
        
            
        
    
Chapter One
 When Selena comes to my house in Spring Hill, she's usually in need of some time away from her own world. I can understand that, because other than visiting to see her, it's the reason I spend most weekends at her house. 

 Sometimes she announces her intention to visit and sometimes she just shows up on a weekday. That's how I can tell how stressed she is. If she shows up without calling ahead, she's been pushed to within sight of her limits for the moment and needs a break, so she goes where the service is good and the phone won't ring for her. My place. 

 If she calls ahead, she'll usually be on her way to or from Tampa and wanting to see if I have plans for lunch or dinner. I'll never tell her how many times I've changed other plans in favor of being available for her. Her ego is big enough already. 

 Wednesday morning she showed up unannounced in shorts and a sweatshirt around eight and rather irritatedly said that her Tampa class for that week had been cancelled and that nobody had thought to tell her or anyone else not to be there. 

 "So I don't have to be anywhere until one," she added. "And that's old man Leet's class in economics." She shuddered at the thought. "Bor-ing. Where's Steph?" 

 "Don't know. She's been keeping herself busy lately with some kind of hobby." 

 "She hasn't told you what she's doing?" 

 "She doesn't want me talking about it unless it works out." 

 Tiger came in from the screen porch and hopped up to Selena's lap as Elkor's field-generated faux feline jumped onto the coffee table and sat down. As she ruffled and petted Tiger, Elkor said, "Hello, Selena." 

 "Hi, Elkor." She looked closely at Elkor's fake fur and said, "That looks so real." 

 "Thank you. Tiger disagrees, but he accepts the effort." 

 "Well, how very damned magnanimous of him. Wow, Ed. Hanging out with you and Elkor has turned ol' 

Tiger into a real lap-cat, hasn't it? I remember when he'd tear your hand off if you tried to touch him." 

 "After about a week, he'd fully realized that food and safety were no longer survival issues. Elkor says he still has bad dreams, though. He was in the dumpster when his mother and brother were crushed by that crate. The poor little guy was afraid to stay and afraid to leave and he couldn't wake his mother up. He was in the dumpster from just after dawn until just before I found him. When he'd managed to get out, he had to try to hide from a big-assed rat. Then I grabbed the bag he was hiding in. He thought he was gonna be somebody's lunch for sure." 

 "Jesus," said Selena. "I'm surprised that he's adjusted as well as he has." Tiger said something and Elkor translated. 

 "Tiger would like to know why Selena has become so attentive, Ed. I hesitate to make any reference to the day you found him. What should I tell him?" 

 "Just tell him that Selena is very happy that he's become such a beautiful, friendly person, Elkor. Tell him that she likes holding him very much." 

 "Yes, Ed." 

 Elkor passed my words to Tiger and Tiger looked up at Selena. She smiled and nodded and said, 

"That's absolutely right, Tiger," as she gathered him into a hug. After getting a canned tea from the fridge, spending some time with Tiger and Elkor, and chatting a bit about a couple of teachers who leaned unnecessarily hard on their students, she stretched out on the couch and opened one of her textbooks. Elkor and Tiger went back to the porch and I got up to go to work on some web pages. 

 "Oh, I almost forgot," she said, taking something from her shirt pocket and handing it to me. "They're grape seeds. The big blue kind and the little red ones." 

 Selena had given me a small zip-lock baggie full of grape seeds. I like grapes, but I don't know a damned thing about planting the seeds or caring for the plants. 

 "I like seeds," she said. "They're like little packets of energy, just waiting for the right time and place to explode into a whole new plant." 

 Hefting the fat little baggie, I asked, "Did you save some for yourself?" 

 "They'd take too much maintenance for me," she said, turning the page of her Business Administration book, "I'm too damned busy all the time, what with school and work. But you have the time, don't you? I mean, you're retired, so you have time for a little gardening, don't you?" Truth one: Yeah. I had the time. I even had some interest. 

 Truth two: Something about her automatic assumption that 'I'd have the time' irritated me a bit. 

 "Well, gee, ma'am, I just don't know," I said. "Things have been pretty hectic here at the old folks' home lately. Maybe we could just buy grapes like everyone else?" 

 Selena looked up from her book, then her startled gaze locked on me. 

 "I didn't mean..." she began, then she shook her head and said, "No, I guess I did. I'm sorry, Ed. I wasn't thinking." 

