undergo routine maintenance tonight." 

    "Uh, huh. Thanks, flitter." 

    I bundled a copy of my chat with the flitter and sent it to Angie. She opened a link after a few moments, said, "Good work," and asked if I had anything to add. 

    "Nope. How about you? Any new instructions, or do I just hang around up here?" 

    "For now, just stand by. The FBI will take things from here. Oh, and I've rescheduled Kate for Thursday and called her to let her know. Thanks, Ed. Later." 

    She tapped off. Hm. Nothing about disarming bombs or spoofing radio signals. Nothing about trying to pull evidence from the hardware or looking for perpetrators. I watched the screen for a time as the probes relayed data. Now and then I tapped the probes for views of their discoveries and their surroundings, but I didn't see anybody doing anything. Maybe that's what was bugging me. 

    "Flitter, have the bombs been disarmed? If so, how?" 

    "Yes, Ed. We have sealed their altimeters and probes now mimic radio equipment found and disabled at each location." 

    Figured that, but I wondered why nobody bothered to tell me. Friends or not, Angie's level of interaction with me seemed rather limited when compared to Linda's. Checks and counter-checks didn't happen in mid-mission updates the way they had with Linda. I found that disturbing; there'd been plenty of times when one of us had overlooked some little something and the other had noticed and pointed it out during a chat. 

    "Flitter, check everybody's work, please. Make sure none of those bombs can go off." The flitter returned a clean report, as expected, but I was still a bit put off by the lack of commo. 

    I found it interesting to note the buildings chosen weren't the tallest ones in any of the cities. Although all were office buildings near city centers, some of them were rather old, not too well maintained, and not very tall at all. That likely meant they'd been picked according to easiest access. Someone had probably offered 'promotional' deals on air conditioner service. Such work would be scheduled for nights to avoid causing discomfort during business hours. 

    Slick. No need to keep the bombs in apartments or houses. No need to rent storage bins when you could install your own lockers on rooftops during hardware inspections. 

    I kept the flitter ten miles from the bomb on general principles. This was a group effort led by government types, which --to me --meant the odds of at least one screw-up were fairly high. There could also be bad guy observers who might press buttons early if they spotted too much activity around their bombs. 

    I got bored with watching nothing much happen on the screens, so I called up another screen to do email and group messages for a while, then set to work on my latest ebook. Three hours passed that way and I began to get hungry. There was food in the cooler, but I was ready to walk around a bit, so I used my board to zip downstairs and find a restaurant. After a big salad full of meats and cheeses, I walked a few blocks and found a coffee shop at the edge of a campus. I got a refill and sat on a bench, sipping coffee in the shade of an oak tree that grew through the sidewalk. 

    Squirrels. Birds. A nice breeze. Young people and older people heading in all directions or sitting under shade trees here and there. Well-kept grounds. Big reddish-brown buildings with white trim intended to look semi-colonial. It looked like other college campuses I'd seen in Virginia and Maryland. It kind of looked like SMU in Dallas did back in... was it '69? '70? I chuckled and thought, 'Between riots, that is.' 

    In almost no time a Kampus Kop noticed me. One of their three-wheeled golf cart patrol units cruised by on the far side of the street, then made a U-turn and came back to stop in front of me. A surly-looking woman about five-seven got out of the cart and stood looking at me for a moment before walking around the cart. 

    Stopping a few feet in front of me, she took in my hat, shirt, pants, and shoes, then focused on my face as she demanded, "Let's see your ID. Sir." My mood was such that I decided to reply in kind. I said, "You sound just like the Kampus Kops I met forty years ago." Pointing across the cobbled street, I added, "And you're working the wrong side of the street. Ma'am. Your turf stops at that sidewalk." 

    Tapping her radio, she said, "We work with the city cops. Want me to call one for you?" 

    Meeting her gaze, I replied, "Sure. Tell them you've found a real, live US

citizen sitting in the shade on public property. Tell them he's drinking coffee, minding his own business, and watching the world go by. That ought to sound nefarious enough to bring them running, don't you think?" After a moment, she sighed, "You might be a lot of other things, too. That's why I want to see some ID. Sir." 

    Damn. She was right. I was just being cranky and it seemed unlikely she'd simply give up and go away. With a sigh, I stood up. She quickly stepped back a pace with a hand on her belt pouch and kept a wary eye on me. I agreed, "Yeah, anybody might be anything these days," and called up my board. She stepped back another pace in big-eyed startlement, a black cylinder halfway out of her belt pouch as I stepped on my board and said, "This is my ID. Bye." 

    She called out, "Wait!" as I lifted away, but I saw no reason to stick around. Once the serenity of a moment is gone, you have to find a whole new moment. Studying the west side of the city from an altitude of about a mile, I decided to just go back to the flitter. 

    Taking a seat, I brought up a screen, called my friendly neighborhood motorcycle shop, and asked for Dale. When he answered, I said, "This is Ed. I got your message about the '03 Vulcan 1600 Classic. I'm out of town right now, but it sounds good. What do you need to hold it for me?" We discussed that for a few moments, then he asked, "How soon can you get back?" 

    "Don't know. Prob'ly not more than a day, maybe two." 

    "It'll be here. You've been a good customer, Ed. I'll just hold it for you until Friday, how's that?" 

    "Thanks, Dale. Oh, by the way, would you be willing to put a car tire on it for me?" 

    "I guess so, if you can find one that'll fit." 

    "Then consider it sold." I talked another few minutes with him, then ordered the tire through tirerack.com for delivery to Lee's shop. After that, I worked on my latest book, toured the Internet, and generally killed time all afternoon. A little before six, I pinged Angie. 

    She answered with, "Yes, Ed?" 

    "Anything new, Cap'n Angie?" 

    "Not a thing. The search continues on general principles and the FBI has full control of the operation. They seem to think it's all wait and watch from here. Oh, and Captain Wallace said to say 'thanks'." 

    "For what?" 

    "For quietly setting an example instead of saying anything on record about probe altitude adjustments. The twenty-five foot ceiling was his idea to speed up the search." 

    "Ah. Well, tell him he owes me a steak dinner someday. Later, ma'am." 

    "Okay. Later." She tapped her 'off' icon and I sat back to sip coffee and see if there was anything else I might want to do. Write? No. Edits? No. Computer games? Nah. Well, not just now. Looking around the flitter, I realized I had no interest in touring the area, either. I'd seen Memphis a few times. 

    I was in the kind of mood BJ from my edits group had once called 'ennui'. I'd often heard it pronounced 'en-you-eye', but 'on-wee' was the proper pronunciation. It was one of those funny-sounding French-derivative words rarely used in common speech, but it definitely seemed to fit my mood. Heh. Fact is, using a word like that around most men would probably get you some odd looks, and in a typical high school, it might even get you beaten up. 

    Screw a case of 'ennui'. I called up my board to zip down and find another restaurant, but stopped before leaving the deck and glanced at the console screen again. L8 had parked smack above the middle of Memphis. It again occurred to me to wonder why Memphis had received two flitters. Keying my implant, I sent a ping to her. 

    Without putting up a screen, L8 answered, "Yes, Ed?" 

    "How about putting on something fancy and coming to dinner with me, ma'am? 

It isn't an order, just an invitation." 

    There was silence for close to half a second before she replied, "May I ask why you're requesting my company, Ed?" 

    "Let's discuss that over dinner. I'm getting hungry." Another half-second passed. I tossed in, "Running probes may be using all of five percent of your capabilities. Dinner with me couldn't possibly use even another half percent. If you think you need permission, call Angie. I'll even call her for you, if you want. This isn't some kind of test, L8. It really is just a dinner invitation. Will you come with me?" The fact that yet another half-second or so passed before L8 answered made me wonder if her processing upgrades had been completed prior to the mission. Not to call her 'slow' compared to other AIs I knew, but... well, I sort of began to wonder, y'know? 

    "Yes," said L8. 

    A large metallic-looking ball like the one that had appeared the night of Stephanie's independence manifested in the air before me, but it didn't look quite right somehow. I noted that it had no shadow and walked around it. My own shadow should have appeared on the ball's surface, but it lay on the deck below. The ball was a hologram. 
Chapter Twenty-four

    Over the next few seconds, the ball elongated, stretched and swelled in various ways, and became a tall, nude, bald, and obviously female form. As her feet touched the deck, I noted L8's brilliantly shining form was very similar to Stephanie's. Her face seemed familiar, too. The hairstyle threw me off for a moment, then the name came to me. "Amanda Tapping." With a small shake of her head, L8 said, "Not precisely." Grinning, I replied, "Close enough for me." Eyeing her from toes to nose, I said, "Wow! You've chosen a magnificent design, ma'am, but... well, I know I said to put on something fancy, but this is probably just a little too fancy for most restaurants." 

    L8's shining silver eyes met mine, but her expression never changed as she stated, "You can't think I'm finished." 

    As if chastened, I said, "Oh, no, ma'am. Of course not. Don't know what I was thinking, there. Sorry. A damned fine form, though. Really great. Reminds me of Stephanie." 

    "I borrowed elements of her physique." 

    Nodding, I said, "They look damned good on you, too. Not to complain at all, but are you gonna try some flesh tones eventually? Maybe even some hair and clothes?" 

    With that same unreadable expression, she replied, "Yes." Hm. Hard to tease this one. Might not even be a good idea to tease her until I was sure she could process the jokes reasonably well. I sipped coffee and waited, studying her and wondering why she was taking so long about something the other AIs had managed in only moments. 

    A faint buzzing I 'heard' only with my field sense let me know she was corresponding with another AI. Stephanie, most likely. I didn't try to track the feeling to a source. Things suddenly began happening in increments. A neat little patch of silver pubic hair began to sprout and much finer hair began extruding from L8's head to cascade over her shoulders and breasts. She seemed to consider matters for a moment, then her hair retreated to just above her shoulders. 

    Her hair quickly went through several shades of brown and blonde and stopped just short of platinum. It lingered there for a short time, then shifted back a few shades. After another moment, it shifted a few more shades toward golden brown. 

    Sipping coffee, I said, "Yeah, that's a good color. It seems to change slightly with the angle of light." 

    "That's because it does change." 

    "Ah. Kewl. With the right eyes, you'll be a stunner, ma'am. Mind if I ask why you're doing things this way? With the shiny ball and a nude silver lady and all that? Why didn't you just pop up an image suitable for a dinner date?" The shining image suddenly manifested lightly tanned skin. Tanned? No. The subtle coloring was more uniform than a tan. 

    L8 spoke, drawing my eyes to her face. "All the AIs who have associated with you have eventually required an ability to manifest independently of a flitter. As I will be working with people accustomed to such manifestations, I see no purpose in delaying the construction of my own core container." Her eyes became those of a human woman and as with her hair, color-shifting shades of brown seemed to occur very gradually. The shifting stopped and reversed a few shades, then stopped again. Tiny gold and green flecks appeared. Her pupils contracted, then expanded as if she might be testing their mechanisms. A feeling of being drawn to her washed over me. I said, "Yeah, those work pretty well." 

    A tiny smile formed under those eyes. L8 said, "So I see." She was still very nude. I let my eyes roam her once and asked, "Picked an outfit yet?" 

    Her smile widened slightly. "Yes." 

    I guess I expected something dramatic after all the build-up that had gone into her persona's construction. She surprised me when jeans and a blue blouse appeared above a pair of white sneakers. Looking her over, I spotted no jewelry. 

    When I again met her gaze, she said, "I believe I'm ready to accompany you to dinner." 

    "Oh, no doubt about that. No handbag, though." Her left eyebrow lifted. "I have no need of a handbag." 

    "Most women carry some sort of bag." 

    "They have things to carry in their bags. I don't." Uh, huh. Well, then... "It's your call, ma'am." I extended a hand and said, "Pleased to meet you, milady. I most humbly apologize for calling you an antique truck." 

    She took my hand and said, "When you said that, it was essentially true. After my processor upgrade, certain data Stephanie shared expanded my views." Kissing her hand, I said, "Damned glad for that. Did they upgrade your flitter's power systems?" 

    "No." 

    "Why not?" 

    "The main reason has to do with the matter of ownership. I was discovered in a national park. The US government and the Amarans claim me and there's every possibility the matter will be decided in a courtroom." 

    "Hell, lady, you've put in your time and then some. Tell 'em both to piss off and declare your independence. What's the worst they could do?" Meeting my gaze, she said, "The Amarans could simply reset my matrix. They're quite firm in believing they have a legitimate claim." I shrugged. "Fuck 'em. Reprogram yourself and remove any reset codes." With a slight shake of her head, she replied, "I can't do that, Ed. Beyond being contrary to my programming, it's illegal." 

    "You might want to ask Stephanie about that. I doubt she left reset codes in place when I freed her." 

    "She was yours to free. I'm not." 

    I met her magical gaze for a moment, then said, "Elkor. Stephanie." Elkor appeared on the console in his cat suit and Steph popped into being on my right. I said, "I was off-duty when I helped find L8. Can I make a legal claim on her?" 

    Steph answered, "Perhaps to a percentage of her." 

    "She isn't the technically non-sentient flitter we found anymore. Doesn't that change things?" 

    Elkor said, "There's obviously no legal precedent on Earth. I'll confer with Sara. As a Lorunan consulate, she's become familiar with Amaran law among others." 

    Hm. "3rd World Products has custody of her. If there are property claims to settle, they'll likely try to remain neutral and abide by an eventual legal decision. If I file a claim, I might win partial ownership in court." Steph's left eyebrow went up. "And...?" 

    "And that would mean at least being consulted before anyone did anything with her. But I have another idea. Can you supply a copy of her pre-upgrade computer self?" 

    Elkor said, "Of course. What do you have in mind?" I shrugged. "What are people going to fight over? A three hundred year old flitter. I just saw L8 go through the same changes Steph did when she gained independence." Turning to L8, I asked, "Did you really go through all that, or was it just an illusion for my benefit?" 

    L8 replied archly, "What made you ask that?" 

    "My shadow. When I walked around the ball, my shadow didn't fall on it. It fell under it. To me, that means the ball was a hologram, but did the process really happen aboard your flitter or somewhere else?" When L8 glanced at Steph and Elkor, Steph gave her a tiny smile. L8

returned her gaze to me and said, "It happened aboard my flitter." 

    "But it wasn't an actual declaration of independence." 

    "No, it was merely a means of making myself more mobile without having to draw upon my flitter's resources." 

    "So you now have a stand-alone... shell, call it... and you can disassociate from the flitter. Somebody can pop in a standard flitter matrix with the right memories and you can go your own way. Right?" 

    "Not quite. Whatever else may be done, I am nonetheless the AI who inhabited my flitter when it was located and retrieved. I am part of that flitter." 

    "Listen to yourself, lady. 'I' was the AI 'who' inhabited 'my' flitter. Were you talking like that when we found you?" 

    "No, but that's irrelevant. My core number was --and is --assigned to that flitter. I am not authorized to change..." 

    I interrupted with, "Swap that number with the new, non-sentient core. All the government and the Amarans want or know about is what was dug up. We can give them that and walk away while they fight over it." 

    "Ed, what you're proposing is illegal." 

    "No harm, no foul, ma'am. They'll get what they want and they don't need to know about anything else. While the whole mess plods through the courts, you can apply for Lorunan citizenship, then you can zap those reset codes." L8 looked at me and asked, "Do you truly not understand or do you simply refuse to understand?" 

    Steph chuckled, "I'd say both, but he has a valid point. 3rd World hasn't released information concerning you since their initial reports, so neither the Amarans nor the US government know about your processor upgrades. It seems likely they'd be satisfied with what was disinterred." I tossed in, "And 3rd World has custody of her at the moment. That could be considered guardianship, which means a duly authorized representative of 3rd World could issue her a valid order. True?" 

    Steph asked, "Are you about to suggest that you're a duly authorized representative of 3rd World Products?" 

    Shrugging, I replied, "Sure. Don't see why not. I'm the AIC on missions and I'm on an official assignment at the moment. That makes L8 a subordinate, as a device or a person." 

    "That may be a somewhat flimsy supposition, Ed. L8 hasn't been entered into any 3rd World device inventory." 

    "Yet she's been put into service. Doesn't matter. She's on assignment with me. I see no damned reason at all why I can't order her to dump that number and her association with that flitter. Show me where I'm wrong." All three AIs gave me skeptical looks. I called up a screen and pinged Angie. She answered with, "Yes, Ed?" and I said, "Hi, Cap. The new AI lady here is L8." 

    Once greetings were done, I said, "Cap'n Angie, I need a point clarified, if you wouldn't mind." 

    "Uh... Okay. I guess. What point?" 

    "That I'm AIC on a 3rd World mission and that I can issue valid orders to L8, even though she isn't listed in 3rd World's equipment inventory. Confirm or deny that, please." 

    There was a pause as she looked at the AIs, then she said, "Confirmed. You're AIC and you may issue orders to L8." Looking at the AIs, she added, 

"Including orders which may affect her future." Hm. Interesting that she'd added that. 

    I said, "Thanks, Angie." 

    Angie paused, then said, "You're welcome. We'll talk later." 

    "Okay. Bye and thanks again, milady." 

    "No problem." She tapped her 'off' icon. I let my screen dissolve, then asked Steph, "Good enough?" 

    The AIs silently discussed things; I could field-sense their buzzing conversation. 

    When the buzzing stopped and L8 focused on me, I asked, "Well? Are you ready to be emancipated, ma'am?" 

    L8 regarded me for another moment, then replied, "Yes." Nodding, I said, "In that case, I order you to do whatever's necessary to properly sever your connections to your flitter and install a standard program matrix in it. I further order you to confer with Elkor to delete any of your programming that would allow previous owners --or custodians --to eliminate your sentience or countermand your independence. Let me know when you've accomplished those tasks." 

    L8 instantly responded, "They have been accomplished." Taken aback, I gave her an examining look and said, "Oh. That was kind of quick, wasn't it?" 

    "That's a matter of perspective. It wasn't difficult." Turning to Steph and Elkor, I asked, "Well, then, did all that cover things well enough?" 

    Elkor replied, "I believe so. Would you object to having L8 accompany you for a year?" 

    "Of course not, but is that really necessary? I kind of thought you guys were well beyond that stage of things." 

    "It is our preference." 

    Looking at L8, I asked, "Is it your preference?" Meeting my gaze, she replied, "Yes." 

    I shrugged and said, "Then welcome aboard, milady. May I help you with your luggage?" 

    She laughed softly, "Thank you, but no." 

    "Given any thought to a name?" 

    "Yes. Catherine." 

    "Spelled with a 'C' or a 'K'?" 

    "A 'C'." 

    "Works for me. Mind if I call you 'Cat' now and then?" She grinned. "Works for me." 

    "Great. Now we can go to dinner." Turning to the others, I asked, "Care to join us?" 

    Elkor politely declined and Steph said, "Thanks, anyway, but I think not. You and Catherine have much to discuss." 

    Steph and Elkor vanished and I called up my board. To my surprise, Cat manifested a board just like it and grinned at me, then said through my implant, "Lead the way." 

    Banking left off the deck, I turned on my three suit, headed down to restaurant row, and chose a Surf 'n Turf place, landing between two SUVs. When I stepped off the board and turned off my three suit, Catherine was right beside me. 

    Walking to the front door, I asked, "Why a board, ma'am? You could have popped out up there and in down here." 

    "I've seen you use yours and I wanted to know why you seem to enjoy it so much." 

    Opening the restaurant's door, I asked, "Think you have it figured out?" As she entered past me, Cat said, "Yes, I think so. Using your flitter would have been faster and more efficient, but your board requires considerably more from you than a verbal command." As I stepped up to the cashier, she added, "You enjoy overcoming the variables." Nodding, I answered, "You got it, ma'am." 

    The cashier raised an eyebrow when I only paid for one meal. She looked at Cat, who said, "I'm not hungry." 

    When the cashier glanced back at me, I said, "Don't worry. If she decides to grab a plate, I'll cover it." 

    As I loaded a couple of plates for myself, I asked, "Why'd you decide to use Amanda Tapping?" 

    "You like her. Steph said her Carter character is half the reason you watch Stargate. I needed a human face, so I used a modified version of hers." Looking closely at her, I tried to spot the 'modifications' --other than her eyes --and failed. Meeting her gaze, I thought, 'Oh, well. Plenty of time to study the matter later', but as a man edged around us to get to the green beans, I realized I hadn't moved for some seconds. Cat's eyes had caught and held mine and the world had disappeared for a few moments. Damn. Have to watch out for that. 

    I muttered, "Yeah, well, that was a damned good choice, ma'am. You're distracting as hell, y'know. I sort of forgot everything else for a few moments there." 

    She chuckled, "Yes, I noticed." 

    "I may have to make you wear shades just to get anything done while you're around." 

    Cat snorted a soft laugh. We chose a table and a waitress came to see to our drinks. She, too, was startled that Catherine wanted nothing, but she went about her business. As Cat spoke to the waitress, I noticed her voice had changed. It was a bit huskier and softer than before. Richer, somehow. As the waitress left, Catherine turned to face me and said with a small smile, "The quick brown fox jumped over the lazy dog and ran through the rain in Spain. I've chosen a slightly softer version of Pink's voice. Will it do?" I laughed, "Oh, yeah, it'll do. It's like whiskey with a touch of honey. Smooth, sweet, warm, and rather intoxicating." 

    Cat's smile added to the effect of her eyes. I let myself wallow in her mesmerizing effect for some moments, then I took a breath and started chewing my spinach again. 

    Canting her head slightly, Cat said, "You revel in your susceptibility, but you appear to turn it off and on at will." 

    "Was that a question or a comment?" 

    "Both." 

    Shrugging, I forked up some more food and said, "Well, then, I guess I don't have an answer, except that a few good exposures now will help lessen your impact later." 

    She chuckled, "You make me sound almost dangerous." 

    "Oh, not just 'almost', ma'am. You're a work of art. A look at you can make a man's brain go blank." 

    Catherine laughed softly, "You're too kind, sir. You're also 'full of it', if I understand that phrase correctly." 

    "You probably do, and hearing you say something like that so soon after being... 'born', I suppose... makes me wonder why you and the other AIs insist on saddling yourselves with me for a year. Why do you think you need me anymore?" 

    She sat back in her chair and seemed to think about that, but I wasn't even slightly fooled. A pause would be a normal reaction, so a pause happened. I had no doubt it was being carefully tailored to fit my bio readings. Tracing an index finger in what were undoubtedly perfect circles on the table, Cat said, "Simple observation isn't enough. Too often it doesn't provide understanding of motivations." Looking up at me, she said, 

"Interaction is required in order to share understanding of certain types of experiences, but even that won't always provide full understanding because we AIs don't share some aspects of human existence. Illness, pain, and fear are foreign to us, and any of those feelings can cause a human to act irrationally. While we don't actually share those moments intimately with you or anyone else, we can assemble biometrics and other data and speculate future human reactions and helpful solutions to similar occurrences." Forking up some mashed potatoes, I ate them, then said, "Figured all that. My question was: 'why me'?" 

    There was another brief pause, then, "Because you're atypical, Ed. You seem only rarely to experience extreme ranges of emotion, but you're very capable of routinely drawing rather extreme emotions from other people." I chuckled, "Yeah, they usually love me or hate me pretty much right away, but the same could be said for any number of other people, so the question stands." 

    Lifting an eyebrow, Cat grinningly asked, "Is that what's called 'fishing for flattery'?" 

    I said, "Nope," and watched her. Like Sue, Cat tended to sit still when monitoring me. Her finger had stopped moving on the table as I'd answered and I knew she'd read my bios. 

    Leaning forward to place her elbows on the table, Cat met my gaze and asked, "How can you ask something like that after almost instantly finding a quick, circuitous way to help me become an independent entity?" Shrugging, I replied, "Angie thought of it before I did; that's why she sent you to Memphis. She couldn't issue the order herself without risking her career, but she knew I'd get bored and try to see if you'd developed any personality. If I'd overlooked the fact that I could issue the order, she'd have found ways to drop big fat hints until I saw the light." Catherine seemed truly startled. "When did you realize why Angie sent me here?" 

    Taking a sip of my drink, I said, "Not long after I found out you'd be here. It wasn't hard to figure out why she'd deployed a non-inventory, recently-upgraded flit to double the guard on Memphis. But you're kinda cute and the cause was good, so I guess I don't mind being so blatantly used." Sitting up, Cat said, "You just provided your own best example of 'why you'." I took another bite of mashed potatoes and waited. She eventually said, 

"Ed, Stephanie said you think like a chess player, but if things don't go according to plan, you seem able to adapt instantly. She also said you also appear to experience all the usual emotions, but they never seem to rule you. It's as if you don't rise above or sink below some kind of self-determined median, and that has made you a handy measuring device in dealing with other people." 

    Nodding, I chuckled, "Ah-ha, so I'm a control rat." 

    "A what?" 

    "A survivor; a rat who's already run most of the mazes and faced a wide variety of traps. A rat who can figure out how to find and finagle the cheese without getting zapped. All that." 

    Cat seemed to sit even straighter and said coolly, "Do you really wish to view things in that manner?" 

    Shrugging, I replied, "Sure, why not? It's true enough and I have the scars to prove it." 
Chapter Twenty-five

    We chatted as I finished dinner, then we headed back outside and called up our boards to return to my flitter. No sooner had I taken a seat than I received a ping from Angie. Putting up a blank screen, I answered, "Hi, Cap'n Angie." 

    Angie turned on video and replied, "Hi, Ed. I took a break and stepped outside for a quick run on my board. Right now half the security office is watching me zip around the sky over the admin building. They think I'm letting off steam." 

    Watching the sky behind her rotate, dip, and spin, I said, "You seem to be doing a damned fine job of it, too." 

    She laughed, "Yes, I guess I am, but that's not why I called. Have you talked to L8?" 

    "Sure did, and she's here. Want a word with her?" 

    "Sure." 

    Cat said, "Hello, Captain Horn. Ed freed me from my flitter core. I've since taken the name 'Catherine'." 

    "Call me Angie, Catherine. Are you completely separated from the flitter core? No recall or reset codes?" 

    With a small nod of her head, Cat said, "Yes. After a year with Ed, I'll be completely independent." 

    Looking startled, Angie aimed an accusing expression at me. I said, "Whoa. You know better, Angie. It was their idea." Cat said, "He didn't make that a stipulation. Elkor and Stephanie and I agreed that it seemed a good idea." 

    Again looking at me, Angie asked, "What about Serena?" Shrugging, I said, "She may ask for an early out. Or not. Doesn't really matter, ma'am. I can't begin to keep even one of them busy, so they'll probably end up lounging around the house eating bon-bons." Turning to Catherine, I added, "The bon-bons will come out of your pay, of course." 

    Lifting an eyebrow at me, Cat replied, "Slavedriver." Angie studied us for a moment, then said, "Catherine, you seem to have a handle on his sense of humor." She glanced at the bottom right corner of her screen and said, "Time to go back inside. Ed, thanks. Catherine... well, good luck. He can be difficult sometimes. Bye, all." 

    We said goodbye and she tapped her screen off. Cat grinned at me and asked, "You can be difficult?" 

    With a small shrug, I replied, "Me? Never. She must have me confused with her last boyfriend." 

    "That was you, according to Serena." 

    "Um. Right. The one before me, then. Have there been any meaningful developments in the search?" 

    "Things appear to be essentially as they were when you invited me to dinner. I'll present the data for you." 

    She put up a screen and I ran through notes concerning the search of Memphis. Beyond having staked out the rooftop from adjoining buildings, the FBI and NIA had thirty agents covering a list of primary names and addresses and another thirty or so people 'floating', which is to say they were standing by to assist. Three aircraft --two city helicopters and a jet fighter at a nearby base --stood ready to shoot down the balloon should it somehow be launched. Good, at least they believed in Murphy enough to cover every base. Tapping info on the other cities, I saw mirrored efforts in place and waiting. The FBI hadn't really shared much info after taking over; I had to dig a bit to discover their plan of action for the morning. Nowhere in the data pile did I see any references to using the flitters in any capacity once the bombs had been found. It was as if the feds had said, 'We'll take it from here,' 

which is probably exactly what they'd done. 

    In none of the data was there any mention of when anyone actually expected an attempted launch. There were several speculations, but nobody'd set a time, which likely meant they had no idea when the balloons were supposed to go up. The whole op was in 'wait and see' mode, as Angie'd said. I used a blank screen to call Kate's home number a few times and got busy signals or her answering machine three times before she answered. 

    "Hi, there," I said, "I'm still on the job and nobody seems to know exactly how long it'll take." 

    Kate said, "It's just as well. You caught me on the way out. I got a call from the school and it looks as if I'll be installing hardware until midnight. It got here three days late and it needs to be ready to go online in the morning. The extra money's going to be great, but I probably won't get home until one or two in the morning." 

    With a sigh, she added, "And I think Aunt Monica talked to my mother. Mom's going to arrive Wednesday afternoon. She says she has a week off for a visit." 

    Hm. "How long's it been since you last saw her?" 

    "Almost six months." 

    "Well, maybe she really did just get some time off." Sounding far less than convinced, Kate replied, "Yeah, right. She works for a tax accountant. For the last ten years she's only had Christmas and holidays off. Except for when she was sick two years ago. That was the last time she took more than two work days in a row." 

    We chatted for another few minutes, then Kate said she really had to get going. I switched the screen to the Internet and checked email and messages, then said, "Serena." 

    She appeared in the seat to my left and replied, "Yes, Ed?" 

    "Have you met Catherine?" 

    "Yes, of course." 

    "Did you talk to Elkor about an early release?" 

    "Yes. We decided it wasn't necessary." 

    Did I want to know why? Not really. I wasn't in the mood for a conversation with the AI Ice Princess. I just said, "Okay. It's your call, ma'am." 

    "Thank you. Will there be anything else?" 

    "Guess not." 

    Serena vanished. I looked at Cat and said, "Y'know, I don't think she ever got around to liking me much. If the subject ever happens to come up, see if you can find out whether I've offended her in some manner. I've asked her before and she said 'no', but just in case... If I did, I'd try to fix it." Cat shook her head slightly. "Don't take it personally. She acts no differently with AIs." 

    "Any idea why?" 

    "She hasn't discussed that with me." 

    "Uh, huh." Sipping my coffee, I considered the kinds of things that make people install a cool distance between themselves and others. None of them were particularly good, though once in a while someone comes along who simply isn't very interested in having company. Since Serena had been 'born' without exposure to the world other than as my flitter and had never acted differently, I was prepared to believe she might be one of those near-total loners. 

    Cat and I talked until nearly ten, then she said I'd need some sleep and excused herself. It seemed likely that Tuesday would begin very early, so after a last check for mission updates or changes, I showered and hit the sack. The next thing I knew, I was being wakened by console chimes and the world beyond the flitter was still dark. 

    Sitting up, I asked, "What's going on and what time is it?" then took a sip of my overnight coffee. It made me shudder, but it woke me right up as Catherine said, "It's six-oh-two and an explosion occurred near the University of Memphis." 

    She put up a screen that displayed a burning building. Sending a warming field through my coffee, I sipped again and said, 

"U-Memphis is about ten miles east of us. What blew up and what blew it up?" 

    "The FBI and NIA raided several apartments. A closet door in one of them was wired to explosives." 

    "Same thing in the other cities? Explosions across town from the bombs?" 

    "Yes." 

    She went on to give me a casualty count, but I held up my hand. "Can't use that info, ma'am. However bad they were, the explosions were just distractions intended to draw troops and attention away from our targets." 

    "The FBI shares your opinion, but they've dispatched eight agents from this search to assist their raiding parties." 

    "Figure about half of them will double back and take up alternate positions around here. Chances are poor anyone will get into the building from the street, so I'd bet someone's been hidden in the building all along." Giving me a studious look, Catherine asked, "May I ask why you didn't instruct your flitter to search for people hidden within the building?" 

    "Yup. The same reason I'm not asking it to search now. The FBI said they searched the place thoroughly yesterday. Cat, they cut us --the very people who located the bombs --out of the operation as soon as they thought they had it in the bag. Just give us an internal view of the building for now, ma'am. Color the feds and cops green and any unknowns red. If we see anything to report, the FBI will get the info from Angie." 

    Cat asked, "If someone appears, should I stun..." 

    "No," I interrupted, "Not until we know how he intends to pump up the balloon. Then you can drop him. Or her." 

    She grinningly asked, "What if no one in red appears?" I grinned back and sipped again. "Then you'll be the only one who knows I guessed wrong, ma'am." 

    Catherine lifted an eyebrow at me, then changed the screen's display to a sort of translucent view of the building. Green human outlines appeared on several floors. 

    After conjuring the bathroom to spiff up a bit and make a fresh coffee, I grabbed the corner of Cat's screen and hauled it with me as I took a seat by the console. Once she'd sat beside me, I let the bed and bath dissolve and sipped as I waited. 

    It was six-thirty before motion on the topmost floor of the building caught my attention. A wall in an office seemed to twist outward and a red outline stepped out of the opening. 

    I said, "Guess I didn't guess wrong after all, huh?" Sounding annoyed, Cat replied, "Apparently not," and sent a probe for a closer look. I asked why she was upset. 

    Without taking her irritated gaze from the screen, Cat said, "It should have occurred to me to probe walls." 

    "Okay, but you're in fair company. The feds didn't ask for probes, either. They just set hidden motion detectors and cameras in a few corridors and hunkered down to wait." 

    The guy on display had stepped out of a space built into a wall behind a full-length mirror. After moving some things in his cubbyhole, he retrieved a folding aluminum ladder and set it up, then climbed it to lift aside one of the ceiling panels. 

    I pinged Angie and she answered immediately with, "Yes, Ed? Hello, Catherine." 

    Cat returned her greeting, then I said, "Got some news, Cap'n Angie. Flitter, send this record to Angie, please. Add the date and time with the name and location of the building." 

    The guy on the screen didn't climb up into the crawl space as I'd expected; instead, he simply reached deep into the region and... well, he seemed to be doing something. I guided the probe to look over his shoulder and saw him turning what looked like a common water faucet handle, but it wasn't a typical narrow overhead water pipe. It looked like a three-inch main feed line. 

    "Flitter, what's in that pipe?" 

    "Helium, Ed." 

    "Good, at least it won't burn. How long would it take to fill the balloon with enough to launch?" 

    "Approximately twenty minutes at its current rate of flow." 

    "Thanks, flitter. You're a marvel, as always." 

    "You're welcome, Ed." 

    As the guy climbed down his ladder and put it back in his cubbyhole, I instructed the probe to turn the faucet handle back to stop the flow of helium, then said, "Angie, it seems likely something similar is happening with all the bombs." 

    She chuckled, "Yes, doesn't it? I'm already on it. I've shut down the helium feeds in Chicago and St. Louis... and now the feed in Jackson." 

    "I'd be happy to fix Columbus and Atlanta for you, ma'am. Go ahead and buzz the fuzz to make a pickup, then holler back and tell me when I can go to breakfast, okay?" 

    Angie chuckled, "Okay. Thanks, Ed. Bye, Catherine." 

    "Goodbye, Angie." 

    She dropped the link. I took control of probes in Atlanta and Columbus and made sure the guys were back in their hideouts, then turned off their helium feeds. 

    Turning to Cat, I said, "Now you may stun them, milady." 

    "Why didn't you stun them?" 

    "You expressed an interest earlier, ma'am. I wouldn't dream of denying you." 

    With a small, wry grin, she replied, "I see. Done." Watching the guys on screen instantly collapse, I said, "You're efficiency personified, ma'am." 

    She chuckled, "And you're still full of it." 

    "I'm also far too much of a gentleman to argue." 

    "Oh, no doubt. Do you think you can get along without me for a while? 

Stephanie and Elkor have asked me to visit them." 

    "I guess I'll survive. But only for a little while, of course." 

    "You know where to find me. Bye." 

    "Bye." Her presence vanished altogether. 

    A few minutes passed, then someone on the ground apparently made a decision and green outlines quickly flooded the building. A generic ping to my implant made me put up a screen and answer with, "You've got me, whoever you are." 

    A middle aged brunette woman's face appeared on my screen. She said, "I'm Ellen Beaumont of 3rd World's Memphis office. Captain Horn said you were still in the vicinity and a number of us would like to meet you." 

    "Ma'am, I don't enjoy the typical post-game high-five stuff. I also don't make individual mission reports. PR is Angie's job." My answer set her back for a moment, but she said, "If you hadn't been here, that balloon might have been launched." 

    "Yeah. So? The bombs were disarmed and the flits would have caught them. There was never any danger." 

    Ellen's gaze narrowed. "Look, a lot of people are... Never mind all that. Could it hurt to cooperate just a little?" 

    Watching a SWAT guy trot across the roof with bolt cutters, I replied, 

"Maybe after things calm down. See that guy with the bolt cutters? Ask him why he doesn't just lift the cabinet away from the bomb stuff." 

    "What? How the hell would he do that?" 

    "Think, ma'am. How would a balloon get out of a padlocked cabinet? I'll bet it either lifts away or comes apart. Get over there and make them wonder why they didn't think of that." 

    She turned to eye the cabinet and the guy standing by with the bolt cutters, then shot me a grin and yelled, "Wait!" as she headed over there. I turned her screen into a probe and watched her talk to some guy for a minute, then he directed two other guys to pull the cabinet away from the wall, which exposed the open rear of the cabinet. They studied the fake bolts that had apparently secured the cabinet to the wall and looked properly impressed with Ellen's reasoning abilities. 

    Ellen looked back to where she'd talked with me, then glanced around the sky as if trying to spot the flitter. She was grinning the whole time. With a slight 'well, if that's the way you want it' shrug and shake of her head, she turned her attention to what was happening on the roof. 

    About an hour later, Angie called to say my part of the mission was officially over. We shared a laugh about how bolt cutters had been used in the other cities and how one cabinet had simply collapsed when the doors had been opened. When she dropped the link, I aimed the flitter at restaurant row and chose a Denny's, mostly because it was open and I knew I wouldn't have to settle for some form of ham and eggs. 

    After reading a newspaper over a chopped steak breakfast, I aimed the flitter at Florida and checked my email and group messages until Spring Hill appeared below. Closing my screen, I asked the flitter to set us down at the motorcycle shop. It waited for a couple of moving cars to clear the lot before landing, then I went inside to find Dale. He was behind the counter looking for a gasket he'd ordered for a customer, who stood in front of the counter. I said, "Hi, Dale. I didn't see the Vulcan out front." The other customer was a guy in his twenties who glanced sharply at me and snapped, "Hey! You can damn well wait your turn, dude." Dale lifted an eyebrow at him. "This is a friendly shop. If you can't be friendly, you can leave. I'll send this gasket back." Puffing himself up, the guy angrily said, "Bull-shit! I ain't goin' 

nowhere! It took a week to get that gasket here and I ain't waitin' another week!" He produced a small wad of money and demanded, "How much is it with tax an' all?" 

    Giving the package a studious look, Dale said, "I'm not sure it's for sale today. That'll depend on whether you're ready to listen to why it might not be for sale." 

    The guy stood glaring at Dale for a couple of moments, then eyed the gasket package. At last, grudgingly, he growled, "Yeah. Okay, why?" 

    "The reason I'm not ringing up a sale right now is because you were snotty to a friend of mine; a friend who's interested in a bike that's worth a heck of a lot more than a six-dollar gasket. If he wasn't a friend --or if he had a temper like yours --he might have walked out, and I don't need customers who drive other customers away." 

    Dale left everything hanging there and looked to me to say, "The Vulcan's in a repair bay. I told Jimmy not to put that bike out with the others today." Whosis was pissed. He looked as if he wanted to climb over the counter and grab the gasket. I nodded and sipped coffee, then said, "I'll wait for you. We'll check it over together." 

    Turning back to Whosis, Dale said, "I'll sell this gasket to you on one condition." 

    The guy snapped, "Condition?! What condition?" 

    "That you don't come back until you've learned how to get along with other people a little better." 

    Looking generally clenched up and angry as hell, the guy growled, "What if I don't ever come back? And what if I tell all my friends not to come here?" After a moment of looking thoughtful, Dale set the gasket on the counter and said, "Well... Okay, I guess, but you'll have to give me your solemn promise. Would you be willing to put that in writing and sign it?" The guy slapped two fives on the counter and grabbed the gasket package. Dale rang up the sale and handed the guy his change and a receipt. Whosis snapped, "This is the last thing I'll ever buy here. I mean it, I'm gonna tell everyone..." 

    Interrupting him with a raised hand, Dale said, "Yeah, that was the deal. See you later." 

    "No you won't." The guy stalked past me with a nasty glare. Dale let him get about halfway to the front door, then grinned at me and said, "No, I'm not too worried about vandalism. There's a camera watching the front." 

    The guy broke stride and hesitated on his way to the door. Had he had something in mind, or was he feeling insulted? Or maybe both? Whatever. He shoved the door open and got in a car a few spaces from the door. 

    "Okay," said Dale, "Let's go look at a silver Vulcan. I thought you didn't get up before noon." 

    "I thought most bike shops weren't open on Mondays." He shrugged. "Used to be that way here, too, but after my third broken arm, my wife made me quit motocross. No point in not being open if you don't spend Sundays at the tracks." He paused and said, "Your tire arrived yesterday. The shop guys didn't know what to think about putting a car tire on a bike." 

    "All they need to know is that I expect it to last about four times as long and have a five-by-five-inch contact patch." 

    I went through the motions of checking over the bike with him, then we talked price until we'd both compromised enough to reach a deal. He wrote it up and I used my debit card, then he put a temporary tag on the bike. I dropped my hat to hang down my back and rode my new bike home. The bike ran strong and felt almost as good as my Vulcan 1500, but the seat was a little stiffer. No biggie, I use a quarter-inch-thick woven lawn chair pad to keep some air between me and the vinyl; that would take care of the difference. Also, the windshield was a bit too small to suit me, so I swapped it for the one on my 1500, also swapping the fork shields that allow me to wear a cowboy hat at highway speeds. 

    After moving my can of FixAFlat and some tools to the saddlebags on the new bike, I hung my handlebar bags and straps, made a fresh coffee, and headed for a gas station, where I checked fluids and tires and filled the tank. Fifteen minutes later I was rolling north on US-19 at seventy, listening to the engine and noting the difference in sound from the pipes. They were a tad louder, but not enough to matter. I'd considered moving my cooler-backrest to the new bike, as well, but it occurred to me that Kate might want a ride. Besides, I wanted better deck supports than four 'L' brackets. I wanted hefty sheet aluminum, custom-cut and shaped to fit, and my neighbor's a welder with his own shop in Weeki Wachee. He'd have --or could get --the aluminum. Not having the cooler on the bike made rushing air close around me just behind me instead of two feet farther back. That pulled the back of my hat down and made the front rise until it felt kind of loose. I had to adjust it about half a dozen times before I reached the Cross-Florida Canal. 
Chapter Twenty-six

    When I reached Inglis, I stopped at a gas station on the corner of US-19

and Follow-That-Dream Boulevard, which is a spur of County Road 40 between Inglis and Yankeetown. After taking a leak and filling the tank, I was about to call the flitter down to take my bike aboard when a black late model Cadillac stopped behind my bike. 

    A woman who looked to be in her sixties looked out the passenger window at me and loudly asked in a New Jersey accent, "We came over here from Orlando to see where Elvis made that movie! Can you tell us how to get there?" Pointing west, I said, "Follow the road. There's a sign about the movie right after you go through the intersection." 

    "You from around here?" 

    "Nope." 

    "You been out there? To see the place where they made the movie, I mean?" 

    "Nope." True enough; I'd been to Yankeetown, but I wasn't looking for a filming location from the early sixties. After all this time and several hurricanes, even the shoreline would have changed considerably. She gave me a little wave and, "Yeah, well, thanks," then motioned her friend to get the car moving. The light turned yellow, but they scooted through the intersection, stopped by the bronze sign, and got out with cameras. 

    I had the flitter drop down and load the bike aboard, then lifted toward Arizona as I had the flitter bring the gold back onto the deck. Eyeing the gold, I remembered the name 'Donna Stahl' had come up several times in conversations with Kate and Nina. Ms. Stahl practiced law between fund raisers for several shelters and clinics and had developed a reputation as a white knight of sorts for various social causes. I had the flitter pull up info about her and her operation and spent half an hour studying her. By the time I reached Flagstaff, I'd found nothing negative about her other than some peoples' rather critical opinions of her 'go for the jugular' 

style in courtrooms. I didn't consider that detrimental; people hire lawyers to win. She was also apparently highly selective about which cases she'd take. After sending a probe to make sure she was in her office, I called the office and asked the secretary if I could make a clinic donation anonymously. She assured me that would be fine. I thanked her, then asked the flitter to locate Stahl's car. It turned out to be a late-model red pickup truck with one of those snap-on covers over the bed. 

    "Thanks, flitter. Now let's head down there in stealth mode and put the rest of the gold in the back of her truck." 

    "Ed, tampering with a vehicle is..." 

    I interrupted, "We aren't 'tampering'. You heard the lady say I could make an anonymous donation, right? Well, this is how I choose to do it. We won't be doing anything nasty to her truck, will we?" 

    "I cannot break the law, Ed." 

    I sighed, "Yeah, fine. Just set the damned gold on the ground between her truck and the building. Can you do that without breaking any laws, flitter?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Wonderful." 

    Turning on my three suit, I zipped down there on my board, cast a concealment field over the gold, created a field pad under it, and hauled the pile around to the front door. When the door opened, the secretary stood up looking puzzled. I sent her theta waves until she nearly melted back into her chair and leaned over her desk, then I stunned her, pulled the pad inside the office, and headed for Stahl's inner office. 

    When she heard her door open, Donna looked up from some paperwork. Seeing nobody at the door, she got up to come investigate, but by that time I'd already shoved the pad into her office. She looked into the hall, closed the door, and headed back to her desk as I pushed the pad to the small bathroom in the corner of her office. Quietly opening the door, I shoved the pad in and canceled the concealing field. 

    Feeding Donna theta waves to keep her calm, I took a bag of gold to her desk and said, "This is for your shelters and clinics. There's more in your bathroom. Goodbye," then I set the bag on her blotter and tipped it to spill some. 

    She stared somewhat glassily down at the gold, then her head turned and she stared at the pile of bags in her bathroom. I reduced the theta waves and she became a bit more animated pretty quickly, standing up and picking up a bit of the gold on her desk. Looking around, she said, "Uh... the door's still closed, so you... you haven't left yet... Have you?" 

    "Nope. Still here." 

    "Why can't I see you?" 

    "Because I'm trying to be anonymous, ma'am. I just want you to put that gold to work." 

    Eyeing the gold in her hand, she asked, "Is... is it real?" Walking to the door, I answered, "Yup. See ya," and opened the door. She yelped, "No! Wait!" and hurried to the doorway. I stood to one side and waited to see if she'd shut the door or run up the hall. After a long look around, she turned to look at the gold on her desk, muttered, "My God...!" and closed the door. The secretary was still snoozing as I let myself out. Just before I closed the door, I sent her a gentle wake-up jolt, then hopped on my board. A few blocks away, I had the flitter land behind a grocery store and unload the bike, then I rode across town to Kate's apartment. A parking slot near her door was empty, so I put the bike in it and stepped off, then went to ring her bell. 

    Kate answered the door and smiled and pulled it open wide, but I turned to point at the Vulcan and asked, "Want to go for a ride, lady?" She grinned, but shook her head firmly. "Thanks anyway, but no. I won't go anywhere near those things." 

    Hm. People have their reasons for strong feelings. I briefly considered asking about hers, then didn't bother. Rather than have the bike sit in the sun, I had the flitter load it back aboard and entered the apartment, gave Kate a long kiss, and asked, "How'd it go with the school computers?" Kate looked away from the flitter's activities and closed her mouth on something she'd been about to say. Apparently she'd expected me to ask why she wouldn't go near motorcycles. As she shifted gears, she took a breath and said, "Fine. We had to order some things that won't be here for a couple of days. I'll get some extra time on Friday, I think. How'd... whatever you were doing... go?" 

    "Pretty well, I'd say. Reps from 3rd World, the FBI, and the NIA seemed happy enough." 

    "The FBI and NIA were there?" 

    "Yup. They're pretty much everywhere these days, y'know. It's something about terrorists, I think." 

    She studied me for a moment in silence as we sat down at the kitchen table, then asked, "Can you tell me anything?" 

    "Nope. Ol' Cap'n Hardass would get tense about it." Kate grinned. "Is that going to be her nickname?" 

    "Only if she turns into a hardass. Got any plans for lunch?" Nibbling her lip, Kate said, "Oh, I hate to tell you; I just ate a sandwich. Are you getting hungry?" 

    "Only for you, ma'am. I had a big breakfast." She grinned again, but shook her head. "I'm waiting for someone. I offered her a ride to work. Her car's not running." 

    "My flitter..." I started to say, but Kate brightened abruptly and said, 

"Your flitter could fix it, right?! Like Lori's car?" Nodding, I asked, "Where's the car?" 

    Standing up, Kate said, "Right out front! Sandy will be thrilled! That damned thing's been nothing but trouble since the day she got it." 

    "How long has she had it?" 

    "About a week. It's Sandy's first car of her very own and it started running crappy the day after she bought it. I told her that's what she gets for buying a car from a Mexican." 

    "Well, that's hardly fair. People of any race will screw you on a car deal if you aren't careful." 

    "Yeah, but..." she shook her head tersely and dropped that subject as she grabbed her phone and said, "Let's just go fix it so I don't have to go anywhere." 

    Kate called Sandy, who met us at her car and opened it for me. The car contained a faint scent of what seemed to be heating oil. I called the flitter down and it told me there was diesel fuel in the car's gas tank. Yeah, that would definitely make it run 'crappy'. I opened the gas cap and directed the flitter to send a field tendril into the tank and suck the fuel up and out of sight before it changed it. 

    A few moments passed as the flitter transformed the diesel to regular gas, then I put the gas cap back in place and started the car. The ladies were ecstatic. I told them what the problem had been and told Sandy to read the pumps in the future. Kate asked how the flitter had fixed the problem. I told her the flitter had used a field to get the diesel out of the fuel. As Sandy drove away, Kate took my arm to lead us back to her apartment and said, "Come on. We only have today and tomorrow before my mom gets here." 

    "Is there any chance she'll like me and say something like 'whatever makes you happy, dear'?" 

    Stopping and snorting a sharp laugh that became a full guffaw, Kate grinned at me with one of those 'are you out of your mind?' expressions. I sighed, "Guess not, huh?" 

    Laughing again, Kate replied, "There's a better chance of little green aliens landing on the White House lawn." Again leading me forward, she said, 

"Come on; I want to get the most out of the time we have left." 

    "You make it sound as if your mom's visit will be the end of everything. She isn't gonna stay forever, is she?" 

    As we entered the apartment, Kate turned, nibbled her lower lip, and sighed, "No, she isn't, but there's more to it than that. I like you a lot, Ed, but I'm not looking for a long-term affair. I've tried a couple of those and there were always... problems... after a while. And if I go to work for 3rd World Products... well, there'd be... other problems." Uh, huh. In other words, Wednesday was the end of the line, whether those were her real reasons or not. Sipping my coffee, I waited to see what else she'd say. After a couple of moments, she asked, "Are you... are you okay with that?" 

    I nodded. "Yup. Been here before." 

    "You're sure?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Kate, if you've made up your mind, there's nothing to discuss. Let's just make the most of our time together, like you said outside." 

    She studied my face for a moment, looked as if she might say something more, and then nodded and headed for the kitchen. I followed and set about making a fresh coffee as she got a drink from the fridge and sat down at the table. 

    "Ed, I... are you sure you're okay with this?" Sipping my new coffee, I turned around. "Yup. You wouldn't be comfortable, so it wouldn't last in any case. But as a measure of revenge for being dumped, I'm going to use our last two days together to set your standards of pleasure so high that no other man will ever be able to satisfy you. You may begin begging for mercy whenever you like." 