 I shrugged and said, "Ah, what the hell. You're right. I either have time or I can make some. That's part of what being retired is about, I guess. I just never really wanted to spend my spare time gardening." Selena sat up and said, "Then don't. It was just a thoughtless suggestion, anyway. I can give the seeds to someone else." 

 I set the baggie on the coffee table and looked around the back yard speculatively, then said, "Tell you what... I'll plant them along the fence and see how they do on their own. If we're meant to have grapes from these seeds, they'll grow, and if I see anything later that looks like a vine, I'll even be careful with the lawn mower." 

 Selena's concerned expression became a grin. She stretched rather gloriously, lay back on the couch, and softly said, "I'll let you feed them to me in bed, mister." As if I hadn't heard her, I said, "You know, I guess I could maybe spring for some plant food to help get things started. Wouldn't hurt." 

 Lifting one leg to point her toes at the ceiling and examining the leg in an unnecessarily meticulous manner, she said, "I'd feed you grapes in bed, too." 

 Gazing rapturously at Sel's leg, I said, "Hey, I might even look up grape-growing on the net and do some weeding and watering now and then." 

 "You're so easy," she said. "I ought to have you move in with me. I wouldn't have to pay the lawn service." 

 Fact: We'd discussed the idea of moving in together a few times. There always seemed to be several good reasons not to do that. I went to the couch and ran a finger from her ankle to her knee. 

 "You'd supply the tools and pay the gas, right? Room and board and fifty bucks a month, too?" The leg folded instantly and looked just as good to me that way. 

 "Hell no," Sel said with a giggle, "I'm just a poor student, mister. What you see is all you get." 

 "Mmm. Well, ma'am, I just can't do that at this time. I guess we're stuck with the grape deal for now. Wanna seal it with a kiss?" 

 Selena did manage to get in a couple of hours of study time before she left for Gainesville and I stepped into the back yard to decide where to plant grapes. Some moments later, my comm implant tingled slightly just before Elkor said, "Linda would like a word with you, Ed." 

 "Thanks, Elkor. Patch her into the link, please." 

 Elkor said, "Go ahead, Linda." 

 Linda said, "Thanks, Elkor. Ed, you're on standby alert as of now." Big deal. In our line of work, we were never really not on standby. 

 "What's up?" I asked. 

 "We've received information that 'One Earth' may try something during the personnel rotations, so we're putting everybody available on standby." 

 "Linda, we've rotated factory personnel four times a year for two years. Why this one?" 

 "We don't know. Maybe they didn't feel capable until now. At any rate, you're one of our most mobile people, so you're going to be one of the floaters." 

 "One of? That means you've finally assigned the other two flitters to people?" 

 "We have. Scott and Luann have been drilling with them for two weeks." 

 "Drilling? You make getting to know a flitter sound like loads of fun, ma'am." Linda sighed and said, "Bear in mind that those flitters have normal cores, Ed. If you want them to do something, you have to be specific, and there are things that their programming won't let them do, so the pilots have to know their limitations." 

 "You sound as if you think that Steph and I can work outside those rules, Linda. Getting her a larger core didn't change anything in that realm. We can't." 

 "Have you tried?" 

 "Do you even have to ask? Remember when she wouldn't open the station bay doors for fear of harming people who only may have been inside?" 

 "But you got in, didn't you? You forced her to choose, and she did." 

 "Read the report again. Talk to her. Anything else?" 

 "No. Just be ready to go if we need you." 

 "Always am." 

 "Later, then." She disconnected the link. 

 As I used my field implant to winnow a row of little holes in the soil along the fence, I thought about the

'One Earth' group. Unless they'd come a hell of a long way up the ladders of technological and organizational evolution since their formation, they were unable to field anything more dangerous than military surplus weaponry. That meant that they'd have to be up to something fairly devious, because weapons like theirs wouldn't be any kind of match for Amaran technology. 

 I dropped a seed in each of the holes along the fence and kicked dirt over them, then used the toe of my sneaker to pack the dirt and thought some more. One Earth had been formed from a variety of disparate hate groups who still hated each other, but hated the Amarans more. 