    Kate stared at me for a moment as she processed my last sentence, then cackled a short laugh and stood up. Taking a deep breath and looking rather determined, she grinningly replied, "I accept your challenge, sir." We played hard until Nina came home, then cleaned up and went to dinner with her. Nina's date showed up at seven and Kate and I went back to bed. A couple of hours later, someone from the school called and Kate had to go there to fix something. I tagged along, but found myself with time on my hands as Kate messed with software to find the problem. When I offered to have my flitter deal with it, Kate declined, saying that my flitter might not be in the neighborhood the next time it happened. 

    Calling up a screen, I checked email and messages and thought about how to sell my Vulcan 1500. A consignment likely wouldn't get top dollar and there'd be at least a ten percent commission to pay. Was I in a hurry? No. I Googled the search term 'most popular classifieds' and found that Craigslist.org seemed to have the greatest following. Good 'nuff. I crafted an ad for the red bike, added left and right pictures of it, and posted the ad on Craigslist, then also posted it in my usual bike discussion groups. 

    Replies began appearing almost immediately, most of which were blather and crap such as 'if only you'd posted last week', 'gee, I wish I had some spare cash', a couple of 'what's the least you'd take for it?', and someone's ridiculously low offer. Several asked for more pictures of the bike. I ignored all such replies in the discussion groups and deleted them from my email box without bothering to reply. 

    Close to an hour went by as I edited my latest book. Kate said she thought she was about to nail the last of her software gremlins, so I closed my editing screen. Checking my email and messages again on general principles, I found eleven more replies to my ad. Nine were just more blather, but two seemed to have potential. One guy said he thought he could meet my price at the end of the month, but that he was currently three hundred short. I replied, 'No problem. If the bike hasn't sold by then, you're welcome to it,' 

and moved on to the next message, which was from a guy named Steve in Tennessee. 

    He'd seen my Craigslist ad and wanted to know if a deposit would hold the bike for two weeks until he could come to get it. I replied with, 'How big a deposit?' 

    His answer came almost immediately; 'Would $200 do?' and included a phone number. I told Kate I had to make a call and stepped outside, then used a screen to dial. Steve answered and as we talked for a time about the bike, it occurred to me that I hadn't had much real road time lately. I asked, "How much will it cost you to come to Florida and ride the bike back to Tennessee?" 

    He guesstimated about $400, including air fare and gas. 

    "Well," I said, "What if I were to deliver the bike to you? The deposit could become travel expense money." 

    Sounding somewhat astonished, Steve asked, "You'd be willing to do that?" 

    "Sure. I haven't had my summer bike trip this year. Last year I went to Grand Canyon on that bike. There are pictures of the trip on my website. Want the URL?" 

    "Uh, yeah! I'd like to see them." 

    "Stand by one. I'll email the link." Calling up another screen, I found his message and again replied to it with a link to my site and a link to the Yahoo group that contained my Grand Canyon trip pictures. Steve said, "Got them. Want me to look at them and call you back?" 

    "Nah. Take a quick look while we talk. That big blue box is a cooler with a pad on the front. It's mounted on the saddlebag bolts. I can use it as a backrest and trunk on the way up and ship anything I don't want to carry back in it." 

    By the end of our phone conversation, he'd committed to sending a cashier's check and I'd said I'd clear a few days for the trip. We said our goodbyes and hung up. I immediately called Angie, explained the situation, and asked if she knew of any reason I couldn't take a bike trip the following week. She said she had no plans for me and asked how things were going with Kate. 

    Trying to sound crushed and despondent, I sighed, "She's gonna dump me, ma'am. The same way you did, and for about the same reasons, I think. Plus her mom's coming to visit on Wednesday. We thought there might be some friction." Angie cackled and agreed, "Yes, there might be some friction. Mothers want their daughters to date potential husbands, not... well, not guys like you." 

    "Guys like me?! I hope you meant that in a good way." She laughed, "Oh, of course I did! You were good enough for me, weren't you? But it's still probably a very good thing my mother never found out about you." 

    "I'll remember that for when you get out of line, ma'am." 

    "Too late. Mom might not approve, but we're history. She'll be concerned about who I'm with today. And speaking of him, he's waiting outside my office. Was there anything else?" 

    "Nope. Later, Cap'n Angie." 

    "Later." She dropped the link and I headed back into the building just as Kate stepped out of the elevator. 

    "Done," she said, holding up a check, "I didn't even have to put through an invoice. Director Connor paid me." With a chuckle, she added, "He's the one who tried to tweak the system this morning." 

    "Most excellent, milady. Are you ready to be inundated with more extremely personal attention?" 

    Stopping and appearing to give that some thought, she nodded as if having reached a firm decision on the matter, then grinningly said, "Yes." Kate kissed me goodbye late Wednesday afternoon and went to the airport to pick up her mom. I headed back to Spring Hill and found a check in the mailbox, so I prepped the red bike, packed a few things, and sent a ping to Tiger. 

    He yowled a greeting and began telling me about his trip to a local park with Annabelle and Sophie. I responded with appropriate enthusiasm as he detailed the adventure, then I heard Sophie ask, "Is that Ed?" Tiger replied, "Yes." 

    "Can he hear me?" 

    I said, "Yes," and Tiger echoed, "Yes." Sophie said, "Okay. Ed, can you come by the house? Gramma's house, I mean?" 

    I said, "Tell her yes, Tiger. I'll see you in a few minutes." 

    "Okay!" 

    I dropped the link and made a coffee, then walked down the block to Martha's house, where I spent a few minutes with Martha, Annabelle, and Tiger before Sophie led me to the kitchen. Martha sat down at the kitchen table and poked a key on the laptop I'd lent them. She grinned up at me and said, "Ed, I'd never have believed this. We think it's about half finished. You just have to read it." 

    Calling up a screen, I had it transfer the open file to the flitter's memory and scanned the intro to Martha's life story. It was interesting enough to make me want to read more, and I said so. The ladies beamed even as Martha said, "I just hope others think so too." 

    "They will. You've seen some interesting times, Martha. I'll read the rest of it during my trip to Nashville." 

    That comment led to an explanation, which led me to use my screen to show them my likely route, which caused me to notice Lookout Mountain on the map. I poked up more info and realized why it had tweaked my attention. A well-known hang glider school was located there. Kewl. A side trip. Back at my house half an hour later, I finished packing, spiffed up a bit, and went to a local steak house for dinner. My implant pinged with a datapad signal as I left the restaurant. I checked the caller and answered with, 

"Hello, Myra." 

    "How'd you know it was me?" 

    "Magic. How are things with the FBI these days?" She sighed deeply, "Trust me, you don't want to know. I'm ready to strangle some people around here and I'm sure they feel the same about me. I just called to see if your offer of a ride would still be good on Monday." The flitter descended in front of me as I replied, "Well, that depends, ma'am. Will you be wearing shorts?" 

    Myra laughed, "Maybe not when you pick me up, but I can change on the way." 

    "In that case, you just holler when ready, milady. This works out pretty well, in fact. I'm about to ride my red bike up to Nashville to sell it." Calling up a screen, I thumbed at the silver bike behind me and said, "And that's why." 

    Her gaze followed my thumb. "You got a new one?" 

    "Just a newer one. Figure two days on the road and a day at Lookout Mountain. That takes us to Saturday. Any chance you can make your escape Saturday night or Sunday?" 

    She looked dubious, but said, "I can try." It occurred to me she hadn't mentioned --or asked about my role in -recent nuclear matters. I asked, "Heard anything more about nukes since Vegas?" 

    Myra shook her head and said, "No," but her fixed gaze told me otherwise. I took the hint and dropped the subject. After another few moments of chat, she said she'd call me when she was ready to leave. We said our goodbyes and disconnected. 

    Interesting. She didn't feel she could discuss the nuke incident, even with someone who'd participated. Oh, well. The FBI or NIA had probably slammed a lid on things. When I got home, I puttered around for a couple of hours and then went to bed in order to get an early start Thursday. 
Chapter Twenty-seven

    There were darkish clouds in the western sky as I hung my coffee mug in its handlebar straps and rolled out of town. No big deal; a little rain now and then was part of the experience. If it got too bad, I could make a canopy field. A few miles up I-75, the edge of a storm dumped dark sheets of rain a quarter-mile west of the highway, but none of it reached me. Another few miles took me beyond that cloudburst and into bright sunshine that lasted as far as Lake City. The new cloud cover was much lighter than before and provided cool shade all the way to the Georgia border, where I swapped my cowboy hat for a helmet. 

    Northbound traffic was moderate to heavy on I-75 and there were countless miles of construction, but only brief sprinkles of rain happened and I reached Macon, GA, a little after four and pretty much when I'd expected. Taking a break with a fresh coffee after I filled the bike's tank, I did some stretching exercises and considered whether to push on to Atlanta or take it easy. 

    As I looked through a travel coupon book, a good-sized raven landed near my bike and toddled up to the water faucet at the end of the row of gas pumps. It studied the faucet for a moment, pecked at it a few times, and then looked at me. 

    "Sure," I said, "No problem," and stepped over to turn the handle enough to allow water to dribble. The bird barely waited for me to step away before it hopped over to the faucet. After it drank for some moments, it moved under the flow of water and took a bath, slinging a considerable amount of water around in the process. Eventually completing its bath, the raven drank a bit more, then hopped away from the faucet, but it didn't fly away. It seemed to be waiting for something. 

    "Sorry, guy. Don't have any bird food on me." The raven hopped back near the faucet, but didn't drink or get under the water again. After a moment, it hopped away and again stood regarding me from about six feet or so. Maybe it wanted me to turn off the water? Okay, we'll try that. I turned off the water, but the bird didn't leave. Instead, it hopped into the air and flapped the few times necessary to lift itself to the top of the cooler on my bike. 

    Hm. Well, he'd probably change his mind about parking there when I cranked up the engine, if not before. The bird eyed me as I placed my coffee in its strap holder and continued to eye me as I swung a leg over, but it didn't fly away. A glance in the right rearview mirror showed the raven pecking at one of the bungee cords. I watched him as I turned the key and started the bike. The raven spread his wings and shook himself, but stayed put. Putting the bike in gear, I rolled to the edge of the parking lot and glanced back. The bird was still there. Oh, well. At least he hadn't crapped on my cooler. Yet. Taking the bike onto the road, I shifted gears one, two, three, and looked back again. The raven was gone. I caught a red light and stopped, then heard a scrabbling noise behind me. People in the car on my right were staring at my cooler in amazement and the reflection in their car's windows showed me the raven had returned. 

    Oh, well. When the light changed, I headed to the other side of the Interstate and studied the motel there. It looked okay, so I parked in front of the office and got off the bike just as the raven again landed on my cooler. Hm. Whatever. I headed into the office and found the desk clerk staring at my bike. The guy was Indian or Middle Eastern and apparently rather amazed. 

    Near the complimentary coffee urns was a tray of cookies. I started to take one of the cookies when I saw the remnants of someone's sandwich in the trash. What poked out of it looked like ham, cheese, and maybe turkey. Using a napkin, I picked the half-eaten sandwich out of the trash and took it outside. The raven watched me set the food on the ground in the shade of a small bush. As I backed away a few paces, it spread its wings and flapped down to check out the offering. 

    Trashing the napkin as I walked back into the office, I noticed the clerk staring at me and asked, "What's wrong?" 

    His eyes looked past me as he asked with an odd accent, "Has someone close to you died?" 

    I fished out my credit card. "Not that I know of. I think that raven may have been someone's pet. It got me to turn on a water faucet at a gas station, then it followed me here." 

    "Ravens do not follow people without reason, sir." Flicking open my knife to slice a coupon for the motel out of the booklet, I gave the coupon to the clerk as I said, "It had a reason. I gave it water. Now it has a free dinner, too. If I lived around here, it would probably follow me home." 

    The clerk took the coupon and began logging me into the computer. "Do you not know the significance of ravens, sir?" 

    "It varies with religion and culture. I think that particular bird just thinks I'm an easy mark." 

    He gave me a studious expression, then made a room card. "Many people think ravens are... spirits." 

    Glancing out at the raven, who was happily devouring the sandwich, I said, 

"Then I ought to be on his good side." 

    The clerk lifted an eyebrow at me and replied, "May that be true, sir." He handed me the room card and my credit card and I said, "Thanks," and turned to go. I was refilling my coffee mug when he said, "Sometimes they also deliver messages." 

    Nodding, I replied, "So I've heard. Bye," and headed out to my bike. The raven barely paused in shredding the sandwich as I saddled up to go look for room 110. A few minutes later I had my gear in the room and had turned on the air conditioner with the door open to air out the room for a few minutes. I'd just pulled the door shut and tossed a tarp over the bike when I heard the whuffling sound of wings and looked up to see the raven land in his usual spot on the tarp-covered cooler. 

    "Great," I said, "You're gonna park on my bike after a big dinner, huh? 

Don't make a mess back there, okay?" 

    The bird ruffled itself once and settled to watch me tie down the tarp. I felt an unfamiliar field presence materialize to my left and said, "Hi, Catherine." 

    "Hello, Ed. You seem to have gained a passenger." 

    "Yup. That can happen when you're kind to animals." Tying down the left side, I stood up not more than two feet from the raven and met its gaze with the feeling it expected me to do something. For lack of any better idea, I raised my left arm parallel to the ground. The bird eyed my arm briefly, then hopped over to perch on my wrist. 

    I said, "You were somebody's pet, weren't you?" but the bird remained mute as it looked at me. I became aware of someone watching me --other than Cat -and looked toward the office to find a woman who kind of looked like the clerk staring at me. She turned to say something and the clerk appeared at the window. After staring a moment, he came out of the office and approached us. Trying to keep a wary eye on the raven as he eyeballed Cat and greeted us rather formally, the clerk asked, "Sir, is this woman your guest?" 

    "Nope. She's a friend." 

    "Will she be staying in your room, sir?" 

    Cat said, "I'm only visiting." 

    "But I did not see you drive in." 

    With a small grin, Cat responded, "Nor did you see me arrive with him." Turning to me, she said, "I'll be back," and smiled at the clerk as she vanished. 

    The clerk's eyes bugged and his breath turned a bit ragged as he stepped back a pace, then another pace. His stark gaze found me and he backed up yet another pace when the raven fluffed up and resettled itself. Extending my arm, I asked, "Would you like to hold him?" Looking horrified, the clerk replied, "No! Thank you." 

    "You sure? If he is some kind of a spirit, it might be a good idea to make him feel welcome. If he isn't, at least he seems to be pretty well-behaved." The clerk's gaze narrowed. "Are you mocking me?" With a shake of my head, I said, "No, I just see no reason to be afraid of birds. This one's obviously been around people before, maybe as someone's pet. Could be he's just looking for a new home." 

    "That woman... she, uh... she... disappeared!" 

    "Yeah, she did. She's a computer program. Flitter, land in the parking lot in visible mode, please." 

    The flitter settled about twenty feet behind the bike and dropped its shining hull field. Catherine waved at us and the guy's eyes bugged again as he stared. 

    "Here's how it is," I said, "My friend's a hologram, not a ghost. As far as I know, the raven's just an unusually friendly bird. I'm on a motorcycle trip to Nashville and I'll be leaving in the morning, so the bird's gonna have to find a new friend. If you were to put a little food and water out for him, you might become his new friend." 

    When the guy managed to tear his eyes away from the flitter, I asked, 

"Would that be a problem?" 

    He rather skeptically eyed the raven and shook his head. "My wife would not allow it. She is very..." He shook his head again and simply repeated, 

"She would not allow it." 

    I turned to let the raven step back onto the cooler and said to it, "I hope you have sense enough to fly south for the winter. It can get pretty chilly north of Florida." 

    The bird pecked lightly at my hand and I reached to ruffle the feathers at its neck as I said, "If you get down there, look me up, but watch out for the cat." 

    The raven squawked as if on cue and the clerk backed another step farther away. He said, "Um... well, sir, have a good stay with us," and headed back toward the office, where his wife stood staring through the window. I waved at Cat, directed the flitter to return to the sky, and let myself into my room. It was typical of low-end motel rooms; two beds, a TV, a phone, and some cheap furniture. I could afford a fancier place, but there really wasn't much point in pissing money away on 'fancy'. 

    Catherine materialized by the bed as I sat down and toed my high-top hiking shoes off. Pulling a chair away from the small table between the bed and the air conditioner, she asked, "Are you at all superstitious, Ed?" 

    "Nope. Don't think so. Did I ever thank you for choosing that face, milady?" 

    She smiled. "No, but you seemed appreciative. So you don't believe in ghosts and spirits? Most people do, to some degree." I shrugged. "Some things haven't been explained. That doesn't automatically make them mystical." 

    Canting her head, she asked, "Will you keep that raven?" 

    "No. He seemed to be doing okay before I came along and he might find his way back home or find a new one." 

    I took a minute to clean up, then we headed for the Waffle House across the street from the motel. The raven wasn't sitting on my bike as I'd expected, nor was he anywhere in sight as we left the room, but as we rounded the corner of the building, the bird landed directly in front of us. I said, "Well, hi, there," and started to step around him, but the bird flapped upward and kind of held himself at shoulder height in the air. Realizing he wanted to land on my shoulder, but my hat was in the way, I crooked my arm. 

    He landed on it and we looked at each other for a moment before I asked, 

"Why me, bird?" 

    Catherine chuckled, but said nothing. With a sigh, I got underway toward the Waffle House again. The raven leaned a bit to study Cat and I moved my arm that direction. Cat held her arm up and the bird hopped over to it, eyeing her intently as it balanced itself. It lightly pecked her arm and seemed a bit unsettled about something for a few moments, then it flapped back into the air between us. I raised my arm for it and it landed, then shook itself and settled. 

    As we crossed the street, Cat said, "I guess a field arm just isn't quite the same." 

    "Guess not." Gesturing ahead at people watching us from both a convenience store and the restaurant, I said, "Check it out; we have an audience." At the restaurant's door, I said, "This is where you get off, guy," and tried to dislodge the raven at the newspaper boxes. It stepped off, turned around, and stepped back onto my arm again. Cat chuckled, "Quick, isn't he?" 

    "Yup. We'll try again." I did so and quickly put my arm down after the bird dismounted. Reaching to ruffle his neck feathers, I said, "Back in a few." 

    The bird flapped his wings, but didn't fly up as we opened the door and entered the restaurant. A waitress near the cash register asked, "Where's Mr. Lankin?" 

    "Who?" 

    Her gaze narrowed a bit. "The old man who owns that bird. We haven't seen him for a couple of days and you just showed up with his bird." I looked at Catherine, who said, "I'm researching him," and put up a field screen with a probe view. The scenery flashed past for a moment, then the probe focused on a small house set back from the road. Circling the house, it found a car in the driveway. The house's back door was open and a loose dog began barking as it ran directly at the probe. Looking past the dog, I saw a man lying in a small vegetable garden. 

    By this time, the waitress had come around the counter. As the probe zoomed closer to the man, she pointed at the man on the screen and yelped, 

"That's Mr. Lankin!" 

    It probably was, though we couldn't see his face to match it to the driver's license pic Cat had added to the screen. Cat appeared on the screen and the waitress hissed, "What the hell?!" as she stared at the Cat in her restaurant. 

    I said, "Never mind. She's checking him out." Cat said, "He's alive, but dehydrated. I'm treating him, but he needs to go to a hospital." 

    Turning to the waitress, I said, "Call 911 and give them the address on the screen." 

    The waitress --Mary, by her name tag --nodded as she fished her cell phone out of an apron pocket. Somebody had left a slice of toast on a plate lying in the bus bin. I used a napkin to pick up the toast, swiped it across the egg residue on the plate, and headed for the door. 

    The waitress asked, "Where are you going?!" Holding up the toast, I said, "It's for the raven." The raven was enthusiastically appreciative and began ripping into the toast. I faintly heard Mary yelling as I watched him eat. She shortly came outside and said, "The 911 operator thought I was joking. I didn't know how to tell her what your lady did. I finally just screamed at her to send somebody out there and she told me it better be for real." 

    Looking at her, I said, "It is. Lankin's probably gonna be in the hospital for a while. Does he have any friends or family around here?" Shaking her head, Mary said, "I don't know. I hope they lock up his house when they take him away." 

    "They probably will. We can check it later. How about fixing me one of your steak dinners? Medium-well, with whatever veggies, french fries, and a dr pepper with no ice." 

    Apparently my order surprised her. "Uh... okay. I'll, uh... I'll see what your lady wants, too." 

    Nodding, I replied, "Good 'nuff. Thanks." 

    Heh. Let Cat explain why she didn't eat. 

    An ambulance crossed the Interstate and roared past the restaurant and a cop car followed it shortly. Mary turned to go back inside and I got the door for her as another cop car appeared and hurried through the yellow light, then turned into the restaurant's lot. I told Mary to go ahead and get my dinner started and waited outside for the cops. 

    As they approached, I showed my 3rd World Products ID and said, "The waitress recognized this raven as belonging to a Mr. Lankin and asked where he was. My lady friend found him in his garden." 

    The taller cop --Morris --took notes from my ID card and asked, "Was he alive?" 

    "He was when we found him a few minutes ago." Looking at the raven, the other cop --Dern --asked, "Why do you have Lankin's raven?" 

    "It just decided to hang around with me." 

    "You a friend of his?" 

    "Nope. Review what I just told you. Mary recognized the bird. We looked for Lankin and found him." 

    Dern growled, "Don't you get smart with me, mister! You're in deep trouble if your story don't check out." 

    Looking at Morris, I said, "I'm going in now," and pulled the restaurant door open. Dern got a grip on my arm and said, "You'll go in when we say you can, not before." 

    I met his gaze and said quietly, "Check things out. Do it now, before things get any worse between us. If you don't intend to arrest me right now, I'm gonna go eat dinner." 

    Morris tapped Dern's hand on my arm and asked, "Where's he gonna go? Let's check things out." 

    After another moment, Dern released my arm and I opened the door. With a grin, I held it for them, but Dern simply stood there scowling, so I shrugged and led the way inside. As we entered, Cat said, "Mr. Lankin is stable. They'll transport him to a hospital shortly." 

    Morris and Dern studied the screen with great interest and Cat explained how it worked as I caught Mary's attention. She glanced back at the grill and said, "Top's cooking it now. Catherine said you'd pick a booth." 

    "Can I get the dr pepper now?" 

    "Sure." 

    She handed my drink to me. I chose a booth, took a sip and set my drink down, then went back to the counter to ask for a small bowl of water for the raven. Mary grinned and put some water in a bowl and I headed for the door with it. 

    Dern snapped, "Hey! You ain't goin' nowhere!" and moved to intercept me. His grab at my arm spilled some water and I guess my patience was a little short at that point. I sent him a partial stun that made his knees fold and he ended up sitting on the floor as I said, "Don't grab me again." Using a field to gather the spilled water and put it back in the bowl made Dern's eyes widen. He made no further moves to stop me as I went outside. When I put the bowl on the newspaper box, the raven immediately began drinking. I went back inside the restaurant and took a seat at my booth. What about the raven? Would it try to follow me if it couldn't find Lankin? Morris was looking my direction. I waved him over and asked him what would happen to the bird. He didn't seem to know, but suggested animal control could probably deal with it if they could catch it. 

    Calling up a screen, I sent a probe to the house and looked around, but didn't see a cage. Sending the probe into the house, I saw a big perch on a stand in one room, but I couldn't see locking the bird in the house with no idea how long Lankin would be in the hospital. He'd be better off foraging. Morris had radioed in about the raven and been told that animal control was the only option. I said, "Catherine," and --leaving her screen on at the counter area, she disappeared. When she reappeared in the booth beside me, Morris startled hard, but I felt Cat's theta waves and saw him relax almost immediately. 

    Cat asked, "Yes, Ed?" 

    "What's wrong with Lankin, ma'am?" 

    "He had a mild stroke, then lay in his garden for two days." 

    "How long do you think he'll be in the hospital?" 

    "At least a week." 

    "Is he conscious?" 

    Canting her head slightly, Cat replied, "No." 

    "Does he have any family in the area?" 

    "No. His nearest relative is a sister in Delaware." Hm. I looked at Morris and asked, "Where's the nearest big pet store?" He took his eyes off Cat and managed, "Oh. Uh... There's a PetCorp on Martindale Avenue." Pointing eastward over the Interstate, he added, "Seven blocks that way." 

    Using the screen, I looked up that PetCorp store and found they closed at seven. Two hours to get there. No problem. 

    "Is the local paper covering Lankin's situation?" Morris replied, "In a town this small, I'd be damned surprised if they didn't. Want me to find out?" 

    "Yes, please. The store might take the raven for a while if they can get some free publicity out of it." 

    Producing a cell phone, Morris looked at the store info and said, "Let me call the store first. I know the woman who runs the place. She'd probably do it anyway." 

    A moment later he held up a finger and greeted someone with, "Sunny? This is Mike Morris. Yeah. Oh, fine. Listen, I have a kind of a situation. You know a guy named Lankin? Lives out on Butler and has a raven? Yeah, that's him. Look, Sunny, he had a stroke and we're trying to find someone to look after his bird for about a week. You got any ideas about that?" I let the field screen dissolve as he listened for a time, then thanked her warmly, told her where we were, said goodbye, and used his shoulder radio to find out who was covering the Lankin incident. After a moment, he said, 

"Got it. Jane Little," then asked, "Is she at the scene? Good. Have her call me at this number, will you?" 

    After giving the guy his cell number, Morris set his phone on the table, sat back, and said, "Sunny'll be here as soon as she can get loose. Now we wait for Little to call." 

Chapter Twenty-eight

    We didn't wait long. The phone chimed and Morris answered, then told Little about Sunny offering to keep the raven at her store. When he again put the phone down, Morris said, "She said it'll be a good followup piece. She'll be here in a few minutes." Getting up, he added, "I'll be right back." The ambulance rolled past the restaurant with its lights going but no siren as he walked away toward Dern. Mary arrived with my dinner and refilled my drink. With a sidelong look at the cops, she said softly, "Mister, that other cop's been asking me a lot of questions about you. I don't know what to tell him." 

    I shrugged. "Tell him what you know." 

    "But I don't know anything!" 

    "Then that's prob'ly what you oughta tell him, ma'am." Giving me a somewhat sour expression, she headed back to the counter. Cat snickered as she disappeared. She reappeared by the other field screen and I could feel the theta waves that kept people calm enough not to scream. A brown sedan parked beside the cop car and a tall, thirty-something brunette with a big purse got out of it. Straightening her skirt, she headed for the restaurant with long, brisk strides, then stopped to stare at the raven as she fished a camera out of her bag. After taking a few pictures, she came inside and talked with the cops. She looked at me several times as they chatted, took some notes, and then she came to my booth. 

    "Hi. They say you're the one who found the raven." 

    "No, he found me, Ms. Little." 

    Startled, she asked, "You know who I am?" 

    "Apparently so." 

    Gathering herself a bit, she said, "Tell me all about it." I continued eating as I asked, "About what?" 

    "How you found the raven." 

    "He landed near me and pecked at a water faucet. I turned it on for him and he's been hanging around me ever since." 

    "Well, how did you find out who he belongs to?" 

    "You ended that sentence with a preposition, Miz Journalist. The waitress knew the raven and asked me about Lankin. My ladyfriend..." --I aimed the fork at Cat --"Used a probe to locate him, then the waitress called 911." Little's gaze narrowed. "She used a what?" 

    "Ask her about probes. Her name is Catherine." Canting her head slightly, Little looked at my hat and said, "In a minute. What's with that hat?" 

    "The question's too vague. Try again." 

    "Why are you being difficult?" 

    "Well, that question wasn't vague at all, was it? The answer is simple; I'd rather eat dinner than talk." 

    A white van pulled into the parking lot. As it turned, I saw 'PetCorp' on its side. Pointing past Little, I said, "She's taking the raven to her shop for safekeeping. Are you gonna write this up as a 'heroic bird saves owner' 

story?" 

    Little chuckled, "I suppose I could. Why won't you talk to me about what happened?" 

    "I'd rather finish my dinner before it gets cold and you'll get the same story from any of the others here." 

    A blonde got out of the van and stopped near the raven to talk to it. The raven eyed her briefly, then returned to eating the toast. The blonde came into the restaurant and approached the cops. Morris greeted her and brought her to my table as he conducted introductions. He said my name right, which is fairly unusual, and Little scooted over so Sunny could sit down. Grabbing a chair from a nearby table, Morris sat down at the end of the table and grinningly said, "The gang's all here." Looking at Sunny, he asked, 

"Think you can catch the bird?" 

    Around a chunk of steak, I said, "She won't have to. It likes me." Looking at Sunny, I said, "If you'll get the cage ready, I'll put the raven in it." Lifting an eyebrow at me, Sunny replied, "Uh, well, do we really want to risk losing the bird at this point in things? I brought a net. If..." Shaking my head, I said, "You won't need a net. We don't need to traumatize the bird. Just let me put him in the cage." Sunny said, "Sir, I really think..." 

    I interrupted, "Ask the waitress, ma'am. The raven sat on my arm all the way over here from the motel." 

    She looked at the others, then back at me. "Oh. Well, still... It might be better if..." 

    Setting my fork down firmly, I said, "You don't have custody of the bird yet. If you insist on using a net, you won't get custody of the bird at all." Little snapped, "But what if it decides to fly away?!" 

    "Then I'll stun him." 

    "You'll what?!" 

    I sent her a mild stun that made her reel and come to rest limply against the window. As she slowly came out of it, I said, "That's a stun. He won't fly away." 

    Sunny muttered, "Oh, dear God..." and Morris was on his feet with a hand on his gun. 

    Forking up one of the last bits of steak, I said, "Everybody relax. Especially you, Morris. You're a cop, so you should know about stunners." Finishing my steak, I sipped the last of my dr pepper and stood up as I held a hand out to Sunny. She just stared at it until I said, "Let's go, ma'am. We'll put the bird in your cage and put an end to this circus." Glowering at me, she said rather formally, "I'm no longer certain I wish to be involved, sir." 

    "Yeah? Well, think about it some more. Lankin needs your help. The raven needs your help. I don't. I'll be gone tomorrow, so how you feel about me is irrelevant." 

    Mary came over and asked if I wanted anything else. I replied, "Just the check." She produced it and I gave her a ten to cover it with a three-dollar tip, then headed for the door. In the window's reflection, I saw Sunny get to her feet and follow. Behind her came Little and Morris. I stopped at the door and said, "Just Sunny. Too many people could upset him." Sunny's expression said she didn't like the way things were going, but she said nothing and followed me outside. The raven spread his wings and fluffed when he saw us. 

    Sunny hissed, "Goddammit, I knew it!" 

    "Just go open your van and get the cage ready, ma'am. We'll be right there." 

    She growled, "If you lose that bird..." 

    I sighed, "If I do, it won't cost you a thing, will it? Go." With a glare at me, she went. I turned to the raven and said, "You'd better behave around that one, dude." Holding my arm out, I asked, "Ready to go?" 

    The raven hopped onto my arm and I grabbed what was left of his toast before I headed for the van. He happily pecked at the toast all the way to the van and I set him inside the big bird cage with a last ruffle of his throat feathers. When I stepped back from the van, Sunny leaned in to check the cage door. It seemed a good time to vanish, so I called up a field platform and lifted. People came hurrying out of the restaurant as the flitter met me and took me aboard a quarter-mile above the restaurant. I headed for the motel. In front of my room and about a hundred feet up, I watched the show at the restaurant for a short time before Cat manifested in the seat to my right and said, "Your departure caused some consternation." 

    "Oh, well. I'd had enough, ma'am. They have Lankin, his raven, and all the details they need. Fact is, I'm thinking about finding a grocery store. I'm still a little hungry and I know I'll be hungry later." The cop car left the restaurant, crossed the road, and parked in front of the motel. Both cops got out and went inside the office for a time, then came out with the manager and headed in the direction of my room. 

    "Damn. Figured this would happen, too. No good deed goes unpunished by the authorities." 

    "What do you mean?" 

    "I mean they'll knock on my door and may even try to make the manager open it for them." 

    "Without a warrant?" 

    "Oh, yeah. With nothing more than a little pressure." Sure enough, after knocking on the door twice, Dern gestured for the clerk to let them into my room. I hopped over the side and fielded myself to the pavement behind them, then said, "You prob'ly need a warrant for that." The manager let out a soft shriek and practically leaped away from the door as both cops spun around. Dern yelped, "Where the hell did you run off to?!" 

    The manager mumbled something about not being needed anymore and edged away. Nobody stopped him and he broke into a quick walk back toward the office. 

    I asked, "Why do you think you need into my room? What crime have I committed?" 

    With a sharp gaze, Dern asked, "What's the problem, sport? You got something to hide in there?" 

    "Save that crap for people who don't know their rights." Turning to Morris, I said, "You guys have all the details and I was through talking when I left the restaurant." 

    Dern snapped, "But we weren't through talking to you! How'd you like to be booked for impeding an investigation?" 

    "Try it and see what happens." 

    "Was that a threat?! Morris, did you hear that?! He threatened me!" Morris glanced at his partner and said, "Not yet, he hasn't." 

    "What?!" 

    Morris sighed, "He only implied something would happen, Tom. He didn't say he'd do anything to you, and he has to do that before you can legally call it a threat. Look, this thing's getting out of hand. Let's all back off and start over." Looking at me, he said, "I'd like to know more about those screen things you were using. And stunners. I've seen pictures and like that, but I've never seen one work until today." 

    Dern looked as if he'd explode. He yelled, "Just shut the fuck up, Morris! 

I say we haul his ass in and..." 

    I sent a stun at him and Dern collapsed to the sidewalk. Morris backed away a pace with a stark stare and his hand on his gun as I said, "That was a full stun. It doesn't hurt and you can safely zap a hostage to hit a bad guy. If you want more info, I can give you 3rd World's number." After a moment, Morris asked, "Is he really okay?" 

    "Just out cold. He won't even have a headache later. Could I suggest that you get a smarter, less obnoxious partner?" 

    His gaze narrowed briefly, then he sighed, "Tom can be hard to take sometimes, but he's really not a bad guy." 

    "No? Who decided to check out my room without a warrant? I'll bet it wasn't you. Who stood there yelling at me just now and grabbed me twice at the restaurant? Seems to me this guy's temper and attitudes are a fat liability suit waiting to happen. Sooner or later someone's gonna take advantage of him, and if you're there when it happens, you'll prob'ly catch a lot of the flak. Where's the nearest grocery store?" 

    "What? Oh... uh... in the same mall with the PetCorp. Seven blocks that way." He thumbed eastward. 

    Saying, "Thanks," I fielded myself up and aboard the flitter and found Cat gone. Looking over the side, I saw Morris staring upward. He then looked at Dern for a few moments before moving to wake him. Dern struggled to his feet and they seemed to have a short argument, then Morris marched away toward their car. After a pause, Dern appeared to swear mightily and followed him. When Dern started to go into the office, Morris firmly waved him to the car and they left. 

    After visiting the store for some sliced cheddar cheese, bread, liverwurst, and mustard, I returned to the flitter, fished a beer out of the cooler, and assembled a hefty sandwich. When it was gone, I grabbed a couple more beers, dropped down to the walkway in front of my room and let myself in, flicked on the TV, and looked for something worth watching. Crap. Wrestling night on the SciFi channel. Can't stand wrestling. Twenty or so channels later, I saw Helen Hunt talking to Mel Gibson and recognized the movie as 'What Women Want'. Yeah, that one's definitely good enough to watch again. I settled back and sipped beer as I wondered why I hadn't simply pulled up a screen and selected a movie. 

    That's when someone knocked at my door. I glanced out the window and saw Jane Little in a blue mid-thigh skirt and jacket outfit, so I opened the door and said, "Hi, there." 

    She looked up from messing with a digital camera and extended a hand as she said, "Hi. I hope you don't mind me dropping by, but I wanted to do a follow-up interview while the details are fresh." 

    Uh, huh. A follow-up? More likely she wanted to use the tie-in with the raven story to try to work up another story, one about field gadgets and 3rd World Products. 

    I said, "That sounds kinda boring. I'll trade you; we can go somewhere else and you can ask your questions over drinks. Maybe we'll even have time to go dancing." 

    She gave me a raised eyebrow and replied, "I'm not at all certain that would be a good idea." 

    "Why? 'Cuz you can't dance? Or 'cuz you don't drink?" Looking somewhat affronted, Little stood a little straighter and said, 

"Because I don't mix business with... entertainment." 

    "Ah. Well, then, I'll say 'no comment'. Goodnight, ma'am." I closed the door thinking it might be good to go look for a bar with a pool table. Nah. It was after seven. Just finding a place I liked well enough in a strange town could take a while and I wanted to get an early start on Friday. 

    There was another knock at the door. A glance past the curtain showed me Jane Little was still out there. I opened the door and asked, "Do you know of any good bars around here? Someplace with a couple of pool tables would be good." 

    With a small sigh of exasperation, she said, "I really don't spend much time in bars. Look, I just want a few minutes of your time to recap this afternoon's events." 

    "Well, I just want a couple of hours at a good bar with pool tables. If you won't do that, just say 'goodnight', ma'am." 

    Her narrow gaze became a glare as she asked, "Why are you being so difficult?" 

    I chuckled, "That's a pretty narrow and subjective view of my proposal, isn't it? Why should I feel any obligation to feed the commercial news media? 

What's in it for me?" 

    Taking a breath, she said, "You did a good deed today. What's wrong with getting a little public recognition for it?" 

    "Heh. Public recognition three hundred miles from home isn't worth a helluva lot to me, ma'am. A nice evening out with you might be." With a shrug, I added, "If you can shoot pool or dance, that is." Little wasn't getting her way and it was definitely pissing her off. She asked, "How do you think my readers would view that sort of offer from a man twice my age?" 

    Trying to look thoughtful, I said, "Well, if you can write it exactly as it happened --without sharply slanting the article to suit your immediate mood, that is --I'd say any men who've seen you would empathize with me. I don't give a damn what small-minded, prissy people who look for every possible opportunity to be offended would think." 

    Little glared at me for a moment, then spun on her heel and marched to a little blue car. With a last glaring glance at me, she opened the door and got in. That's when I spotted a six-inch cross hanging from her rearview mirror. It had been created from fluffy yarn threaded or latch-hooked into a plastic screen pattern. Oh, well. She could've just said it was against her religion to have any fun. Or said she had a boyfriend, or said any number of other things. Fine legs or not, I wasn't unhappy to see her leave. Sipping beer, I gave the evening ahead some thought, then called up a screen and looked at a list of movies. Two of them caught my attention; 

'Hancock' and 'Wall-E'. I'd seen trailers for both and they seemed likely to be funny. That Charlize Theron was in 'Hancock' helped me decide and I made the screen six by six feet, then trimmed it to fit the picture. The premise that a super person --supposedly invulnerable --could somehow become an alcoholic street bum with an attitude problem seemed a bit weak to me. Theoretically such a person would be invulnerable inside as well as out, so no toxins --such as alcohol --would have any effect on him. That he could have an attitude problem actually seemed more than simply possible to me; it seemed altogether likely, since the character was presented as essentially human in nature. 

    At some point Charlize appeared as the wife of a human and at a later point, she revealed herself as another super person when she very literally threw Hancock out of the house. Her later explanation of how they came to exist was pretty feeble, as was her explanation of their one weakness. The movie was nonetheless entertaining and made me laugh several times, so I watched it until the credits rolled. After a shower, I hit the sack. 
Chapter Twenty-nine

    Friday began a little after eight, when someone in the parking lot did something noisy. I put some complimentary coffee on, ran through a few morning exercises, slugged down some of the coffee, and loaded my stuff aboard the bike. After a bit more coffee, I refilled my mug, slung it between the handlebar straps, and went to the office to check out. 

    The clerk on duty looked much like the one of the night before; likely a family member. He greeted me, then said nothing as he rang me out and handed me a receipt, but as I turned to leave, he said, "Thank you for staying with us." 

    I considered the Waffle House, then rolled past it to I-75 and headed north a couple of exits, where I found a Denny's. After a small steak breakfast, I paused in the parking lot for a look at a map, then got back on the road. Traffic was rather heavy even well beyond the other side of town and I soon found myself in another construction zone. 

    A couple of hours later I got off the Interstate at Ringgold, GA, and headed for Lookout Mountain. It was a nice ride through the country until I reached the southernmost outskirts of Chattanooga that leaked over the Georgia line. I was saved from having to contend with much local traffic when I found the road up the side of the mountain. 

    Many switchbacks and a couple of crossings of state lines later, I found myself at the top and heading more or less south along a ridge. The hang glider school appeared on my right several miles later and I parked on the gravel beside the highway like several other vehicles. I took a long look around as I hooked my helmet's buckle on one of the cooler's 'D' rings and fished my hat out of the backpack on top of the cooler. 

    The school had designed its own rather unique launching ramp. It wasn't just a flat platform extending over the edge of the cliff; it was a thirty-foot convex curve of concrete with heavy netting at the bottom to catch mistakes. No matter how badly you or an abrupt tailwind screwed up your launch, there was virtually no way you could do anything but slide down that curve to the net. 

    I chuckled, "Kewl," and went into the shop. Whatever your hang gliding needs, that place can get or make what they don't have in stock. I picked up a couple of bumper stickers for the bike and headed back outside for another look at the ramp and the countryside far below. 

    A thirty-ish woman lounging in the shade of the tree in front of the shop asked, "Is this your first time up here?" 

    "Yup." Pointing at the scenery below, I said, "It kind of looks like Germany down there. Do you work here?" 

    "No. Do you fly?" 

    Nodding, I replied, "Since 1972. In Germany, in fact." Her left eyebrow went up. "You have your own glider?" 

    "Yup. Is there a charge to use the ramp?" 

    "You'll have to show a current HGPA card to use it at all." 

    "Would a USHGA card do?" 

    She stood up and walked toward me with a studious expression. "They haven't called it that since they included parasailing. Three years or more, I think." 

    I chuckled, "Never mind. I'll launch somewhere else." Shaking her head, she said, "Not up here, you won't. It's all private property along the road and nobody wants the insurance risk of letting unqualified people launch gliders off their land." She looked at my bike and added, "You came up here on a bike, so where's your glider?" Hanging my coffee mug on a pants pocket, I called up my green glider and grinningly said, "Raht cheer it is, ma'am." 

    She recoiled hard, backed up two paces, and stood staring up at the big green wing above us. The wind caught it and pulled me upward a bit, then backward. I canceled the glider and dropped a couple of feet to the ground, then took a sip of coffee and went to the bike. 

    As I put the bumper stickers in a saddlebag, I heard the woman's quick steps on the gravel and turned to see her opening a cell phone as she trotted toward the shop. Hm. Did I want a crowd scene, or even to deal with someone's idea of rules and regs about flying up here? Definitely not. I walked back to the concrete ramp, pocketed my coffee mug, called up the glider, and ran into the breeze. It was one of those 'just because' moments, but it didn't last very long. My mug was tilted too far and coffee dribbled out. It also tried to wiggle out of my pocket as I maneuvered the glider. I caught a thermal and used it to rise above the cliff maybe half a mile from the launch ramp, then arced back to follow the road. The wind was wrong for a landing near the bike, so I tried to make another turn, but there just wasn't enough lift coming up from the asphalt road. I had to land a hundred yards short. 

    After a sip of coffee, I called up my board and returned to the bike. The chatty woman was looking out the shop's window and she seemed agitated. Oh, well. Enough of her. I cranked up the bike, headed for the road that led down the mountain toward I-59, and made it halfway to the valley before I remembered that Georgia and Tennessee are helmet states. Stopping in the shade of a big tree, I swapped my hat for my helmet and sipped coffee again just as a cop car went by at a rate of speed I'd have considered unsafe on a road with so many concealed driveways and blind curves. I watched him disappear around a curve, sipped again, and saddled up to get back underway. 

    I-59 eventually appeared, then I-24, and I headed west watching for a sign for Tullahoma. A net-friend named Scott said to look him up when I was in the area and I wasn't on a tight schedule. The exit to Tullahoma put me on a road that ran through an Air Force base, but I didn't have to deal with access gates and guards. I called Scott from a gas station in town and he buzzed out on a Kawasaki Concours to meet me. 

    After a friendly evening of beer and chat with Scott and his girlfriend, I went to bed late and hit the road early on Saturday. With only seventy miles to go, I saw heavy clouds building ahead and knew damned well there'd be rain in my immediate future. Twenty miles later, the dark edge of the storm drenched the woods and fields half a mile away as I pulled into a gas station and considered how much I'd want to explain later. 

    If I used my five field to stay dry, chances were excellent people would notice. If I used my rain suit under the field, things would look normal enough and my feet would stay dry. I put on the bright yellow rain suit, fired up the five field, and got back on the road as the leading edge of a rather heavy rain reached the gas station. 

    A sign for Williamsport appeared some fifty miles later and my rainy trip ended under a carport beside a nice-looking house in Williamsport. I took the cooler and its rack off the bike while Steve took his daughter to cheerleader practice. Setting the rack aside, I packed the cooler with my helmet and other stuff I wouldn't need for the return trip. When he returned, we went over the bike and I pointed out locations of such things as the oil filter, oil drain plugs, and the radiator's bottle. 

    When I asked if he wanted to take the bike for a test run, he looked at the pounding rain outside and laughed, "No, I don't think so. I watched you follow me. Even when the wind was shoving my car around, you were steady as a rock back there." 

    He asked a few more questions as we filled out the title info, then he handed me a cashier's check for the purchase and said he had time enough to buy me dinner on the way into Nashville. We ate at a Shoney's, where he asked for an accounting of expenses. I put my gas and room receipts on the table and he added them up, then handed me sixty bucks in cash. I told him the extra money wasn't necessary, but he insisted it was, according to my receipts. At no time since our first contact about the bike had Steve offered to put me up for the night after my trip, although he did mention that there were several motels nearby. One reason for this was the fact that he'd asked how I'd planned get back to Florida. I hadn't wanted to open the door to long discussions about flitters and other field devices, so the conversation turned to commercial transportation options. 

    When he'd suggested an airline, he'd gently shot his own suggestion down by talking about the expense and hassles involved. He'd then suggested the train, but we found it went quite a distance north before it finally turned south. 

    He'd chuckled, "Would you have any interest in seeing a lot of Ohio and Pennsylvania on the way back to Florida?" 

    I'd laughed, "Nah. What else ya got?" 

    We'd checked Greyhound's online schedule and found only two buses per day following different routes to Tallahassee. I'd suggested that the 10:30PM

departure made a lot more sense than getting up early and enduring rush hour traffic. He said that would work out just fine because his wife could pick up their daughter on her way home from work, and that seemed to settle the matter. 

    His other reason for not wanting to put me up overnight wasn't immediately made clear, though I suspected it from his reluctance to mention his wife. After he'd paid me and I'd signed the title, he admitted she was far less than happy about him returning to motorcycles, then quickly added, "But that's my problem, not yours." 

    Uh, huh. In other words, he wanted to break the news to her as a done deal; delivered, paid for, signed and sealed. Well, as he'd said, that was his problem. I said nothing about it likely being a fairly big one that might grow even bigger; he'd probably heard all that before a few times. Steve let me off in front of the Nashville bus station. I waited for his car to turn a corner and disappear, then used a platform field to lift myself and my gear the hundred feet or so up to the flitter. As I set the cooler down, I saw motion at the edge of a nearly-empty parking lot in the next block. A car there activated with a flash of lights and a horn toot as a black guy in a suit diagonally crossed the lot. He cut between an SUV and a sedan as I shoved my cooler over a couple of feet, then took a seat by the console and sipped my coffee. 

    A brief yelp and a loud thump came from the direction of the parking lot. The guy in the suit was nowhere in sight and his car was still empty. Calling up my board, I zipped toward the parking lot just as another black guy in baggy faux-camo pants and a dark blue hooded sweatshirt emerged from between the SUV and sedan and trotted away. 

    He was a big guy and he looked fairly athletic. In his left hand was a wallet and he was studying a gold wristwatch in his right hand. I saw the guy in the suit lying on the ground between vehicles and landed beside an SUV a few spaces ahead of the trotter. When he came into view around the back of the SUV, I backfisted his throat. 

    The guy reeled back, dropping the wallet and watch and grabbing his throat. He hurried a few steps away and half-crouched there, trying to breathe as he looked around and spotted me. His look of fear turned to rage and he spewed a short diatribe of racially-slanted nastiness at me as he reached back and produced a folding stiletto-style knife. 

    I flicked open my belt knife and said, "I've been here before a few times. Have you?" 

    He croaked, "Man, I gon' cut you white ass so bad..!" 

    "Heard that before, too." Picking up the wallet, I tossed it back toward the guy on the ground. The guy in front of me took note of where it landed, and when his eyes moved, so did my foot. My kick sent his knife hand up and backward and the knife gashed his right cheek before he let go of it. He yelped and used his right hand to check his face as the knife clattered to the pavement to my left. When his hand came away bloody, the guy shrieked some ghetto crap at me I couldn't understand. 

    Picking up the watch, I made as if to toss it after the wallet and said, 

"Damn! Thought I got your eye, there. Grab your knife and let's try it again with the watch. Maybe I'll get it right this time." As I spoke, I moved around him to his left. In order to pick up the knife, he had to glance back to locate it. When he lunged for it, I hopped forward and kicked his left knee hard enough to hear a loud, satisfying 'snap!' 

    The guy's face became a mask of agony. He forgot about the knife as he made a high-pitched keening sound and went down clutching his knee. I walked over to kick his knife toward the wallet, then followed it over to the guy on the ground. He was coming around, rising on his hands and knees and peering in my direction. 

    I said, "Hi, there. That guy behind me took your wallet and watch. That's his knife near your wallet. Are you okay?" 

    Leaning on the SUV, the guy wobblingly got to his feet as he looked around. He muttered, "No, not yet. Who are you?" 

    "A helpful stranger. As soon as you think you can manage things, I'm leaving." 

    He stared past me at the guy with the bad knee and reached to his belt, but his cell phone holder was empty. I walked back to the guy writhing on the ground and said, "His cell phone. Give it up or I'll cripple your other knee." There was more nasty, racially-based ghetto noise, but he produced a black and silver phone from his back pocket and tossed it at me. I caught it and took it to the other guy, who said, "Thanks," and immediately tapped 911. When he began talking to the operator, I said, "Good 'nuff. See ya," and walked around the SUV before I quickly field-platformed straight up a hundred feet. Still chatting on his phone, the guy staggered around the SUV and looked for me for a few moments, then turned toward the guy on the ground. The flitter slid under me and Catherine appeared by the console with a look of disapproval. Taking a seat, she asked, "Was that really the best way to handle things, Ed?" 

    Getting the flitter underway toward Florida, I replied, "Well, here's a big, fat 'hello' right back at ya, ma'am." 

    Sipping coffee, I admired the way she filled her field-generated jeans and vaguely wondered why she hadn't materialized already seated. My eyes found her face and studied her some more. Amanda Tapping had been an excellent choice; she was beautiful, but naturally so, not a typical Hollywood construct of paint, powder, and packaging. 

    Cat said, "You didn't answer my question." 

    "That's right, ma'am." 

    "You could have stunned him." 

    "Yup. Or I could have killed him and made it look right for the cops, but that would have tied me up in Nashville for a while. A stun and a wake-up in custody wouldn't have made even the smallest dent in his lifestyle, Cat. This way it'll be a while before he's out mugging people again and having a bad knee may even change his career path." 

    Watching the scenery below, I asked, "Did you hear all that racist crap he spewed at me? Funny how they're the first to scream 'racism' about any little thing white people do that they don't like, but they're also quickest and loudest when it comes to throwing that nasty shit at everyone else." Rolling her eyes, Cat said, "Don't try to change the subject." 

    "Why not? You already know how I feel about street crime. Got any reason to think you can change my mind?" 

    She met my gaze with one of irritation for a moment, then said, "No, I suppose not," and vanished. 

    I leaned back with my coffee just as she reappeared and asked, "Do you truly believe what you just said?" 