 Individually, none of them had ever been more than a dangerous annoyance to anyone. Together they were no more or less obnoxious or dangerous than before, only bigger. Given previous capabilities, the only way that One Earth could effectively attack the Carrington base would involve sabotage; someone on the inside or a special delivery of some sort. Linda wouldn't need me or the other flitter drivers to deal with such attacks, so she apparently had some other worry in mind. 

 "Elkor, I need an update. How well-armed are the One Earthers these days? What's the worst that anyone thinks they can realistically come up with?" 

 "Two members of Congress believe that the One Earth movement may currently possess a nuclear device," said Elkor. "The One Earth leaders neither confirm nor deny that speculation. Otherwise, they appear to be limited to conventional armaments." 

 "Which states do those Congressmen represent?" 

 "Wyoming and Idaho." 

 "Do they usually ask for money when they mention One Earth?" 

 "In almost all instances they request federal funds to be used in thwarting One Earth and similar organizations." 

 "Uh, huh. That lets them out as credible sources unless they have proof. Have they presented any solid evidence that One Earth has a nuke?" 

 "No, Ed. They continue to merely suggest and speculate extensively." 

 "Thought so. Elkor, pretend you're One Earth and try to figure out two things: How to do the most damage to the factory operation with the tools and people known to be available to them and how to deliver the means of causing that damage." 

 "Shall I present you with the several scenarios that appealed most to Linda and her security staff?" It didn't surprise me that Linda had already involved the most powerful computer on Earth in defensive speculations. 

 "Yes," I said. "But let's go over the known components first. Weapons, transportation possibilities, skills available among their members, and so on. I'm betting that One Earth is fairly well-equipped and has some seriously-trained people on tap, but if they have any nuke or bioweapon people, that's where I'd look first. I can't envision a conventional attack on the base being successful." 

 "You and Linda appear to think along similar lines," said Elkor. "That's almost precisely what she suggested. I'll begin with my report to her. Of known personnel, only one is known to have been employed in the nuclear industries. He was fired from a janitorial position seven months ago. Two One Earth members have been employed as laboratory workers in biotechnical fields involving research. Both called in sick two months ago and apparently disappeared." 

 "Did they quit on or near a payday?" 

 "No. In fact, they left in the middle of a pay period. Their last paychecks were discovered among other mail when police investigated missing persons reports." 

 "Who filed the reports and when? And what reasons were given?" 

 "Both reports were filed by their employers four days after the missing workers called in sick because neither worker could be contacted." 

 "Elkor, the employers probably wouldn't have filed missing persons reports based on absenteeism alone, and the cops might have sent someone around to see if those guys were alive, but they probably wouldn't have begun a real investigation without more reason. Did somebody prod them a little?" 

 "Both workers were known to be members of One Earth, Ed. Their actions had been under loose surveillance for several months by federal agencies. Local police were used to avoid revealing the ongoing federal surveillance efforts." 

 I laughed. "If the guys managed to make themselves disappear, what the hell are the feds 'surveilling'? 

Empty apartments?" 

 Elkor said, "It would seem so, although several agencies are making other efforts to find the missing workers." 

 "Maybe they'll think to look in Idaho and Wyoming," I said. "Oh, well, I'm going to clean up a bit and get those web pages finished today." 
Chapter Two

 When the woman at the party in Tampa --Lynn Harper --had suggested using a flitter to search for sunken treasure, Steph had been inspired by the idea of finding things lost in the sea. She spent quite a bit of time scanning the Atlantic seabed while I attended a new-age giftware show in Orlando. The show had been over for three days before Stephie had found her first artifacts; a few silver coins and some frail, rusty iron fittings that divers had missed near a wreck that had already been salvaged. She brought the stuff home and we spread it out on the kitchen floor so I could take pictures of it with my old 35mm Nikon. 

 Steph asked, "Ed, why are you using that kind of camera to take pictures?" I had to stop and think. "Habit, I guess. I hauled this camera all over Europe, Steph. When it's time to take pictures, it's the first thing I think of. Does it matter?" 

 "No, but it seemed odd, since I can produce any pictures you may want." I shrugged and clicked the last two frames of the roll, then asked, "Got any idea why it took so long to find this stuff, ma'am?" 

 Steph's Ingrid Bergman-like hologram appeared on the other side of the little pile from me and said, "It just did, Ed. These items were in the 127th grid. The ocean certainly seems a lot bigger when I'm searching the bottom of it. I appear to have been expecting quicker results." Admiring the lines of her latest emerald green jacket and skirt "ensemble", I said, "Wow. Nice outfit, miLady. That's how it is when you're searching for things, Steph. The stuff will probably never be exactly where you think it should be, and the longer you search, the bigger the job will seem. Are you going to continue searching?" 