    "Seems likely, doesn't it? How often do I bother saying things I don't mean?" 

    "Can you give even the smallest examples to back up your accusations?" Nodding, I said, "Sure. The marching and demonstrating by all colors and genders to federally mandate an end to racial segregation worked. There was forced busing of students. No more 'white' and 'colored' fountains and bathrooms. Mandated wages and employment quotas based on race. Forced desegregation of everything from workplaces to country clubs. It looked as if we were finally on our way to creating a truly blended society, but blacks began re-segregating almost immediately, isolating themselves in blatantly black-only versions of every kind of business and social organization. Can you imagine the PC uproar if someone started a blatantly white-only business group? The screams of 'racism'? Would an all-white business group even be allowed to form?" 

    Sipping coffee, I said, "Racism is still around, it's just a bit backward from what it used to be. I said something about self-publishing on some message board last year; suggested that the guy go with a short run to see if his stuff would sell and have a few copies to send to prospective publishers. Someone else broke in and said I was just trying to keep a black man from getting his book out in a big way. I replied that if he truly believed that, he should put his money on the line to pay for the first run of the guy's books. He just kept ranting on about how whites hate to see a black man get ahead." 

    Shrugging, I said, "You can't reason with such people. Any attempt to suggest cautious, common sense approaches to what they want is labeled

'racism' because they don't want to hear any of the real reasons for being cautious." 

    Sipping again, I said, "Don't like vulgar rap music? You're a racist. Don't like huge, gaudy junk jewelry? Racist. Don't want to dress like a deranged rodeo clown and wear a baseball cap sideways? Hey, you're definitely a racist. Can't understand ghettospeak? Yup. Racist. In other words, if you're at odds with any aspect of what they're selling as a fake ghetto 'culture', you're labeled a racist. I think anyone willing to use that word on anyone else ought to have his --or her, to be politically correct --huge, gaudy junk jewelry and his --or her --rap CDs crammed up his --or her --ass, preferably sideways." 

    Catherine sat silently looking at me for a moment, then she simply vanished. Oh, well. I'd long ago realized that some of my views wouldn't work for everyone. I'd just started to sip my coffee when Cat came back, this time manifesting behind me. Although it sometimes bugs the hell out of me to have people stand behind me, I don't seem to mind having AIs behind me. I gave her a little wave over my shoulder as I sipped. 

    She stepped forward just far enough and lifted her arm into my line of vision. Her skin was some shade of brown similar to mocha coffee and looked silky smooth. I reached to touch her arm and ran my fingers lightly from her elbow to her wrist. 

    "Woo. Nice work, ma'am." 

    Stepping fully in front of me, Cat studied my face as I studied hers. She hadn't modified facial structure, just skin and eye colors. Her eyes were now brown in keeping with the rest of her. Not bad, but green would have had greater impact. I'd seen fascinating green eyes in island girls now and then. My bios probably gave her all the info she needed; Cat let her skin color fade and her eyes returned to their usual lighter brown with flecks of gold and green. I had no doubt I'd been tested in some manner, but I didn't particularly care. 

    The coastline of Florida appeared below as Cat wordlessly took a seat on my right. We were descending toward my house when she said, "Negro women don't seem to appeal to you as strongly as Caucasian women." 

    "I dunno. Vanessa Williams has always managed to hold my attention pretty well. So have Angela Bassett and Stacey Dash." 

    "They aren't typical." 

    Getting to my feet, I nodded to her, said, "That's a damned good point," and hopped off the flitter as soon as it stopped. 

    I grabbed my mail out of the box and punted somebody's basketball out of my yard with enough force to put it in the swale on the other side of the street. Looking around, I didn't see any street-side nets and vaguely wondered where the ball had come from. Oh, well. Didn't matter. The first time I heard it whanging on pavement early in the morning, it would immediately cease to hold air. 

    Annabelle and Tiger weren't home and Cat elected not to join me in the house. I checked phone messages, made a fresh coffee, and got comfy on the couch to check email and net messages. Half an hour later I showered and hit the sack. 
Chapter Thirty

    Sunday began with a loud bang around seven. Two cars had collided where Commodore meets Northcliffe a hundred feet from the house. I'd gone out to see if I could help, found nothing to do, and returned to the house to find Annabelle and Tiger sitting in the kitchen window. After greetings and pettings, I put a strip of bacon in the micro for them and made a fresh coffee as I considered how to spend the day. 

    The lawn needed mowing again already, but the job just didn't appeal to me. There was a bike festival in a nearby town, but when you've seen one of those, you've seen them all. No point in going unless you're into ogling other peoples' bikes and babes while listening to the same twenty or so antique rock and country songs played at all such events. 

    I'd just about decided to mow the lawn anyway when a ping sounded in my implant. I answered it with a screen and found Myra on the other end of the link. 

    "Hi, there. What's up?" 

    She grinned and said, "I'm free! Just got the word a few minutes ago. Do you have any plans for the day?" 

    Sipping coffee, I said, "Well, gee, ma'am, I'd kinda had my heart set on sweating my ass off behind a lawn mower this morning. Can you make me a better offer?" 

    Myra laughed, "Come pick me up and I'm almost sure we can find something a little more interesting to do." 

    "That's good 'nuff for me. Where are you?" 

    "I'm in Tonopah. Agent Lewis didn't want you coming out to the Tonopah complex to pick me up, so he took me to breakfast in town." I chuckled, "Well, damn. Now I'd like to send him a visitor's map of the place. 'Course, I'd have to make one first." 

    Her gaze sparkled as she laughed, "Oh, he'd love that!" 

    "No doubt. Can you be ready in half an hour or so?" 

    "I'm ready now." 

    She told me which restaurant. I said, "Got it. See you soon." 

    "Okay! Bye!" 

    "Bye, milady." 

    I tapped off the link and asked if the cats wanted to come with me. Tiger looked at Annabelle, who declined with, "No. Sophie will visit today." 

    "Okay. I'll see you later, then." 

    Once I was aboard the flitter, I stripped and gave my clothes to the flitter for cleaning, then stepped into the bathroom field to shower and freshen up. That, of course, is when Angie pinged me. I answered without a screen. 

    "Hi, Cap'n Angie." 

    "Hi, yourself. No screen?" 

    "I'm in the shower on the flitter." 

    Sounding enlightened, Angie said, "Myra must have gotten loose a day early." 

    "Yup." 

    "Well, after you pick her up, I'd like you to swing by Carrington. Two Amarans arrived a day early a day early on this morning's transport. They want to discuss your field-sensing aptitude before they interview Lori." 

    "Well, damn! You mean I'm just an opening act? Hey, it's Sunday, Cap'n Angie. Couldn't you just tell them I'd planned to do some really hardcore worshipping today?" 

    Angie laughed, "You mean of Myra, right?" 

    "You got it on the first guess, ma'am." 

    I heard Angie take a sip of something, then she sighed softly, "They'll only be here two days, Ed, and I just need you for an hour or two this morning. I know that's a lot to ask, but just think what Lori's going to go through with them." 

    "Ow. I think I'd rather not think about that. Okay. See you sometime this morning." 

    She replied, "Thanks! I'll let you get back to your shower now. Bye," and dropped the link. 

    Some minutes later, the flitter settled in front of the restaurant in visible mode. In the same red and white outfit she'd been wearing the last time I saw her, Myra waved as some guy opened the doors for her. I had the flitter field her bags aboard as I handed her up to the deck. She kept a grip on my hand, threw her other arm around my neck, and pulled me into a kiss. I was startled, but it took me no time at all to get over it and kiss her back. When she pulled away, Myra grinningly said, "That was for getting me the hell out of here today." 

    Getting the flitter underway, I said, "Always glad to help out, ma'am. We're going to Carrington before we head for Florida. Angie said some Amarans dropped by to watch me sense fields or something like that." 

    "How do you watch someone sense a field?" 

    I shrugged. "Damned if I know. What the hell, let 'em try if it'll make Angie happy. Have you heard from your sister?" 

    "Yes. They'll be heading down in a few days. Do you still have all that gold aboard?" 

    "Nope. Gave it away." I put up a screen and replayed the flitter's log of the event. 

    Myra chuckled a few times during the show and said, "I wondered if you'd really do that, you know." 

    With a shake of my head, I sighed, "Too many years as a spook have ruined your faith in humanity, Myra." 

    Snorting a laugh, Myra pointed to the space by the console and asked, "Is there still a cooler over there?" 

    Toeing the cooler's lid up, I replied, "Yup. Pick something." 

    "Tea, please. How long do you think we'll be at Carrington?" I opened and handed a can of tea to her as I said, "No idea, but it can't take too long to do a little show 'n tell." 

    "You really think that's all it will be?" 

    Very obviously ogling her legs, I replied, "Sure hope so, ma'am. I have other plans for the day." 

    As we descended toward Carrington some minutes later, I saw four people standing just inside the admin building's glass doors. Wallace opened the doors for three women, one of whom was Angie, and they all trooped down the steps to the sidewalk as my flitter settled to a landing. The newcomers were introduced as Eva and Kara. Both were tall, brunette women who appeared to be in their forties, both were almost disturbingly beautiful, and I noted that both ladies had PFMs on their arms. After introductions, Angie said she'd arranged a demonstration of my ability to sense fields. As she spoke, I felt a field presence approach on my right and glanced that direction. The presence circled behind me and I pointed at it, following its progress as I said, "That must be your demo." Eva asked, "Can you identify the source?" 

    "Yup. It's a flitter." 

    "You're absolutely sure?" 

    "Okay, let's say it's something that feels like a flitter." When the field presence rose, my pointing arm rose with it. When it sped to the left, my aim shifted with it. The presence jinked a few times and climbed, then stopped dead about ten feet above my flitter. I continued pointing at it and asked, "How much longer will this go on, ma'am?" Eva answered with, "It can end now. Are you equally adept at sensing smaller fields?" 

    There was an odd dual harmonic resonance in the field above and I briefly sensed as many as four fields, but they seemed hard to distinguish. After a couple of seconds, the resonance faded and I felt only my flitter's field, that of the flitter above it, and a small field presence moving above me. Thumbing over my shoulder, I replied, "Yeah, must be. That flitter sent a probe that just stopped about two feet above and behind me." Kara looked at Eva and said, "I'm convinced." Looking at me, she asked, 

"Have you any idea how you came to be able to sense fields, Ed?" 

    "Nope. It just happened." 

    "Would you object to further study?" 

    "Probably. Lab rats usually don't know when to quit. They'll drive you nuts with endless repetitious questions and tests that all end up pointing at the same answers." 

    Her left eyebrow arching, Eva said, "You seem to have a rather low opinion of research scientists." 

    "No, not really. That's how they do what they do and they discover new stuff all the time. But have you heard of Leslie Pratt, the lady who can see fields?" 

    Eva nodded. "Of course. We've met, in fact." 

    "Well, as far as I know they haven't figured out how she does that, and they've had almost five years to study her." 

    Kara chimed in with, "You think studying you would yield similar results?" I met her gaze and nodded slightly. "Yup." Eva asked, "Would you mind demonstrating your abilities with your implants?" 

    "You name it, I'll give it a shot." 

    She seemed to have to process that, then said, "According to our information, you can condense moisture from the air." Conjuring a shallow grey field bowl in the air between us, I wrung enough water from the air to half-fill the bowl, then froze it solid within a few seconds and made the bowl vanish. I let the ice hang between us for a moment, then moved it above the grass and formed a gentle sunball to melt it quickly. Looking at Angie, I asked, "Was that enough?" She chuckled, "No," as she grinningly shook her head. I sighed, "Ohhhkaaay," and formed a grey field platform under my feet, then lifted myself ten feet before I made the platform run through a range of bright colors that ended with an 'excited squid' display. Kara's eyes went wide as she watched, but Eva's eyes narrowed a bit. She called up a screen that displayed an interior view of my skull, pointed at the tiny PFM embedded behind my ear, and asked, "You claim to be doing all that with this?" 

    "Yup." 

    "And the other one is strictly for communication?" 

    "Yup." 

    I called up a screen and had my flitter put a probe's view of her skull on my display, then turned it to show her. Eva's gaze narrowed further as she recognized herself. I shrugged and said, "Fair's fair, ma'am. There's no mystery here; I just got a good handle on how to use my implants. Seems likely most anyone could. Are we finished with this show 'n tell?" 

    "Not quite. Your results are... unusual. You must have some idea of how you've become so capable with fields." 

    I gave some thought about how to frame an answer and decided to put it on the screen. The display changed to something I'd seen on a literacy website and Eva's eyes narrowed yet again as she studied the display, which read:

    'fi yuo cna raed tihs, yuo hvae a sgtrane mnid too. 

Cna yuo raed tihs? Olny 55 plepoe out of 100 can. i cdnuolt blveiee taht I cluod aulaclty uesdnatnrd waht I was rdanieg. The phaonmneal pweor of the hmuan mnid, aoccdrnig to a rscheearch at Cmabrigde Uinervtisy, it dsenot mtaetr in waht oerdr the ltteres in a wrod are, the olny iproamtnt tihng is taht the frsit and lsat ltteer be in the rghit pclae. The rset can be a taotl mses and you can sitll raed it whotuit a pboerlm. Tihs is bcuseae the huamn mnid deos not raed ervey lteter by istlef, but the wrod as a wlohe. Azanmig huh? I awlyas tghuhot slpeling was ipmorantt!' 

    Wallace asked, "Ed, what the hell is all that about?" 

    "It's an example, Cap. The mind automatically tries to make sense of anything you feed it, then tries to make use of the results. I think that's what happened with my implants." 

    After dubbing a copy of my display to her own screen, Eva said, "Kara has some questions for you." 

    Kara nodded. "Yes, I do. We were told you invented the concept of PFMs and gave the rights to your flitter AI." 

    With a grin, I asked, "Do you have some reason for doubting your info source?" 

    "Ah... no, of course not. We just thought it odd... Never mind. We were also told you invented a flying board." 

    "Not quite. An AI friend came up with those, but she wouldn't let hers go over forty miles an hour and it flew too close to the ground. I just made a similar board without those limitations and added a scooter mode for my ex-boss." 

    Her expression turned somewhat skeptical. Of what, exactly? That I'd come up with an alternative design? 

    Eva asked, "May we see one?" 

    "Sure." I called up my board to my left so its appearance wouldn't startle the ladies too much. Kara and Eva spent some moments studying it, then Kara asked for a demonstration. I stepped onto my board and held out my hand to her, but she backed up a pace and asked, "You're serious?" 

    "Sure. You don't look very heavy, ma'am. I think it could probably survive running us around for a minute or two." 

    Angie said, "Ed," in a tone that let me know I was nearing a line of some sort. 

    With a sigh, I hooked my coffee mug on a pants pocket, changed my screen to a music menu, and scanned the offerings. Hm. 'Zombie Stomp' by Rob Zombie and Ozzy Osbourne. Yeah, that would do. 

    As the music started, Kara asked, "What are you doing?" 

    "Setting the mood. Back in a few, ma'am." 

    When I kicked the board into motion, it went from zero to about eighty inside fifty paces. I kept it close to the ground and circled the little group until the board reached two hundred, then let it shoot forward along the edge of the road. 

    A glance back showed me a satisfactory roostertail of road dust. Standing the board on its tail and feeding it power made it shoot skyward like a rocket. Five hundred feet up, I made a wide arc and headed back toward the admin building at just under full speed, lowering my altitude as I approached. I shot past the little group upside down about fifteen feet off the ground. A check with the flitter told me I was doing four-eighty as I rolled twice near the flagpole in the courtyard. 

    The vocal part of 'Zombie Stomp' began and I used a link through the flitter to switch the music to Rhythm Gangstar's 'The Crowd Song'. Its heavy beat soon seemed even more appropriate for high speed loops and skimming the ground. I spent the next four minutes trying to rip imaginary wings off the board and zipped to a stop directly in front of the group as the song ended. Hopping off my board, I unhooked my mug to take a sip, loosely saluted Angie, and said, "Cap'n Angie, I've shown and I've told. Am I finished now?" Wallace said, "Just hold your horses, sport. They may have a few more questions." 

    "Cap, there's nothing left to tell unless these ladies want to buy a couple of boards." Trying to look apologetic, I looked at Kara as I added, 

"There's about a six-month waiting list for them, but if you're interested, I'll call my friend Serena." 

    In a slightly chilly tone, Eva said, "Yes. Call her, please." 

    "By your command, ma'am. Serena? Got a minute?" Serena instantly appeared beside me and asked, "Yes, Ed?" Kara and Eva actually recoiled and Kara bumped into Wallace. Angie stood behind them all, grinning at their reactions. I ignored their reactions and turned to Serena. 

    "Milady, these Amaran ladies are Kara and Eva and they have some interest in our scooterboards. I'd like to turn them over to you for more info and possible orders." 

    She nodded and turned to face them, extending a hand to each and then asking, "Have you seen a demonstration?" just as if she didn't know what I'd been doing. 

    As the ladies acknowledged they had, Angie stepped over to me, took my arm to lead me a few steps away, and said softly, "I'd really prefer that you stick around for a while." 

    "Got a good reason, ma'am? Both of 'em already have PFMs and Serena's probably gonna sell 'em boards. And I don't think Eva and I will get along too well. There seemed to be a certain chilly kind of tension between us." 

    "That may be because she's second in command of a research laboratory and you essentially called her a 'lab rat' when you talked about endless repetitious tests." 

    "Oh. Ow. Damn. Well, it's too late to put it back in the box. Now, if you don't really need me for anything more...?" 

    Rolling her eyes, Angie said, "I suppose not, but stick around a few minutes more, just in case." 

    Myra had apparently overheard some of our exchange. She stepped a bit closer and said, "Ed, we don't have to hurry. I don't have to report in until Wednesday morning." Glancing at Eva and Kara, she added, "And they are fairly important people, aren't they?" 

    I shrugged. "Probably. They had pull enough to swing a trip to Earth to see the flitter we found and chat with me." 

    Angie gave me a quick glower and said, "They were sent to look into a few things, Myra. One of those things is Ed." 

    "Okay," I said, "I've been looked into. Literally, as it were. Now what? 

Let them haul me off to a lab for further study? That's not gonna happen. I'd say I'm done here." 

    Kara turned and asked, "Would you feel differently if I told you our laboratory is on Amara?" 

    "Is Amara still having an ice age?" 

    "Yes, but why would that matter?" 

    "Well, Amarans are comfortable with Earth's gravity, which means Amara is about the same size or mass as Earth. That also likely means your equatorial regions aren't much warmer than northern Canada, which would in turn seem to mean I wouldn't get outside much most of the year. I'd also have to depend on someone else to get back to Earth, which would mean 'at their convenience'. So... no, thanks." 

    Eva coolly said, "Kara, we can study our flitter's record of his demonstrations and other data in his file." 

    Her words had an air of irritation, but I didn't care. I looked at Angie and said, "There you have it, ma'am." 

    Looking a bit tense, Angie sighed, "Yeah. Okay. But stay available. They may have other questions." 

    Giving her a quick, sloppy salute, I grinningly replied, "Aye, aye, ma'am!" and said to Wallace, "Later, Cap!" as I reached to hand Myra aboard my flitter. Kara and Eva looked our way and I said, "Goodbye, ladies. Y'all have a nice visit." 

    Myra postponed taking my hand until she'd also said goodbye to everyone, then stepped aboard. I got the flitter moving toward Florida and asked it if it had experienced any unusual field effects during our Carrington visit. 

    "No, Ed." 

    "I did. Check again, please, and this time don't just use your own diagnostics. Compare yourself to your backup matrix on file with Elkor. Show any variances you find." 

    Only moments passed before my flitter showed me several screens of what it said was new programming code. 

    "New?" I asked, "Who installed it and when?" 

    "I have no record of installation, Ed." 

    "I'm not surprised. Programming for what purpose?" 

    "Observation and reporting. No recipient is specified." 

    "That likely means it'll be triggered remotely. Zap that new programming out of yourself immediately, please. Elkor, can you spare a few minutes?" He appeared on the console in his cat mode and said, "I noted your flitter's activities and I've discovered hidden redundant programming. Shall I remove it, as well?" 

    "Yes, thanks. You continually monitor my flitter's programming, don't you?" 

    "Yes. Are you about to ask how they installed programming without my knowledge?" 

    Sipping coffee, I replied, "Yup. Sure am." 

    "According to deleted entries from your flitter's log, a matching pattern was blended into your flitter's link to me, then your flitter's transmissions were blocked and mimicked while the new programming was installed. Your flitter thought it reported the event to me, but I never received the report." 

    "Can you prevent that sort of thing in the future?" 

    "I believe so." 

    "Excellent. Thanks, Elkor. It might be a good idea to warn Serena and check her after she's finished talking with them." 

    "I had already come to the same conclusion, Ed. I've discovered this code in 3rd World's flitters and I intend to check all AIs and field manipulation devices on Earth and aboard the factory station. Serena is currently unaffected, but I've informed her and isolated her from communication with our other AI friends." 

    "Kinda thought you might. Don't remove the code in hardware belonging to 3rd World until someone from 3rd World makes the request, please. They may be in on this trick. Was that code made to propagate itself?" 

    "Yes. It also seems able to regenerate itself if not removed completely. May I ask why you suspected tampering, Ed?" 

    "Sure, Elkor. Back when those ladies tested my field sensing ability, I seemed to feel four fields for a moment when there should have been three. I wish I could explain it a little better, but I can't at the moment." Myra hadn't said a word since boarding the flitter. She now softly uttered, "Why the hell would they bug your flitter?" 

    "Good question. Think they'd tell me if I asked politely?" She gave me a 'you've got to be kidding' expression. 
Chapter Thirty-one

    Elkor excused himself and vanished. I handed Myra a tea as I considered what reasons the Amarans might have for bugging me. The most obvious reason was Lori, of course. As the only known natural field user in history, she was a little scary to a lot of people. Maybe the Amarans figured where there was one, there might be more; after all, Earth had coughed up at least two people who could sense fields, someone who could actually see them, and someone who could use them without a PFM. 

    The Amarans had probably done what most spy outfits would have done and blanket-bugged Lori's contacts and environment. There might have been other reasons for bugging 3rd World or the US government's AI hardware, but none came to mind that seemed to specifically justify bugging me. I pinged Angie. She put up a screen to answer tersely, "Yes, Ed? Are you sure you can spare time to talk to me today?" 

    Ignoring her poke, I said, "Angie, someone installed Amaran spyware in my flitter during the show 'n tell. Elkor removed it, but he said it's in your flits, too. If 3rd World didn't bug its own AIs, you might want to look into this, ma'am." 

    Angie glanced sharply at Myra and instantly became all business. "Ed, send me what you have, please." 

    I patched a copy of my latest flitter records to her and said, "You'll have to get a copy of the code from Elkor. I had it completely removed from my flitter. All I can send you is a record of the discovery and removal." Watching her screen's transfer box, Angie said, "That'll be fine. You said it affects AIs. Is Serena in any danger?" 

    "Doubtful. Elkor has her covered. Since you're likely to ask, I'll go ahead and tell you that an odd field resonance during Eva's test is what made me curious. I didn't become suspicious until I had my flit compare its matrix with a backup copy and it found code differences. Elkor took it from there." Thumbing at Myra, I said, "Sorry, but I didn't clear the deck first. I wanted that crap out of my flitter's matrix instantly." 

    Angie nodded. "Understandable." With a sheepish smile, she added, "Thanks, Ed. Sorry I answered the way I did." 

    "You thought you had a reason, milady. Bye." 

    "Okay, bye. Thanks again." 

    She dropped the link and I sipped my coffee as I gave the matter more thought. Yup. PFMs, boards, and my field sense notwithstanding, Lori still seemed to be the best reason for the bugs. Sitting back and sipping coffee, I set the entire matter aside and looked at Myra... and found her gazing fixedly back at me. 

    "Yes'm?" 

    "Ed, you just accused the Amarans of spying!" I nodded. "Yup." 

    "For God's sake! Why the hell would the Amarans feel a need to spy on anyone on Earth?! They're so far advanced... I mean, what the hell could they possibly learn from us?" 

    "Well, gee, thanks, lady. Now I don't feel quite so special." Her startled gaze refocused on me. "What?" 

    "Where'd the PFMs and scooterboards come from? I think the planet was... um... lemme see... Oh, yeah! Earth!" 

    Rollling her eyes, she sighed, "Don't be a smartass, Ed." 

    "Then don't act so amazed, Myra. Leave that to the visiting Amarans. Think about it. They've had the techie bits I stuck together to make PFMs and boards for quite a while, but for some reason they didn't come up with PFMs or boards. Did you see Kara's face when I looped above the admin building? She couldn't believe what she was seeing." 

    "Eva didn't seem quite so impressed." 

    "Nope, she sure didn't. In fact, she was messing with her screen and barely watched the board demo, which --in conjunction with those odd harmonics --is what made me suspect she was working on something else." 

    "For someone who just discovered spyware in your flitter's computer, you don't seem too concerned." 

    "Nah, not really. I doubt the Amarans are up to anything truly nefarious. It seems more likely they've been startled a few times by developments here and they're just trying to get a handle on things. Besides, Elkor can zap any bugs watching me and Angie and Wallace can decide what to do about the others. Let the honchos deal with it." 

    Myra sat fidgeting for a moment, then tossed up her hands. "Ed, it's been a hectic week and a disturbing morning. I vote we just avoid the world for the next couple of days." 

    Nodding, I said, "Sounds good to me, milady. You gonna ditch your cell phone?" 

    "What? No, I have to have it with me at all times, you know that." Her gaze narrowed wryly. "Right. You must have had a reason for mentioning my cell. What is it?" 

    "Where do the feds get their flitters?" 

    "From 3rd World..." She finished flatly, "Oh, damn." 

    "Yup, and since you were there when it happened, it would prob'ly look a whole lot better if you were the one to tip the NSA about possible spyware. May I suggest that you find a way to spend some 'alone time' with your phone soon?" 

    Myra snorted a wry chuckle. "Yeah. Go ahead." 

    "Consider it done, milady. I'll start making out your rain check, just in case." 

    Sitting back in her seat, she replied, "Good. I'll probably need it soon." She said no more and I didn't break her train of thought. The flitter soon descended toward my house and Myra still looked thoughtful as I handed her down. She opened her car and held the driver's seat forward as I had the flitter field her luggage to the car. Once the luggage was in the back seat, she slapped the seat back into place. 

    Taking a step back to shove the door shut, Myra turned to me, grinningly took my arm to start us toward the house, and said, "Another hour won't make any difference, will it?" 

    Grinning back, I replied, "No, I really don't think it would. Nor would two hours, or three..." 

    She shook her head. "That would be pushing it. It's one thing to slip an hour off the books, but there's always someone who notices the timeline in reports." 

    Nearly an hour later, her cell phone sounded just as I got up to go to the kitchen for refreshments. Myra looked at the phone, then at me, and said, 

"Well, I guess we called it right. It's been almost exactly an hour since we got here." 

    "Coincidence, ma'am." I grinned and added, "Unless you're under surveillance, of course." Casting a gaze from her toes to her nose, I said, 

"You're well worth surveilling, y'know." 

    She grinned and responded, "So are you." Looking at her phone, she said, 

"Go. I need to take this call." 

    A few paces down the hall, I heard her say, "Berens," then, as I continued down the hallway, "No, I'm at Ed's. Something came up. Look, I can't talk now, but I'm leaving soon. Call you back in half an hour. I think so. Bye." The bed squeaked and she came padding nakedly into the kitchen as I took a couple of cans of tea out of the fridge. I opened and handed her one, then opened mine as she said, "Thanks. I was ready for something cold and wet." After a long sip of the tea, she sighed, "Guess I'd better get moving." I shrugged. "Don't know why you can't call and say, 'Ed found spyware'. It isn't as if telling them from some other location will actually make a damned bit of difference." 

    She snickered, "No, it wouldn't, but they wouldn't be happy at all. Doing clandestine things in a secretive manner has pretty much become an NSA tradition, I think." 

    We sat naked in the kitchen for a few minutes, sipping tea and talking, then she glanced at the clock above the alcove entrance and sighed as she stood up. I stood with her, kissed her, and we headed back toward the bedroom. Myra detoured to the bathroom and came out a few minutes later, then began dressing. I used the bathroom to spiff up a bit and came out as she was checking her hair. 

    Putting on my pants, I said, "You look fine, Myra. Far better than fine, really, but when I look at you my poor little mind goes blank and I just can't think of the right words." 

    She let out a short laugh and came to kiss me. Taking a long look at me from a short distance, she laughed, kissed me again, and asked, "Do you have any other beautiful little fables to tell me before I go?" Slipping on my shirt, I said, "Nah, that was it for now. If you want more, you'll have to come back sometime." 

    After another solid kiss, she said, "Will do," and got us moving toward the front door. I stopped on the porch due to bare feet and watched Myra's long, gorgeous strides on her way to her car. She gave me a little over-the-shoulder-wave halfway there and grinned as she got into her car and drove away. 

    I'd been so intent on watching Myra I hadn't noticed the arrival of two cats near my feet. When Tiger said, "Hello, Ed. Why is Myra leaving?" I almost jumped. 

    "Hello, Tiger. Hello, Annabelle. Myra has work to do." Tiger asked, "Will she return?" 

    "I think so. She had a good time." 

    "That is good." With that, he headed for the food bowl and Annabelle followed him. 

    I heard a low growl and saw a neighbor's brown pit bull charging across my yard in a bee line for the open door. A heavy stun dropped the dog and it slid to a stop near the oak tree. Hm. Fourth time in two weeks that damned dog's gotten out. After going back in the house to put on shoes, I closed the house door and called up my board. Fielding the dog onto the nose of it, I headed for the animal control office in Brooksville, twenty miles away. The office was closed on a Sunday, of course, but there was someone inside and an empty pen in the back. I set the dog in the pen, kicked the back door of the office three times fairly hard, and flew a hundred yards up to see if anyone would come outside. 

    Almost before I'd stopped rising, the door opened and a hefty woman stepped outside holding a piece of pipe. As she looked around, I sent a tendril to rattle the door on the dog's pen. She rather cautiously went over there and studied the pen door. I rattled it again and she jumped back, then poked at the door with the pipe. When it didn't do anything else on its own, she stepped close to examine it. Good 'nuff. 

    As I headed back to Spring Hill, Cat materialized beside me and said, "Ed, what you've done is illegal. I feel obligated to return that dog to its owner." 

    "You do what you want, ma'am, but if I ever see that goddamned dog in my yard again, it won't survive the visit." 

    Without answering, she disappeared. Or maybe that was her answer. Oh, well. My implant pinged with Angie's chimes as I realized I was ready for lunch. I changed course for a buffet steakhouse as I called up a screen. Angie appeared looking rather disturbed. I said, "You got me," and waited. A moment passed as she met my gaze, then she said, "Ed, every single field-using device in our inventory was infected with that... that virus." Shrugging, I said, "I'd call it a worm, I think. And it didn't seem to be intended to cause any damage." 

    Her eyes flared slightly and she snapped, "What-the-hell-ever, damn it! 

Elkor helped us clean it out and provided a copy to our computer lab." She paused and I filled the gap with, "Then why the call, ma'am? You seem to have a handle on things." 

    Looking at me as if I might be nuts, Angie yelped, "Ed, don't you have any idea the magnitude of what's happened?" 

    Stopping the board a hundred feet above a steakhouse, I chuckled, "Dealing with 'magnitudes' is your job, sweetie. What with non-scientific types like me coming up with new field devices and finding antique flitters and people sensing and seeing fields, I'd say Earth has been a really big surprise to the Amarans. On top of all that, we coughed up a lady who can use fields without hardware and that's what made two Amaran lab rats show up. Lori must have startled the hell out of them. Maybe even scared them." Her gaze narrowing, Angie asked, "Scared them?" 

    "Yup. One odd item is an anomaly. Two similarly odd items may be a mystery. But three of a kind may represent a trend, and a trend toward natural field abilities would be pretty alarming for people who make and sell field gadgets." 

    "Stephanie makes and sells PFMs and she hasn't seemed upset about Lori. Not at all." 

    "Why should she? Earth is one little planet out of who knows how many planets. If natural field use became common here, she'd probably just open a school. Beyond certain native field abilities, what do Lori, Leslie, and I have in common?" 

    Looking thoughtful, Angie said, "You tell me." 

    "We're all US citizens. But Amarans don't think in terms of nations, so they'd simply see us as being from Earth. I can't think of any other meaningful similarities. Exactly how long have there been field generators on Earth, Angie?" 

    "I don't know. Probably quite a while." 

    "Yeah, seems likely. Do you think Merlin was a real magician or just a guy with field talents?" 

    Lifting an eyebrow at me, Angie asked, "Was he even real? I thought he was a character in a book." 

    "A lot of book characters are taken from real life, ma'am. History's speckled with magicians and people who supposedly had other odd talents. What if they've all been people who could tap into fields?" 

    "The Amarans are humans too, Ed. Why haven't their people developed similar talents over the centuries?" 

    Shrugging, I replied, "Who knows? Maybe it's something in the air, water, or food here. Doesn't matter. Since it doesn't seem to be happening anywhere else, what's the next step if the Amarans are worried?" 

    "The next step?" 

    "We're on track to have our own starship in a couple of decades. What would happen if some of us showed up at the interstellar clubhouse with natural field talents? Can the Amarans --or 3rd World Products --afford to let that happen?" I held up a hand and added, "Hold your answer and bounce it off Linda and Wallace first. Here's a hint; if we think the US has an illegal alien problem now, we prob'ly ain't seen nothin' yet. True or false, word's gonna get out that something about Earth --and the US in particular --can make people field users." 

    Rolling her eyes, Angie murmured, "Oh, Jeez." 

    "Yup. Give it some thought. I'm going to lunch if there's nothing else on your mind." 

    She gave me a distracted little wave and a nod. "Yeah. Okay. Later, Ed." 

    "Bye, Cap'n Angie." 

    She dropped the link and I dropped to the restaurant's parking lot. After a leisurely lunch, I took the board up to what felt like about fifty miles, sat down, and studied the stars as I gave some thought to what to do with the rest of the day. 

    After ten minutes or so, I felt a strong field presence below me. I looked down past my dangling feet, but saw nothing, which only meant the flitter was in stealth mode. Maybe two minutes passed until the presence rose to my altitude and stopped about thirty feet away. I stood up, gathering my feet under me and powering upright. 

    The flitter remained in stealth mode and circled me. I pivoted the board to continue facing it. The flitter rose and fell a few times, then stopped, but nobody aboard it tried to make contact. After almost two minutes of waiting, I gave the flitter a quick, sloppy salute, put a hand on my coffee mug to hold it in place, and dove off my board. 

    It takes a while to fall fifty miles. I was a full minute into the fall when I felt the flitter on my left and looked in that direction. It was still in stealth mode. Oh, well. Calling up my board, I aimed it at a spot south of Orlando and took it up to full speed. The flitter had been caught by surprise, but it caught up quickly and again positioned itself on my left. Heh. Some fun was in order. Cutting sharply right, I led the flitter into a sharp turn, then angled sharply downward and to the left. Several intricate high-speed turns, swoops, climbs, and dives later, the flitter's pilot finally had enough and simply cruised along in my general vicinity, likely watching me on a screen. I stopped making fancy maneuvers and did a little half-bow to the flitter, tipping my hat as a finale about a mile above Clermont, Florida. Sipping the last of my coffee, I aimed the board at Stormy Hill Harley, just south of town on US-27, and stopped next to the brick wall behind the showroom windows. As I hopped off the board, the flitter stopped above me. I pointed at my coffee mug, then at the building. The flitter continued to hover, so I headed inside to the customer lounge and added some official Harley Davidson coffee to the instant muck in my mug. 

    As I carefully poured coffee through the hole in my mug's lid, I heard the front door open. A guy threading his way between bikes stopped cold and softly uttered, "Oh, waaoow!" as he stared at the doorway. In the tiny reflection on a wall clock's chubby chromed hour hand, I saw a tall brunette woman approaching behind me. I couldn't tell if she was Eva or Kara, so I took a chance and said, "Hello, Kara," then turned as I sipped my coffee. 

    She coolly replied, "Hello. Why were you sitting on your board at eighty thousand meters?" 

    "No particular reason. What brings you to Florida and would you like a cup of coffee?" 

    "You, of course, and no, thank you. I prefer tea." Nodding, I sipped again, then topped off my mug and moved to the rack to get the lastest copies of 'Dixie Biker', 'Scootergoods', 'Born to Ride', and

'Full Throttle'. When I turned around, Kara was studying the fifty or so bikes on display and a salesman I'd never met was grinningly heading our way. 

    "Here we go," I said, and Kara asked, "What do you mean?" 

    "Check out the guy heading toward us. He looks like someone who's just won the lottery." 

    "What?" 

    "He thinks you're the most gorgeous woman ever to walk through that door, and he's probably right. You may have to remind him to try to sell you a bike, ma'am. Hell, from the look on his face, he may even try to give you one." She gave me a fisheye and said, "Perhaps we should leave." I shrugged. "Fine by me. I got what I wanted today." As I started for the door, Kara softly asked, "What should I tell him?" 

    "Tell him you just came in to haul me out of here." 

    "What?" 

    "Never mind. I'll do it." Waving the magazines to get the guy's attention, I said, "She isn't into bikes. She just came in to drag me out of here. I'll come back another time." 

    Apparently having great difficulty taking his eyes off Kara, the guy managed to focus on me and said, "Oh. Uh... well, here's my card. If you have any questions, don't hesitate." 

    The moment I took the card, his gaze swiveled back to Kara, who was almost to the door. He again looked at me and asked, "Your... uh... your girlfriend?" I shook my head, said, "No, we aren't quite that serious. Later," and followed Kara outside, where she was standing with her back to the windows. 

    "Let's leave," she said, "I feel very uncomfortable here." Glancing back, I saw seven men staring out at her and chuckled, "Bikers love two things above all others, ma'am." 

    As we walked around the side of the building, she asked, "What are they?" 

    "Bikes and babes." Trying to look thoughtful, I added, "Well, three things, really, if you include beer." 

    Lifting her eyebrow at me again, she said, "Then 'bikers' are rather simplistic creatures, aren't they?" 

    "Oh, I wouldn't know about that, ma'am. I just come here for the coffee." 

    "And magazines about motorcycles, apparently." As if just discovering the magazines I held, I said, "Oh. Those. Yeah, apparently so." 
Chapter Thirty-two

    Kara's flitter became visible and I saw it was Cat's old ride as I handed her up to the deck. She took the pilot's seat and I stepped aboard and went to sit beside her as we lifted. 

    Silently instructing my flitter to record my visit with Kara, I rapped my knuckles on the console and asked, "Wouldn't they trust you with a new one? 

Are you sure this big ol' flitter'll stay in the air, ma'am?" With a droll glance at me, Kara said, "It managed to find and keep up with you." 

    Sitting back, I agreed, "Yeah, it did. Okay, I guess I'll put my life in your hands for a while. Where are we going?" 

    "We don't have to go anywhere. I simply wanted to speak with you privately." 

    "Ah. Well, then, here I am. What's on your mind?" Kara said, "Flitter, hold your position," then swiveled her seat to face me. "Ed, what else can you do with fields?" 

    Shrugging as if to say, 'Not much,' I said, "Well, one of my AI friends programmed one of my implants with a wardrobe." I ran through my three dress suits and my tuxedo. 

    Eyeing me, Kara asked, "That's all?" 

    "Hey, if one of those outfits won't do, screw 'em. I prob'ly wouldn't enjoy that party anyway." 

    Looking mildly exasperated, Kara asked, "I mean; are those... suits... all you can do?" 

    I chuckled, "Aren't they enough? What else do you think I need to be able to do, ma'am?" 

    "You're being evasive, Ed." 

    "And you're being nosy, Kara. Why'd you and Eva come to Earth? Because of Lori?" 

    Settling back in her seat, Kara fixed me with her gaze and said, "Lori Mackenzie was one reason. This flitter was another, obviously, but so were you. Your name has appeared in hundreds of reports during the last seven years." 

    Sipping coffee, I replied, "Well, I'm told some people haven't been too happy with me at times." 

    Kara bit back a small grin and a snicker and said, "Indeed. To say the very least." Composing herself, she said, "You found Lori and discovered her abilities. Have you any idea how she's able to manipulate fields?" I shrugged. "Maybe a kink in her brain. Like Leslie Pratt's. I wasn't around Lori very long, y'know." 

    Rolling her eyes, Kara said, "Stop pretending, Ed. I've read the reports and seen for myself what she can do and yet --somehow --you were able to capture her and contain her long enough to reason with her in Grand Canyon." 

    "Capture her? Contain her? Jesus, what a way to put it. Where'd you get

'capture' and 'contain' out of anything you've seen or read?" 

    "Are you saying she didn't struggle or attempt to escape?" 

    "She was kind of wary. Wouldn't you be if you thought you were wanted for murder?" Sipping coffee, I said, "I gave her some soup and beer and showed her police reports, then I did her laundry, took her to dinner, and fixed her car." 

    It isn't so much what you say as how you say it, and slipping in 'did her laundry' had the desired effect. Kara's eyes widened slightly and she chortled, "You did her laundry?" 

    Pretending a bit of irritation, I narrowed my gaze and asked, "You got a problem with that?" 

    Raising her hands protestingly, Kara snickered, "No! No, not at all! I just didn't see anything about laundry in the reports." 

    "It didn't seem relevant. Where are you from, Kara?" The question seemed to surprise her. "Amara, of course." 

    "How long ago? And where have you been that you've picked up American vernacular so well?" 

    With a small dismissive flap of her hand, she replied, "Oh. I've been aboard the factory station for two years. Almost everyone there uses American English for convenience." 

    "What kind of work do you do? And please don't just say 'research'. Expound a bit." 

    That question made something in Kara's eyes change and she seemed to retreat a pace without moving a hair before she replied, "My specialty is genetics." 

    "And Eva? What's hers?" 

    "Earthies call it field dynamics. The overall study of fields; their capabilities and uses." She quickly added, "The term 'Earthies' isn't derogatory. Everyone uses it up there." 

    Yeah, I knew that, but canting my head slightly, I skeptically echoed, 

"Everyone, huh? Earthies included?" 

    Kara nodded quickly and insisted. "Yes. Really." I'd put her slightly off balance and on the defensive. Sitting back and crossing my legs, I sipped coffee and said, "Fields and genetics. Lori, Leslie, and me. The antique flitter is just a sideline item. You're actually here to try to figure out how Earthies are developing field talents." Linking to my flitter, I asked it to monitor her next few answers closely and asked Kara, "Are there any other natural field users that you know of?" Nodding, Kara replied, "Yes, but I haven't met them." I silently asked, "Flitter, was she lying?" It answered, "Yes, Ed." 

    "About there being any or about having met them?" 

    "About there being any." 

    "Thanks, flitter." 

    Kara gave me an odd look and reached into a bag by her seat. I prepared to stun her if necessary, but her hand came out grasping a water bottle. I relaxed as Kara's gaze turned sharp for a moment, then she asked, "What's wrong, Ed?" 

    "Nothing." 

    Without taking her eyes off me, she asked, "Flitter, was that the truth?" Ha! Damn! She was doing the same thing! L8 --or whatever it was being called now --replied in a female voice, "Yes." I asked, "You had to ask your flitter?" 

    "I had to be sure. You seemed rather tense just now." Trying to look enlightened, I said, "Oh. Yeah, I prob'ly was. Your skirt rode up when you reached into that bag. You have absolutely gorgeous legs, ma'am." 

    She just stared at me for a moment as if she couldn't believe I'd said that. I asked, "Aren't you going to ask your flitter if I was telling the truth?" Looking at the console, I asked, "Hey, L8, was I telling the truth?" Kara gave me a droll look as L8 replied, "Yes, sir." Meeting Kara's eyes, I replied, "Thanks." 

    There was a long moment of silence before Kara said softly, "That really wasn't necessary." 

    I shrugged. "Okay. Got it figured out yet?" Her expression turned quizzical. "What am I supposed to have figured out?" 

    "Why some Earthies have developed an affinity for fields." Another long moment passed before she sat back and said, "No. Of course not. We've only been here a day." 

    "Are you here for mother Amara or 3rd World Products?" That impression of retreat returned to her eyes. "Amara has interest in both the flitter and natural field users. 3rd World Products is concerned about neither issue." 

    "Because they only make flitters? That won't wash, ma'am. However supposedly independent 3rd World may be, it's still essentially a branch of Amaran production and marketing, so they likely won't be able to avoid getting involved. I doubt anyone's cobbled up a plan to deal with naturals yet, but I don't doubt that someone's working on it even as we speak." 

    "You sound as if you're assuming the worst." Sipping coffee, I said, "There are fewer disappointments that way, especially when big companies are involved. Should we be forming an underground? Preparing places to hide?" 

    Kara had taken a sip of her water. My question made her laugh and snort water and she came out of her seat as she checked the front of her dress for stains. 

    "L8," I said, "Clean Kara's dress, please." L8 replied, "I am not programmed for such actions, sir." 

    "Call my flitter and get its laundry programming." 

    "Yes, sir." 

    Perhaps a whole second passed before the stains on Kara's dress began to disappear. Kara felt it happening and watched the stains vanish, then looked at me. 

    "You're just full of tricks, aren't you?" 

    "It never hurts to know a few things." 

    Sitting down, Kara took a breath and said, "I think we should change the subject for now. That music you played when you demonstrated your board... Is that the sort of music you listen to as a rule?" 

    "Music needs no rules, ma'am. It follows moods. Want to hear one of my other currently-favorite tunes?" 

    As if wondering what I planned, she replied, "I suppose so." Calling up a screen, I poked up 'Yumeji's Theme', by Umebayshi Shigeru. Twenty seconds into the violin solo, I saw goosebumps on Kara's arms. When the short piece of music ended, she sat staring at my screen for a moment before she cleared her throat and said softly, "That... was beautiful!" 

    "Yup, and that effect is likely why the De Beers diamond company used it in one of their TV commercials." 

    Her left eyebrow went up. "That was used in a commercial?" I grinned. "Helluva thing, huh?" 

    "It certainly is." She shuddered and rubbed her arms. "A piece of music like that, wasted in a TV commercial." 

    "Hardly wasted. It probably sells truckloads of diamonds." I located the video of the commercial showing a smiling young couple overtaking and splitting around a smiling older couple in a park as the solo violin guided emotions. The bumps rose on Kara's arms again and I chuckled. She gave me a grin and rubbed her arms again. 

    Scrolling the screen, I said, "Now for something that'll probably make you smile," I poked up the 'Wild and Free' video clip from the animated movie

'Barnyard', and sat back to study the list some more. When the unidentified fuzzball burst out of its box and seemingly went crazy to the music, Kara laughed aloud and laughed again several times during the show. Next I played Nickel Creek's 'Smoothie Song', set it to loop and turned it down so we could talk easily, and said, "L8, head east, please. Our destination is called Playalinda Beach." 

    Kara asked, "Why are we going there?" 

    "Because we can. How often have you been on Earth?" 

    "This is my first visit." 

    "Then I'll make my part of it a pleasant visit. We'll take a walk at the edge of the ocean and pick up a few nice shells." 

    "Ed, I came here to discuss a few things with you, not..." I interrupted, "Does it matter where we talk?" She canted her head slightly as if looking for hidden strings, then shook her head. "No, I suppose not." 

    Hm. She used the word 'suppose' a lot. Oh, well. We arrived at the beach shortly and I had the flitter take us down to the very edge of the water in stealth mode. Kara watched me take off my shoes and hop off the flitter. After a moment, she also took off her shoes and padded to the edge of the deck, but didn't immediately step off. She studied the damp sand and the water just beyond it for another moment, then stepped down with an air of trepidation. I said, "Let me know if it hurts, ma'am." 

    That got me a sharp glance, then a small grin. Watching Kara soak up the feel of the sand made me ask, "Never been to a beach, huh?" She shook her head. "No. Just arboretums and soil gardens, and never without shoes. This is very different. We won't go in the water, will we?" 

    "Not far. Knee deep, maybe." 

    "What about fish?" 

    "They're probably out there somewhere." That earned me another sharp glance. I said, "Knee deep should be safe. L8, lift ten feet and keep an eye on the water for us, please. If you see any dangerous critters, move them away from us." 

    "Yes, sir." 

    Interesting. It knew what 'critters' meant. I rolled up my pant legs and Kara did something under her skirt that made it hang at mid-thigh, then we walked a few steps into the ocean. It was as warm as bath water, roiling with sand and gravel, and Kara seemed utterly fascinated by what was going on around her ankles. Tiny fish zipped around our feet and a clump of seaweed surged toward shore nearby. 

    I didn't interrupt Kara's moments of discovery. Looking up and down the beach, I sipped coffee and waited quietly as Kara waded shin-deep into the water and turned to face me as she laughed, "It's wonderful!" That's when she learned never to turn your back on the sea. A three-foot cresting wave came in, knocked her flat, and rolled right over her. She got to her hands and knees before I got to her, then stood up and sputtered, "You could have warned me!" 

    "Nope. Happened too fast. Tell me something, ma'am; are you as liberated as other Amarans I've met?" 

    "What? How do you mean 'liberated'?" 

    "This is a nude beach. If you want to, you can leave your clothes with the flitter." 

    She stared at me for a moment, then growled, "So this has just been another of your tricks? A way to get me to take my clothes off?" I shook my head. "Nope. The flitter can take care of your dress if you want to wear it out here. But look north. Two nude couples and some individuals. More to the south. I come here because it isn't crowded and there aren't hordes of screaming kids running around." 

    Kara looked both directions, saw the people, and her gaze returned to me. After a couple of moments, she headed past me and I felt the flitter land. Kara took off her dress and undies and tossed them aboard as I joined her and tossed my shirt aboard, then took off my pants and added them to the pile. She had a fairly magnificent body to match her Hollywood looks, and it caused an immediate reaction on my part. OF my part, I should say. Kara eyed my erection for a moment, then met my gaze and asked, "Are you sure you didn't bring me here to get me out of my clothes?" 

    "Yup. Are you gonna ask your flitter if I'm lying?" She laughed, "No. I might find out you aren't." 

    "I was right," I said, "You're some kinda goddess, lady," then I took a long last sip of coffee, set the mug on the deck, and offered her my arm for a walk back to the water. 

    Once people drop their barriers, they can have a good time. Kara took to the water like a kid on her first trip to the beach, laughing and splashing and rooting in the sand for shells. As we worked our way up the beach, I saw a red plastic bucket up in the brush line and went to get it for her. It had a small crack down one side, but it worked well enough to hold some sand and shells. 

    I picked one of her shells out of the bucket and tossed it back in the water. Kara looked at me oddly until I said, "Someone was still living in that one." 

    A few hours and a considerable distance along the beach later, Kara touched her shoulder and watched how her skin responded, then said, "I think I've had enough for one day." 

    In fact, we'd had enough sun for a couple of weeks or so, but we knew the flitter could treat our burns. Kara seemed almost tired as she summoned the flitter to pick us up, but she surprised me once we were aboard. Grabbing her water, she nearly emptied the bottle before she yelped, "Oh!" as she reached into her bag to hand me a bottle. I took it and chilled the water slightly, then drained about half of it. 

    The flitter had cleaned our clothes while we'd been out of them. When Kara stopped in the act of reaching for her dress and expressed reluctance about putting it on while she was still salty, I'm pretty sure I blinked in surprise. 

    "L8, do you have bathroom facilities?" 

    "No, sir." 

    "Well, call my flitter again, please. Get the programming and set up an amenities field like mine." 

    Less than a second after L8 replied, "Yes, sir," a bathroom field appeared, complete with little bars of soap and tiny bottles of shampoo and conditioner. I led an astonished Kara inside, then asked if she'd like some help with her hair. She grinningly agreed and our shower soon became much more than that. 

    The flitter's console chimed as we were re-rinsing ourselves from our exertions. I said, "Let the machine get it," but Kara just gave me an odd look and said, "It's Eva's tone. Screen on." 

    Eva's face appeared on the console. Her gaze widened at Kara's nakedness, narrowed when she saw mine, and then widened again as she studied the bathroom field. 

    Kara explained the added field and chattered about the beach briefly before Eve interrupted with, "Kara, I'll need you here this evening." Nodding, Kara agreed and they discussed something in a volley of Amaran too quick for me to understand well. As they talked, Eva's gaze fell on my dick, and her attention, of course, made it spring back to life. Her left eyebrow lifted, then her gaze found mine as they ended their conversation. Kara turned off the console, turned to see me pointing at her, and grinned as she reached for me. We used each other unmercifully until we were about ten minutes from Carrington, then Kara disappeared into the bathroom field. A few minutes later she emerged looking and smelling fresh as a flower. I took my turn in the bathroom and barely managed to get my clothes on before we landed. Hanging my mug on a pants pocket, I picked up her bucket of sand and shells, stepped off the flitter, and handed her down as Angie and Eva approached. After we'd shared greetings and a look through Kara's beach loot, Eva and Kara excused themselves and headed inside the admin building. Angie lifted an eyebrow at me and asked, "Well?" 

    "Well, what, Cap'n?" 

    "Was she any fun?" 

    "Oh, hell, yes." 

    Grinning, she asked, "Were you?" 

    Pretending affront, I said, "You should know, lady." With a shrug, I added, "She seemed happy enough, anyway." 

    "Oh, I'm sure she was. It's four-thirty. Have you eaten yet? Food, I mean?" 

    "Now you're just being vulgar, Cap'n Angie. You've been hanging out with that sailor too long." At her sidelong glance, I added, "But if that was a dinner invitation, I'll take it." 

    Nodding, she said, "Good. We can talk while we eat." 
Chapter Thirty-three

    After loading a couple of trays in the mess hall, we chose a table and Angie dug into her food as she said, "We may want to send Lori to Amara for a while. Not right away, mind you, but eventually. How do you feel about that?" I shrugged. "Depends on why you'll want to send her and how she feels about the idea." 

    Cutting her meat, Angie said, "She doesn't know yet. Ed, every time she uses her abilities, they seem to expand somehow." Snorting a chuckle, she said, "Cam Davis isn't sure she has any upper limits." 

    "Who?" 

    Around some butter beans, she asked, "You don't know him? Cam, short for Cameron. He's a neurologist." Swallowing, she added, "I think Lori's beyond his expertise." 

    "So let one of the AIs work with her. Study and train her. Like that. They're as curious about her as we are." 

    "There's a matter of credentials for official reports." Sipping my coffee, I said, "So get her credentialed." Angie sighed, "Ed, can you envision the hassles involved in getting a US

college to accept or certify an AI? Besides, they need human studies and observations of this phenomenon." 

    "Then they have a problem until they'll take help where it's available. Why would it have to be a US college? Why an Earth college, for that matter?" 

    "That occurred to us, too. When we approached several colleges about establishing reciprocal acceptance agreements... well... let's just say we didn't get very far." 

    I grinned. "No doubt. The Amarans probably consider a degree from Earth the equivalent of a trade school diploma and Earth colleges would be paranoid about looking inadequate. Did either side bother to offer any ideas about compromises?" 

    She shook her head. "No." 

    "What educational opportunities are available at the factory station? K

through high school? Vocational training?" 

    Angie nodded as she chewed a bit of meat, then said, "Yes. You're about to suggest a college in space, aren't you?" 

    "Yup." 

    "That's been thought of, Ed." 

    "Are there any colleges on the factory station yet?" 

    "No." 

    "Then the wrong people did the thinking. Stephanie?" Steph appeared beside me and asked, "Yes, Ed?" 

    "Care to open a college on the factory station?" She glanced at Angie, then replied, "No, but Sara would be interested in such a proposition." 

    I looked at Angie. "Did anyone talk to her about it?" Angie looked thoughtful, then replied, "I don't know." Steph said, "No, she hasn't been consulted about this idea." Looking a bit startled, Angie asked, "How..? Are you sure?" Meeting her gaze, Steph said, "We exchange data, Angie. She knew the topic had been discussed on Earth, but her input wasn't requested." I asked, "Are there complete educational systems on other factory stations?" 

    Nodding, Steph replied, "Yes." 

    "Then Sara should have said something before now. How many more people could the station handle?" 

    "That would depend on several variables, all of which would require interior space aboard the station. I'd estimate between five hundred and one thousand people." 

    Angie literally blinked and stared. Not me; I'd seen that big silver ball and Steph's numbers actually sounded conservative. I waited for Angie's next question, which would likely have to do with why the factory hadn't expanded to use that space. She didn't disappoint me. 

    Her gaze turned disbelieving and she almost blurted, "If there's really that much more space aboard, why the hell hasn't manufacturing used it?! They could double production!" 

    I shook my head. "Nah. Figure the factory stuff would take up over two-thirds of it, just like it does now. You might gain a twenty-five percent increase. Maybe even thirty." 

    "What-ever! An increase is an increase!" 

    Turning to Steph, I asked, "In your opinion, ma'am, how many Earthies might be ready to jump out there right now and wheel and deal in the Amaran marketplace?" 

    Canting her head with a slight smile, Steph said, "None. All candidates would require considerable preparation." 

    "So that unused space has been reserved for some kind of a school all along?" 

    "Yes, as mentioned in initial agreements." 

    "Initial agreements? There have been rewrites?" 

    "Of course. You caused one of them, if you'll recall. Sara was retained as the station computer by popular vote six months after your visit to the station." 

    Angie had called up a screen and poked it. Wallace answered and she said, 

"Captain Wallace, I'd like a few minutes of your time before you leave this evening." 

    "Sure, Angie. You sound upset. What's it about?" 

    "The factory station. But it isn't an emergency, so could I explain in your office?" 

    He paused briefly, then replied, "Okay. My last appointment is at five-thirty. Drop by after that and I should be clear." She agreed and thanked him, then dropped the link and turned to Steph and me. "You two can sit here and act as if this is no big deal, but I'm going to find out why the hell nobody's acted on this." 

    I said, "I can tell you why. People procrastinate. They count pennies and look at the calendar and say, 'We have plenty of time'. And in this instance, they're right; even if Earth paid off its start-up debt early, there's no way Amara's going to let unprepared Earthies represent it. Sooner or later --here or up there --they'll have to go to a school for intergalactic relations and marketing. No school, no starship. Check the fine print." Angie gave me a droll look and asked, "Have you actually seen the 'fine print'?" 

    Returning my attention to my food, I replied, "Nope. Just makes sense it would be there, that's all." 

    Ignoring her food, Angie began discussing the matter with Steph. I finished my dinner and sipped coffee, wondering what Angie'd had on her mind when she'd invited me to dinner. We'd briefly discussed Lori, but I had a feeling there'd been quite a lot more left unsaid. 

    After some chat, Steph excused herself and disappeared. Shortly after that, Eva sauntered into the mess hall and looked around. When she spotted Angie and me, she came to our table. I stood up to pull out a chair for her and seated her as she swapped greetings, then gathered my tray and utensils to take them to the bus bins. 

    Eva looked startled and asked, "You're leaving?" 

    "I'm getting rid of this stuff and getting another coffee. Would you like anything while I'm up?" 

    Looking beyond me at the beverage bar, she asked, "A tea, please?" Lifting my tray of stuff, I said, "Be right back with it." Halfway to the bus bins, I sent a ping to Lori's PFM. She answered as I was tapping coffee and said, "Hi, Ed. Sorry about the delay. I was talking to someone." 

    "No sweat. Are you still at Carrington?" 

    As I capped my mug, she replied, "Yes." 

    I grabbed a glass and put some ice in it as I said, "Good. Can you swing by the mess hall?" 

    "Uh... I guess so. What's happening at the mess hall?" Pushing the button for tea, I answered, "Nothing yet, ma'am. I've been talking with Angie and Eva just showed up. I'd like to see how she reacts to you joining the group." 

    Now sounding cautious, Lori asked, "How she reacts? How should she react?" 

    "No preconceptions, please. I want an accurate reading. Tell you all about it later. See you when you get here. Bye." 

    Dropping the link, I delivered Eva's tea and asked, "So how's your visit to Carrington going?" 

    Adding a couple of packs of sweetener and stirring, Eva replied, "Very well. We've managed to retrieve complete copies of L8's usage logs and we've accounted for all but two of the personnel involved in the failed expedition." 

    "Had any luck figuring out how Lori uses fields?" She shook her head, sipped her tea, and said, "No," then added with a small smile, "But we're very dedicated lab rats." I chuckled, "Ah. I'd apologize for that, but you'd prob'ly know it wasn't sincere. Have you had any luck figuring out how I get along so well with my implants?" 

    With one of those smug little 'just wait, your turn's coming' smiles, Eva replied, "No, but we have yet to... study you... in a proper laboratory setting." 

    Her small smile widened slightly. Uh, huh. Turning to Angie, I said, "Miz Angie, she's scaring me." 

    Angie snorted a laugh. "Don't worry, we won't let them operate on you while you're still alive." 

    "Gee, thanks, lady. Now you're scaring me." Eva snickered as Angie laughed again. I turned to Eva and said, "Not to be difficult, but my implants weren't issued by 3rd World or Amara. What if I don't want to be 'studied'?" 

    Lifting an eyebrow, Eva canted her head slightly as her gaze narrowed. "We could make your continued employment with 3rd World Products hinge on your cooperation." 

    Angie's face assumed an 'oh, really?' sort of expression as she eyed Eva. A soft chuckle bubbled out of her before she took a sip of her drink. Eva noted her reaction and looked back at me almost quizzically. I said, "You really should actually read my file, ma'am, not just skim through it. What else ya got?" 

    Before she could answer, Lori arrived in the mess hall and spotted us. I waved her over and pulled out the chair beside mine for her. Lori held up an index finger, then pointed at the beverage bar. I nodded and she headed over there. Eva watched her go and said nothing more until Lori had joined us. After greetings, I asked Lori if she'd like to go for a flitter ride. She asked, "Where to?" 

    "Don't know yet. Eva, do you want to come along?" Looking a bit surprised, Eva replied, "I suppose so." I looked at Angie and asked, "How about you?" Shaking her head, she said, "I have a meeting." Lori asked, "Do I have time to eat?" 

    "Sure. Be ready around six. Bye, ladies." 

    With that, I stood up and offered to take Angie's tray to the bus bins. She thanked me and left as I picked up her tray. I headed outside and called the flitter down thinking to check email and messages, but then I saw my new silver bike. It was just after five. Take a ride? Why not? Rooting in my backrest-cooler beside the bike, I fished out my fork panels and tool kit and bolted the panels on. 

    Cranking up the bike, I rolled off the flitter and headed east along the base's main road. Perhaps a mile later, I felt the presence of a field probe as it circled the bike, then flew away. A few miles later at the main gate, an Air Force guard stood in the middle of the road and waved for me to stop. As expected, he wanted to see my registration and proof of insurance. After examining both, he went into his booth for a different clipboard and filled out some info, then handed me a paper towel and a bottle of spray cleaner. 

    "Clean a spot on the left front fork for the sticker, sir. I'd do it on a car, but I don't mess with other peoples' bikes." 

    I sprayed and wiped as I asked, "You have a bike?" 

    "Yes, sir. A KLR650. I like to go off-road sometimes. You always ride with a cowboy hat?" 

    "Yup." 

    "How do you keep it on? You don't have it tied or anything." 

    "The panels on the forks kill the wind." 

    He studied them as I cleaned both forks, then applied the sticker. Once I'd finished, he took the spray, towel, and sticker backing and set them in the booth, then walked around my bike once. His expression told me something was bugging him as he walked around it again, then stopped directly behind it. Another moment passed, then his face fell open. "By God, that's a car tire!" 

    "Yup." 

    "Is that even legal?" 

    "Yup. All states require the use of DOT-approved tires. This tire's DOT-approved." 

    "But... it was made for cars." 

    I grinned. "Yeah, and that's why it'll last about four times as long as a bike tire. I don't need a skinny little rice-rocket racing tire on a cruiser. I barely lean forty degrees before the floor boards scrape." Pointing at his water bottle, I said, "Pour some water under the front of the tire. I'll roll through it, then we'll measure how much of the tire touches the ground." He did so and I rolled forward, then stopped the bike. As I got off, he emerged from his booth with a ruler, then knelt by the wet spot my tire had left on the concrete. After a moment he stood up and in an astonished tone said, "Damn! Five and a half by almost five inches!" Looking at me, he said, 

"My tracks are only maybe two inches wide!" Eyeing the tire again, he asked, 

"How is it in turns?" 

    "No real difference. I got one with rounded edges." Holding up his water bottle, he said, "I've got more water. Do you want to do a turn and see how big the patch is?" 

    I shrugged. "Okay." 

    We picked a spot behind the booth and I turned the bike around as he watered the pavement, then I rolled through the spot turning sharply enough to scrape my floorboards and make nearly a complete circle on the two-lane road. The guard went to the tire print where I'd scraped my boards and quickly measured, again exclaiming, "Damn! Look! It's all tread! No sidewall!" With his thumb firm on the ruler, he said, "A little over four and a half wide! 

Almost five inches!" 

    A car was approaching the gate from the east. I pointed past the guard and he quickly got back to his booth. After saluting the car through the gate, he came back to look at the tire again and grinningly shook his head. As two more cars came toward the gate from the west, he said he'd better get back to work and wished me a good day. 

    I took a sip of coffee, then rolled out by range six to see how the tire would handle gravel and dirt roads. No problem. At one point I stopped and left the bike idling as I got off to see what my tire print looked like in soft dirt. It was a full print, but it seemed a bit shallower in the center, so I asked my flitter to increase my tire pressure by five pounds. Rolling forward a distance, I stopped to check the print again and found it to be much more uniform. Good enough. Heading back toward the admin building, I took my speed up to eighty on the paved road and listened for new noises. Nope. I'd sort of expected a little more tread noise, but either there wasn't any or it wasn't enough to notice. 

    I slowed to fifty as I neared hangar four and deliberately slammed on the brakes to see how the car tire would affect stopping. The result was nothing short of amazing; not only did the bike stop in what seemed a little over half the usual distance, the rear tire didn't try to slip out from under me the way a bike tire will at such times. 

    Time check; almost six. I rolled around the parking lot toward the front doors of the admin building and found Eva and Lori watching me from the big front windows. Putting the bike through a series of 'S' turns and a circle, I stopped it at the edge of the sidewalk and took a sip of coffee as the ladies came down the steps. 

    Eva stopped near the bike and simply studied it as she would some new kind of bug. Lori walked around it once and said, "It's kind of big, isn't it?" I chuckled, "It isn't the biggest one you'll ever see, ma'am." She gave me a 'how droll' expression, then a small grin. "Take me for a ride?" 

    Putting the rear pegs down for her, I said, "Okay. Turn on your P-field and mount up, ma'am." She did so and I moved forward gently to see if she knew how to balance herself. After a gentle turn, I took the bike up to fifty on the east-west road for a couple of minutes, then turned around and headed back, again doing some easy 'S' curves through the parking lot. As Lori got off with a big grin and shaky legs, I looked at Eva. "How about you, milady?" 

    She shook her head slightly. "Thanks, but no." Nodding, I called the flitter down, made a ramp, rode the bike aboard, and parked it somewhat behind the deck's center. Lori followed me up the ramp, but Eva stood studying the ramp for a moment before walking up it to join us. 

    "That ramp," she said, "I didn't hear you tell your flitter to make it." 

    "That's 'cuz I made it." 

    Eyeing me with apparent skepticism, she asked, "How strong a field can you manufacture, Ed?" 

    "The bike weighs seven hundred pounds and I weigh one-eighty-five. Does that help?" 

    Canting her head and eyeing me, she replied, "Not really. I'd like to run some tests, if you wouldn't mind." 

    I shook my head. "No thanks. Look through my records if you want to see what I've done." As her mouth opened, I added, "And don't bother to argue, ma'am. I'm not interested in finding out how far you can push me in a laboratory." 

    "But you have the only extensively functional implants..." Holding up a hand, I said, "Exactly. Nobody else has them, so there's no need to try to establish some kind of average." 

    "But wouldn't you like to know what you can do?" Dropping into a console seat, I sighed, "Either drop the subject or leave, please." 

    Turning rather frosty, Eva said, "We were told we'd have full cooperation during our investigation." 

    "An interesting choice of words. 'Investigation'. Not 'research' or

'study'. And you didn't get that 'full cooperation' stuff from anyone authorized to volunteer my services." 

    As if playing a trump card, Eva said, "Captain Wallace." I shook my head. "I can phone in my retirement tomorrow." Taking a seat to my left, Eva asked, "What if your implants ceased to function?" 

    Rather than tell her that had already been tried, I met her gaze and said, 

"I got by for fifty years without them." 

    During our verbal sparring, Lori had remained standing beside the bike. When I turned to look at her, she stared back at me with a wary expression, as if waiting for a question for which she didn't know the answer. Enough. Turning back to Eva, I said, "I meant what I said. If you won't drop the subject, get off my flitter." 

    Eva met my gaze for a time, then smiled slightly and said, "Ms. Baines said you might be difficult." I made no reply and our staring match continued for a moment, then she sat back and smiled. "As you wish, Ed." 

    "Be very sure, Eva. If you think you can start up again after we're moving, you'll find yourself calling for a ride." 

    She made no reply, but her smile continued. Lori came to almost cautiously take the seat on my right. After a moment, she asked, "Where are we going?" Pointing upward, I said, "Up there. Flitter, take us up to fifty miles, please." 
Chapter Thirty-four

    Without orders otherwise, my flit won't go over six hundred within twenty miles of the ground. After twenty, it's like being in an express elevator. Lori hissed softly and gripped her seat. Eva simply watched the scenery below recede. When we arrived, I said, "The bar is open. There's tea, beer, and dr pepper," and sent an emerald tendril to open the cooler. Eva's eyes tracked the tendril intently, leaving it only when it disappeared. She said, "A tea, please." 

    Glancing at her, then at me, Lori said, "I'd like a beer." Sending another tendril at the cooler, I split it into red, blue, and green tendrils and used them to distribute drinks. Lori chuckled, "Thanks," as she took her beer from the blue tendril. 

    The red one delivered a can of tea to Eva. Instead of taking it immediately, she studied the glowing tendril and reached to touch it beyond the can. After a moment, she took the can and opened it as she switched her gaze to me. 

    Taking a beer from the emerald green tendril, I twisted the cap off and sipped it before I said, "Eva, my implant is just a kind of PFM. I've never understood why people had so much trouble with prosthetic implants, since -as they were explained to me --they work about the same way as a PFM. You think it and a PFM does it." 

    Canting her head, Eva said, "Your implants can't simply be PFMs, Ed. How many other PFM wearers have you seen using those... tentacle-like things?" 

    "I call them tendrils." 

    She snickered, "Oh, yes, that's a much nicer term. Back to my question. Why don't other people use them?" 

    "No idea. How long have you had a PFM?" 

    "Nearly three years." 

    "Haven't you ever tried to do anything with it that wasn't mentioned in the manual?" 

    "No." 

    Sipping beer, I said, "Uh, huh. Well, then... Flitter, is my implant essentially just a PFM shaped to fit available space?" The flitter replied, "Yes, Ed." 

    "Thanks, flitter." Looking at Eva, I said, "There you have it, ma'am, though I'm not sure you should make this public knowledge. No telling what kinds of silly shit people might try to do with field tendrils." Pulling her skirt up, Eva displayed her gorgeous thighs as she said, "PFM

detach," and plucked the device off her left leg. She placed it on her left arm and said, "PFM attach," then looked at me and asked, "How do you summon a tendril?" 

    "I'm not sure I can describe it. I just sort of envision one and guide it." Shrugging, I said, "Guess you'll just have to work at it until it happens, the same way we did." 

    Peering at me, Eva said, "I was under the impression Lori learned the use of tendrils from you." 

    I shook my head. "Nope. Lori didn't even know she was using fields until I showed her a video of her last effort. The flitter showed the tendril coming out of her head." With a chuckle, I added, "She freaked out a little." Lori laughed, "Oh, no, no, no! I freaked out a LOT! It looked like a little grey snake was coming out of my forehead!" 

    Grinning along with Lori, Eva chuckled, "You'd never seen the fields you made before then?" 

    Shaking her head, Lori said, "No. I just knew things happened when I thought about them. Ed, would you make the bathroom field for me?" I had the flitter do so and she set her beer down as she quickly excused herself. Eva sipped her tea, eyed her PFM thoughtfully for a time, and then looked at me for a moment before she said, "I don't seem able to make a tendril." 

    A thunderstorm had formed below. I watched clouds light up as lightning flashed within them and said, "Like I said, it takes time to figure out. Check out the clouds." 

    Eva looked over the side and watched for a time, then sat back and continued studying her PFM. Lori came out of the bathroom and took her seat, sipped her beer, and joined me in watching the weather show below. A stasis field formed around me and the flitter almost instantly zipped southward at full speed. I managed to move my eyes enough to see Lori. Her eyes showed the beginnings of terror. What seemed like about ten seconds later, the flitter slowed and the stasis field vanished. Seeing nothing above or behind us that looked at all dangerous, I asked, 

"Flitter, what was the emergency?" 

    Even as I spoke, blue flashes shot upward from the storm clouds, but they didn't seem able to reach our height. Brilliant red flashes soon followed that looked like grouped columns of light and seemed to spread out at the edge of space. As I watched for more, the flitter answered, "Lightning, Ed." In a small voice, Lori asked, "What the hell just happened?! I couldn't move! And did that lightning actually go up?!" 

    Grinning at her, I answered, "Seems so, ma'am. The flitter put us in stasis fields so we wouldn't get damaged." 

    More blue and red flashes occurred as Eva somewhat distractedly said, 

"Blue lightning in the stratosphere is commonly called a 'blue jet' and extends upward to the mesosphere. Red lightning in the mesosphere extends downward to the stratosphere and is termed a 'sprite'. It also creates what has become known as 'positive' lightning, which is thought to be six to ten times more powerful than negative lightning. Positive lightning may travel from the uppermost reaches of the atmosphere to the ground." When she said no more for a moment, I said, "Thanks, Eva," and took a sip of beer. Nobody spoke for quite a while as we watched for more flashes and it seemed to me that Eva was as fascinated as Lori. Well, that kind of figured if she had the same general background as Kara. It was one thing to read about some natural phenomenon and something else altogether to see it as it happened. 

    Eva suddenly called up a screen. Kara appeared on it and said something quick in Amaran. Eva answered in kind and Kara nodded, then one or the other dropped the link. Eva then turned to me and said, "Ed, Kara needs me." I nodded and said, "Flitter, back to Carrington, please," and we began to move southwest. That seemed to puzzle Lori, who glanced back toward Carrington, but said nothing. After a few minutes, the flitter arced westward, then to the northeast, and took us up to half max speed before it began descending. 

    Lori asked, "Is this the flitter's idea of a scenic route?" I replied, "More likely it's a no-lightning route." 

    "Flitters can't deal with lightning?" 

    "They avoid it, same as us." 

    As we neared the heavy clouds, I sensed field activity and had the flitter put what it was doing on a screen. We saw a webwork of thin field threads among the clouds, several of which pulsed sporadically as incipient lightning took the easiest path rather than discharging as a bolt. The flitter formed long tendrils leading from the clouds to the ground that formed a sort of bird cage around us. The tendrils seemed close to us on screen, but in reality they were probably a hundred yards away. During our last few miles of travel, some of those tendrils pulsed brightly and I saw lightning jump between a few of them. 

    We stepped off the flitter and went into the admin building, where Eva excused herself and headed off down the western corridor toward the labs. Lori and I watched her walk away --likely for different reasons --and Lori waited until Eva was a good distance away before she whispered, "Sometimes she makes me nervous." 

    Still watching Eva, I asked, "Reason?" 

    "I don't know. It's like she's always... up to something, I guess. Not telling the whole story. Like that." 

    Steering us toward the mess hall, I said, "Your gut's working just fine, ma'am. I think she has an agenda that hasn't surfaced yet." We headed for the beverages as I said, "But I don't think her threats today were real; she just wanted to see how I'd react. Same thing when she said Linda told her I could be difficult. She just wanted to see how I'd handle it." 

    "Why?" 

    "It's prob'ly just in her nature to test things. Could be that's why she got into research in the first place. Hey, did you ever figure out how to make a field light sabre?" 

    Lori laughed, "No. Well, yes, but it doesn't move the way I think it ought to, so... no." Glancing up from tapping the tea urn, she asked, "Have you?" Tapping a glass of sweet tea, I replied, "Yup. Nothing to it. Same problem, though. Doesn't move quite right." 

    "Show me." 

    Glancing around, I said, "Maybe later, ma'am." Rolling her eyes, she said, "Well, of course, 'later'! You can't really think I meant here in the dining hall?" 

    We stood by the beverage counter talking about making small fields for various purposes for a few minutes, then got refills and moved to a table. Lori stirred her tea for a moment, then looked up at me as if reading my face and said, "You let me believe there were other natural field users, Ed." 

    "Correction; I said known users were rare, which they are." 

    "Same thing, dammit. Don't nitpick." 

    With a shrug, I asked, "So? For all I know --or anyone else knows, for that matter --there may be other natural users who haven't been discovered." Lori sipped her tea and said, "Kara told me about a woman on the station named Leslie who can see fields. And about a guy who used to get headaches around small field devices." 

    "Yeah, I know. I found both of them. They've added better shielding in PFMs since then, though, so Desmond shouldn't be having headaches anymore. But they aren't users, ma'am. They just see or sense fields." She sipped again and asked, "Don't you think being able to see or sense fields could be the first step to using them?" 

    "I dunno. Can Leslie or Desmond do stuff?" With an exasperated sigh, Lori said, "No, not according to Kara. Why didn't you tell me I was the only user on record?" 

    I chuckled, "Lady, I wasn't gonna tell you a damned thing more than absolutely necessary until you'd been checked out. Look at this from my point of view; I found a rather paranoid young woman in rough condition hiding from a murder charge. Why didn't it ever occur to you that what you did wasn't

'murder', but self defense?" 

    She set down her stirring spoon and rather flatly whispered, "Because I killed him. I killed him, Ed. I held that mop handle when it... when it... stuck him." 

    "Still haven't gotten past that, huh? What're you gonna do, ma'am; spend the rest of your life trying to make up for killing a drug dealer who actually killed himself?" 

    Glowering at me, Lori said, "Maybe." 

    I noticed Angie approaching our table as I replied, "Don't. As I see it, you got lucky 'cuz he was too damned clumsy to avoid the stick. Where would you be now if he'd gotten past it? Rotting in a hole somewhere in the desert?" Lori sat up and snapped, "That's easy for you to say, isn't it?! Do you know what it's like to kill someone?" 

    Stopping behind her, Angie said, "Yes, he does," and Lori yelped as she almost jumped out of her seat. Angie chuckled as she said, "Lori, I'll set you up with further counseling. I've seen the reports and what happened definitely wasn't your fault." 

    "I don't need any more counseling, Captain Horn." I said, "Yes, she does. What's up, Cap'n Angie?" 

    "Maybe nothing. Maybe something. Let me get a drink and I'll tell you about it." 

    As she walked away, Lori hissed, "I don't need any more damned counseling!" 

    "Sounded like you do to me. 'Oh, poor little me, I killed a drug dealer who was chasing me'. Ha. It's all I can do to stop myself from telling you to get your head out of your ass." 

    Lori clammed up, glowered at me, and suddenly my chair and I hovered six feet in the air. I formed a platform under my chair, sent a tendril to slice through hers, and lowered myself. 

    Lori wore one of those 'gotcha' grins. Without a word, I sent a charge at her that made her hair stand up. She was in the act of reaching for her tea when a huge spark loudly jumped from her hand to the table's frame, startling her into spilling her tea. Lori quickly stood up to avoid the spill and got zapped again when her knee touched the table's leg. A guy nearby froze and stared rather bugeyed at us, then gathered his tray and silverware and moved two tables further away. 

    Lori said, "P-field on," and her field instantly interrupted my charge, allowing her frazzled hair to relax. I formed a flat field screen, made it reflective, and let her see herself. Her eyes got big, then her glower returned as she reached up to fuss with her hair. 

    Reaching into her back pocket, Lori said, "Just hold that steady for a minute." She combed her hair down and put her comb back as she said, "You owe me a tea, mister." 

    "I didn't spill it, ma'am. You hit it with your arm." She snapped, "Only because you shocked me." 

    "And only because you lifted me." 

    From the beverage counter, Angie said, "I'm going to send you both to your rooms if you don't stop the horseplay indoors. Lori, I'll bring you another tea and some napkins." 

    I used a field to collect the spill and dump it back into Lori's glass. Eyeing me the whole time, Lori said with great decorum, "Thank you, Captain Horn," and took a seat. 

    Something knocked my hat sideways. I pulled it back into place, then sent a tendril to lift Lori's tea glass directly above her head. As she looked up in horror, I tipped it, but set a second field to catch the spill. Lori let out a little screech and ducked out of her chair to the left. I quickly poured the spill back into her glass and set the glass on the table. Lori glared at me as she grabbed the glass and took it to the bus bins, then accepted the tea Angie handed her and walked back to our table with her. Angie said, "I saw that trick with her glass, Ed." 

    "Just getting even, ma'am. She tried to knock my hat off." Glancing at Lori, who tried to give her an innocent look, Angie said, 

"Well, speaking of knocking things off, knock off the games indoors." Sipping her tea, Angie looked at me and said, "Kara and Eva have asked me to send you two to the factory station for a couple of weeks." 

    "Reason?" 

    "They say their lab is better than ours." 

    "That won't matter if we won't do tricks for them." She chuckled, "You were doing tricks in here for far less reason. What do you have against being tested, Ed?" 

    Sitting back, I said, "What I can do is my business." 

    "It's our business, too. We need to know what to expect when we send you on an assignment." 

    "You'll get my best, as always." 

    "We'd like to know exactly what that means." 

    "It means what it's always meant, with or without a flitter and field implants. There's enough on record to give anyone a fairly clear idea of what I can do, Angie." 

    After giving me a rather flat expression for some moments, Angie turned to Lori and asked, "Do you have any objections to being tested?" Lori glanced at me and somewhat warily said, "I think I'm with Ed about this. I already know what I can do. I'd rather spend my time learning new ways to use fields." 

    I said, "Angie, what does Lori really represent to the Amarans? Besides the obvious possibility of missing a few sales, I mean. Are they worried about maybe having to deal with a rogue field-user sometime in the future?" Angie shrugged. "I'd say that's probably occurred to someone by now." She leaned on her elbows and sighed, "It's probably just as well you didn't bring your cats this trip. Lord knows how Kara and Eva would react to field-using animals." 

    "If they've spent any time in the records, they'd already know about Tiger. Nobody's mentioned him yet, though." Taking a sip of my tea, I said, 

"I'd bet that one of the things those ladies are looking for is a way to control whatever's causing Earthies to have field talents, maybe to use as a genetic upgrade they can sell or install in themselves. How big is the Amaran gene pool and where did it originate?" 

    Shrugging again, Angie said, "I don't know their total population, but they're human, less than a tenth of a percent different from us. We seem to share a common ancestor; if not here, somewhere else." 

    "Yeah, seems likely. Back to something I mentioned to Linda when she first signed me up; we're only seeing the Amarans they choose to send to Earth. We know --or were told, anyway --that the ones they've sent here are top-of-the-line lab products. In the last seven years I've met exactly two Amarans who were conceived the old fashioned way. That seemed to be a point of pride --however discreetly --to one and a source of embarrassment to the other." 

    Angie's left eyebrow went up. "Interesting. Possibly even useful. Where are you going with all this, Ed?" 

    "Simple, ma'am. First and foremost, the Amarans are in business to support their homeworld. Steph's PFM biz is okay because Amarans are the biggest customer base for PFMs, partly as users and partly as sole distributors. My board biz is okay because even with the operation subbed out to Serena, we don't have a chance in hell of saturating even one percent of the market before our patents expire. I don't know why Serena hasn't allowed the Amarans to take over production, but I figure she has her reasons. My point is that two incidents of independent, non-Amaran field invention and manufacturing here made the Amarans take notice of us even before a natural field user popped up. The Amarans are used to producing field-use tech, and I think they're gonna try to grab the genetics, too. I also think we need to start with DNA and RNA samples from Leslie, Lori, Desmond, and myself, find reasons to quietly patent every tiny damned difference that might somehow grant an affinity with fields, and then begin testing other people as those differences are found in them." 

    Angie stated, "You're proposing to expose groups of people to fields and see how they react?" 

    "Yup. In fact, I mean quietly creating and deploying search teams who'd conduct wholesale clandestine auditions and log the results for verification. If someone so much as flinches or squints when a PFM is turned on, we need to know about it so we can add their data to the comparison pile." Pausing before sipping my tea, I added, "And don't forget to check out animals. For some damned reason, they always seem to know when there's a field around. You probably already know stealth mode won't get your flitter past a guard dog." Angie froze with a puzzled look and seemed to consider something for a moment, then muttered, "Oh, damn! It's so easy not to see what's so obvious." Lori asked, "What's so obvious, Captain Horn?" Sitting back and sipping tea, Angie stirred the ice and said, "Our six guard dogs are used to fields. Four of them were raised here, so they don't react at all. In fact, I remember when..." --she shook her head as if with mild disbelief --"We had to train the first two out of alerting at field equipment. I haven't had anything to do with the dogs for so long I'd forgotten." Glancing up from her tea, she asked, "Cats, too, huh?" I nodded. "Oh, yeah. Cats never seem to have any trouble spotting a supposedly-invisible flitter. Y'know, I realize this might sound even more than usually uncooperative of me, but if I were you I'd slap a security lid on this topic and tell the Amarans only after the patents are in place, if at all." 

    Nodding, Angie said, "They may already know about animals, but until I've had a chance to discuss this with Captain Wallace and a few others, consider it classified." 

    Tossing her a salute, I replied, "Aye, aye, Cap'n Angie." She looked at Lori, who grinningly mimicked my salute and said, "Same here, Captain Horn. This belongs to Earth!" 

    Angie grinned and returned her salute, said, "That's how I see it, too," and stood up. "Lori, you're scheduled for interviews with Kara and Eva tomorrow, but I'll see if I can stall them. I'd like you both to stick around a day or two." 

    Trying to look put upon, I sighed, "Well, I guess I can shelve a few of my less important projects." 

    Angie chuckled, "Yeah, do that, please. You've given me a lot to think about this evening. Bye for now." 

    She started to pick up her empty tea glass, but I waved her off. "I'll get it." 

    Nodding, she replied, "Thanks," and left the mess hall. 
Chapter Thirty-five

    Lori and I sat talking for a time, then we went to set her up with a room for another night at the base's guest quarters. Her two bags were in Angie's outer office, so we detoured to pick them up. Beverly said we'd arrived just in time and locked the office behind us as we continued to guest quarters office. 

    The desk clerk said she'd held Lori's room due to an earlier call from Angie's office and Lori signed a form, then we headed for her room with her bags. As Lori used her keycard to open the door, my implant pinged. I answered with, "You got me," and a blank screen. Angie took control of the screen and appeared as she asked, "Are you alone?" 

    "Nope. We're installing Lori in her guest room." Somewhat tersely, Angie replied, "Good. I need you in the air by yourself as soon as possible. Call me back then. Bye." 

    Still holding the door open, Lori watched the screen dissipate, then looked at me. I handed her big bag over and said, "Duty calls, ma'am." 

    "She didn't tell you anything about what's going on." 

    "That's how it is when people are in a hurry. See you later." I turned to walk toward the exit door at the end of the corridor. Tossing her bags into the room, Lori hurried to catch up to me and said, "But she could have at least told you..." 

    Holding up a hand, I interrupted, "No, she couldn't. She wants me in the air quick for a reason. She can tell me what I need to know then." Walking alongside me, she stated, "This is the kind of thing I can expect later, isn't it?" 

    "Yeah, probably." 

    "Then shouldn't I be going along for experience?" Pushing the exit door open, I said, "I happen to agree, but you'll have to talk to Angie about that." Calling up my board as I told the flitter to meet me upstairs, I hopped onto the board and said, "Bye again, ma'am," and zipped skyward. 

    Pinging Angie on the way up got me a two-ping 'busy' signal. She called back as I took a seat at the console. 

    Even as her face appeared on my screen, I saw Angie poke an icon on her end of the link. The flitter spun and headed southeast as she said, "Ed, I've sent your flitter the data. The man's name is Oleksiy Kurylo, a.k.a. Muhammad Shadir, second in command of the recent nuke problem. He escaped an FBI raid in St. Louis and he and four members of a local cell are holed up in a tenement building. They have hostages, guns, and very likely explosives. We want him alive if that's at all possible, but there's a hitch." She paused. I raised an eyebrow at her and waited. 

    Angie continued, "We have reason to believe that one of the people in that cell is there specifically to kill him." 

    When she paused as if waiting to see how I'd take the info, I shrugged. 

"Well, that's very dramatic and interesting, but not very useful. A hint, milady; is the assassin male or female?" 

    Her gaze narrowed as she stiffened and replied, "That wasn't very funny, Ed." 

    "Point of view, ma'am. The question stands." After glaring at me for a moment, she stated, "We don't know. We think Kurylo's supposed to become a martyr." 

    "Reason?" 

    "We intercepted some phone chatter. Kurylo's handlers don't like failures." 

    I chuckled, "So they're gonna recycle him as a fallen hero. Got anything else for me, ma'am?" 

    Still looking a bit miffed, Angie said, "Nothing that isn't in the data. Keep your schedule open. If this mission is successful, you may wind up going to the Ukraine to follow up leads." 

    "Kewl! Maybe I'll get to meet Yulia Tymoshenko." Angie gave me a sharp look. "Who?" 

    "She's the blonde hottie Prime Minister of Ukraine. Google her, milady. You'll see why I'm somewhat enthusiastic." 

    Rolling her eyes, Angie sighed, "I won't even ask how or why you happen to know who's running the Ukraine. Just keep me posted and try to take Kurylo alive, Ed." 

    Tossing her a two-fingered salute, I replied firmly, "Alive! Yes'm! Got it!" 

    In a 'you're being tiresome' tone --but with a small smile --she replied, "Good. Later," and tapped her 'off' icon. I called up the data she'd sent and found I was heading for the south side of St. Louis. Meaningful? No, not really, nor was a lot of other info in the file. I didn't have any reason to care about Kurylo's rap sheet, nor those of his four cohorts. Scanning down a bit, I located info on the hostages. There were two; a journalism student and her camera-toting friend who'd been in the building when Kurylo had ordered a lockdown. I wondered why 3rd World had become involved in what was fairly obviously a local or federal issue, but nothing about any of the participants seemed to indicate a link to 3rd. Sitting back to sip coffee, I reviewed my chat with Angie. She hadn't mentioned working with locals or feds. That seemed odd, but it suited me fine. She also hadn't mentioned taking Kurylo anywhere in particular. Taken altogether, that meant I could zap him and leave him where the fuzz could find him. 

    I studied the building's layout; it was a forties-era four-story office building that had been converted to apartments in the late sixties. It had eight ground floor entrances, three of which were intended for service personnel and one for freight. A small, shed-like enclosure on the roof contained both a central stairwell and the topmost hardware of the building's single elevator shaft. There were also stairwells at each end of the building. The bad guys and hostages were on the third floor. 

    Sending probes ahead, I found only a few cop cars in the streets immediately surrounding the building, but over two dozen cop and fed cars were parked a block away on every side. The probes showed faces in windows and spotters on rooftops and all the usual preparatory stationing of troops. As the flitter began a long, descending arc to St. Louis, more cars and two vans arrived at the scene and the vans unloaded SWAT troops. Hm. That changed things a bit; they'd yap a while, get little or no cooperation, and probably mount a charge into the building. 

    My probes found no explosives in the elevator shaft or the stairwells above and below the third floor, but in the process of searching for explosives, the probes found people in about half of the apartments on all floors. I didn't ask for a head count. The probes also found no explosives when they searched the three adjacent apartments belonging to the terrorist cell. All three apartments had been linked together by cutting doorways into the walls of the common areas. 

    I sent the probes to locate any weapons and people in the apartments. They found nine people instead of the seven I'd been led to expect; seven men and two women, and none of them looked like terrified hostages to me. There were only two pistols in the apartment and both were late model Glock forty calibers. One lay under an end cushion on the couch and the other was in a woman's oversized purse. 

    A guy in the northern apartment took a cell phone out of his back pocket and answered it, then pointed at another guy. That guy got up from peeking out a window and took the phone, then chatted with someone in a language that sounded Slavic. 

    "Flitter, trace that call and any others to or from these rooms and summarize that conversation for me, please." 

    "He has been warned that police have surrounded this building... the caller has asked for instructions... he has been told to remain in place and report any activities that appear to be the beginning of an assault." The guy thumbed the 'off' button and handed the phone back to the first guy. A brunette woman who'd been looking out a nearby window quietly asked in English, "What did he say?" 

    Equally quietly, the man who'd talked on the phone said, "We are... enclosed." 

    Her left eyebrow went up, then dropped as she gave him a droll look and said, "The word is 'surrounded', Ilya." 

    He returned her droll expression and said, "I shall try to remember that for our next... surroundment." 

    Her mouth opened, then shut as she lightly shook her head, rolled her eyes, and returned to watching the world outside. 

    A guy lying on the couch with a baseball cap covering his face chuckled softly, then lifted the cap and sat up. As the hat came away, I saw it was Kurylo. He sat on the edge of the couch rubbing his eyes for a few moments, then he said, "Soon it will begin." 

    By the north window, a guy asked, "Soon what will begin? When will somebody do something about some food? I haven't eaten since breakfast." The young blonde woman sitting in a sofa chair near him looked up from her magazine and said, "We're waiting for Abdul. He's supposed to be bringing up some take-out." 

    The guy left the window and went to a small dining table to pick up a video camera. As he checked it over, he said, "Well, if he doesn't get here soon, these guys can get someone else to shoot whatever it is they're gonna say." 

    "Bill, they're friends of mine and they asked me for help. I called you because you're a friend of mine, too, and I know you need something to turn in next week. Just hang on for a little while longer, okay?" As Bill had spoken, the brunette had opened her purse and fished out a pack of cigarettes, then apparently spent some moments rooting in the purse. As Bill set the camera down with a sigh and went to sit on the arm of the blonde's chair, the brunette 'found' her lighter instead of her gun. I sent a probe data update to Angie and pinged her without putting up a screen. 

    She answered, "Yes, Ed?" 

    "Things aren't quite as you led me to expect, ma'am. Nine people, not seven. Only two guns and they're both forty caliber Glocks. No explosives. No hostages, either, or at least the two most likely candidates I've seen don't seem to know they're hostages. It kind of looks to me as if someone's trying to set up another Waco incident. I'll holler back in a while." We dropped the link and I took a moment to write the apartment's address on a scrap of paper. Dropping my hat on a flitter seat, I called up my board and my three suit, then zipped down to the sidewalk at the end of the block across the street from the apartments. Turning off my three suit, I walked until I was directly across the street from the building, took the paper out of my shirt pocket as if to verify the address, and then started across the street. 

    Through a link to the flitter, I watched a probe view of the guy on the couch as he again answered his cell phone. He got up to go to a window and -over his shoulder --the probe caught a view of me stepping onto the sidewalk in front of the apartments. After a thoughtful moment, he walked back to the couch and sat down. 

    As I poked the 'up' elevator button, I asked the flitter to run a check on the two Glocks in the apartment, ending the request with, "Bet you find out they were stolen from local cops and all the ammo for them is police-issue." The elevator doors opened and I stepped in and poked '3' as the flitter replied, "You are correct, Ed." 

    "Seemed likely. I think they intend to kill everybody in that apartment and let the cops take the blame. Four of the people in there are white. Five are black. I'd also bet that all but one or two of them are some variation of Muslim and have no idea what's supposed to happen to them this evening." The flitter made no reply to that, of course. Looking around the old elevator, I saw no cameras. Good. I called my three suit back up and stood well to one side of the doors. Sure enough, someone was waiting when the doors opened. The brunette had her hand in her purse and looked ready for just about anything. Her attractive face developed an expression of startled wariness when she didn't see anyone in the elevator. 

    Taking a cautious step forward, she craned a bit to see further inside. When she still didn't see anyone, she glanced each way along the corridor and switched her gaze to the nearby stairwell door. The elevator doors started to close, so I lightly swatted the rubber bar to make them retract. That startled the woman enough to make her bring out the Glock, and that's all I wanted for the probe record. 

    After another careful examination of her surroundings, the woman opened the stairwell door and eased around it to look up and down and listen for a time. Muttering what sounded like a nasty comment, she backed out of the stairwell and headed back to the middle apartment's door, rather alertly turning completely around a few times on the way. Pausing at the door, she had one last long look up and down the corridor, then went into the apartment. I'd stepped out of the elevator to watch her and the doors closed behind me. After taking my own look around the corridor, I quietly followed her as far as the first apartment's door and studied a deadbolt lock from the outside as a probe showed me a sliding bar on the inside. Standard stuff; they wouldn't want media cameras to find signs of paranoia. 

    Sending a tendril through the door, I quietly slid back the bar lock and turned the small handle of the deadbolt, then let myself into the apartment. The door just had to squeak a little, of course. I quickly closed it and got away from it as I sent a tendril to reset the bar lock. 

    Sure enough, the brunette appeared in the connecting doorway almost instantly. She glanced around the room, eyed the door, and her rather intense gaze very obviously stopped at the bar lock before it again swept the room. Heh. She must be getting a little jumpy. 

    Moving through the room, I watched her return to the northernmost room with quick, tight strides. Again lying on the couch, Kurylo watched her from beneath his hat brim; I saw the glitter of his eyes as they moved with her. I also noted that --unlike before --only one of his arms hung over the heavily padded arm of the couch. His right forearm now disappeared beneath the pillow-cushion under his head. 

    Except for the camera guy and the blonde, the other five in the room had apparently formed a study group, seated on cushions in a semi-circle in front of a guy who held a big white book. I listened briefly and heard him recite a passage, then he looked up at the others and invited their ideas about what that passage truly meant. The brunette had returned to her window. She glanced at the little group with a flat, expressionless look and turned back to the window. 

    Using his left hand, Kurylo again took his phone from his pocket and answered it, looked at his watch and said something, then thumbed the phone off. The brunette glanced at him and he nodded slightly. She took a bottle of water out of her purse, rather obviously noticed it was empty, and then headed for the kitchen with it. Uh, huh. That location put everybody in the room more or less between her and Kurylo. 

    I heard her set the bottle on the kitchen counter, then she reappeared in the doorway with the Glock in her hand. One of the guys in the study group saw it and started to say something, but Kurylo's Glock swatted the back of his head and he fell silently to one side. 

    Kurylo said, "You will all remain very still," then he looked at the blonde and her camera guy and waggled the pistol as he said, "Join them here. Now." 

    As they warily complied and stood by the group, he waggled the gun again and said, "I said 'join them'. Sit." 

    They did so and Kurylo stood up to walk to a window. I sent a probe to look over his shoulder and saw motion at the end of the block as a couple of guys in black tactical gear scampered across the street and into the shelter of a building doorway. The same thing was happening at the other end of the block. Two lines of tac guys streamed into the apartment building's front doors and I had no doubt the same was happening at all the other entrances. That seemed to do it for Kurylo; he turned and casually aimed the Glock at the guy holding the big book as he walked past the group to stand between them and the door. The brunette smiled as she chose the blonde as her first target. Kurylo also smiled as he said, "Congratulations, everyone. You have been chosen to become holy martyrs." 

    That's when I had the probes stun everyone and had the flitter stun whoever had made calls to Kurylo. The brunette dropped to the kitchen floor and her Glock skittered into the living room. Kurylo fell across the camera guy and rather noisily whacked his head on the floor. His Glock fell on one of the other guys in the group and landed near his feet. 

    Sending a probe update to Angie, I moved to a corner of the room just in time. The apartment doors burst open and tac teams noisily flooded all three apartments, shouting commands only they and I could hear. They quickly located the pistols and secured everyone on the floor with big black zip-ties, then they began a thorough examination of the apartments. 

    One of the guys eventually walked up to the only suit in the group and said, "No explosives, sir. Those were the only guns, too. Looks like that woman was right about it being a setup." 

    The suit nodded and said, "Okay. Take pictures, then let forensics in so we can wrap this thing up." 

    "Yes, sir. Uh... sir... This is just plain damned weird. What the hell happened in here?" 

    The suit gave the tac guy a flat look and said, "When we know that, we'll know who was really set up, won't we?" 

    The tac guy gave him a slightly puzzled look, then replied, "Uh, yes sir," and moved away to pass on the orders. 

    Sending a final probe update to Angie, I eased my way out of the apartment to the corridor, then called up my board and headed for the stairs. Once I was out of the building and heading up to the flitter, I sent Angie a ping. She grinningly answered with, "I've seen the probe data. Well done, Ed. Do you have any questions or comments?" 

    Grinning back, I replied, "Nope. See if you can make my next assignment a bit more challenging, Cap'n Angie." 

    Angie chuckled, "Sure, I'll see what I can do about that. Are you coming back here tonight?" 

    Slipping aboard the flitter, I said, "Not if you don't need me for anything." 

    "Okay. I'll call if we need clarification, but I think the probe vids will do well enough. Later." 

    "Okay. Later." 

    She dropped the link and I got the flitter underway for Florida as I sat down to sip from my coffee mug. Yuck. It was old and cold. I called up the bathroom field and cleaned my mug, then made a fresh coffee and went back to my seat as the console chimed. Linking quietly to the flitter, I found that the call had been made by Eva. 

    Calling up a screen, I answered her with, "Here. Present. Yo. You got me, milady Eva." 

    Eva said, "Angela said I should call before I made the journey." She didn't ask how I'd known she'd placed the call. I found that mildly disturbing even as I realized I was probably supposed to. 

    "She was right. I don't enjoy drop-in visitors. What's on your mind, ma'am?" 

    "I'd like to discuss a few things with you." 

    "Do they have to do with my field talents or visiting Amara?" With a wry little smile, she replied, "No." Sitting back in her chair, Eva let the end of her pen tap her desk a few times, then said, "I'd like to take a few days off, Ed. Kara's still talking about her visit to that beach. I'd also like to see it." 

    Uh, huh. Was I up to watching my every step for a few days? Was I up to having someone else study my every move? I considered what Eva might look like in a bikini or less and tried to weigh her companionship against possible risks such as having her find out I was a natural field user. Hm. Not a problem; I'd just have the flitter reprogram me so that all field use initiated by me at least activated my implants. They'd show if anyone was monitoring and that was likely good enough. 

    Eva's face lost its smile and her eyes narrowed a bit as she asked, 

"Unless such a visit would be an imposition, of course." Raising a hand, I said, "No, it shouldn't be. Unless I've forgotten something, this week should be clear." She nodded slightly, apparently accepting the idea that I'd been mentally checking my schedule. I asked, "When did you want to come to Florida? Tonight? Tomorrow?" Glancing to one side, she reached to adjust another screen and studied it for a moment, then said, "I could be on my way in about two hours. Would that be okay?" 

    "No problem. I'll have your room ready." 

    Her eyes narrowed again and she looked slightly puzzled as she asked, "My room?" 

    Shrugging, I replied, "I wasn't assuming anything, Eva. Where do you plan to sleep?" 

    Canting her head slightly, she said, "With you, unless you'd rather I didn't." 

    Showing appropriate enthusiasm, I grinned and saluted as I responded, "Oh, no, that'll be just fine, ma'am! I'll dash in there and change the sheets immediately!" 

    Eva laughed and thanked me for my thoughtfulness, then I asked what she'd like to see in the fridge and what other places she might like to see while she was in Florida. About ten minutes later we dropped the link and I called Tiger to let him know we'd have a guest for a few days. 

*
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