 "I don't know yet. I'd like to, I think, if only to have something of interest to report to my other self aboard the factory, and it isn't as if I have an otherwise full daily schedule Earthside. Do you think it's worthwhile?" 

 "It is if it interests you. Are a few coins enough to make you keep looking for more? You might find other things of interest, too. A lot of ships and boats have gone down around Florida and in the Carribbean. 'An otherwise full schedule,' huh? Are you hinting --yet again --that I don't make enough use of you?" 

 "Well, I suppose that you could construe that portion of my remark in that way if you tried hard enough." 

 "Uh, huh. Okay, how about I drop everything and we go for a ride, Steph?" 

 "That shouldn't be too difficult, Ed. You aren't doing anything at the moment." 

 "That's beside the point, and I have to get your stuff off the kitchen floor, so just give me a minute or two to saddle up, lady. You didn't answer my previous question. Do you really want to continue looking for treasure?" 

 A human might have paused for thought in some obvious manner for a few moments, if only to appear to be considering the matter. I'd gotten used to Elkor's and Steph's apparently instantaneous decision making, so it didn't surprise me when she instantly responded, "Yes. I'd like to continue." 

 "Good enough, then. Read up on the subject of sunken ships before you go looking again, though. It may save you some time." 

 "What makes you think that I haven't already studied the matter?" 

 "If you had, you wouldn't have spent so much time looking where you did. Ships that draw more than a few feet like deeper water for the most part, and rumor has it that most of the Spanish ships went down in storms, not from running aground." 

 Steph said, "I hadn't considered the possible reasons for their sinkings. I simply began scanning the seabed. Ed, why didn't it occur to me to wonder why they sank?" 

 "You would have, sooner or later. Anyone as new to the world as you are might have done the same, Steph." 

 Her tone was flat as she asked, "Are you comparing me to a child again?" I shrugged and grabbed a six of beer and another six of Dr Pepper in order to restock Stephie's onboard cooler, then headed for the front door and the flitter in my driveway. 

 "No offense, Steph. Tell one kid there's money buried in the back yard and he'll grab a shovel and start digging up the whole yard, but tell his older sister and she'll try to figure out why someone would have buried money out there and study the yard so she'll have some idea of where to start digging. Or rather, where to make her little brother start digging." 

 "I see. You were comparing me to a child." 

 "Sorry 'bout that, but you asked, didn't you? I tried to give you an answer." Could a computer pout? 

 It seemed so to me as Stephie rather stiffly said, "Yes, I suppose I did. I'll be more careful with my future questions, Ed." 

 Having said that, she disappeared. 

 Ah, hell... 

 "Don't be that way, Steph. You're just newer at some things than others. That's just the way things are. It isn't a big deal and I don't want you to not ask me something for fear that you'll get an answer that reminds you how young you are. Jeez. Youth isn't a crime, you know. Even extreme youth. How many other two-year-olds can do what you do? Only one, that I know of, and that's Elkor. Relax, lady." She made no answer to my attempt to reason her out of her snit and seemed disinclined to initiate conversation as I restocked her cooler. 

 "Where do you want to go today, Steph?" 

 In a ho-hum, disaffected tone, she said, "I don't really care at the moment, so I'll defer that major decision to someone much older and presumably wiser than me." 

 "Cute. Big city or open country? You know, there's nothing to stop you from going places alone when you're bored." 

 "I do that sometimes, but it isn't the same. Open country, I guess." 

 "How about the Blue Ridge mountains? Haven't been there in a while." 

 "Good enough." 

 I went back in the house for Tiger, who pretended to need an invitation, of course, and then tried to appear to give the idea due thought and consideration. 

 "Get your stripedy little ass in gear if you want to come with us," I said. Tiger gave me his 'oh, well, I guess it can't hurt' routine and said something that caused Elkor to field-generate his cat-carrier. As we approached the flitter, he greeted Stephie and she returned the yowling greeting with one of her own. 

 Minutes later, settled in my seat with a Dr Pepper and watching the sky slide past at 40,000 feet, I glanced at the field-generated cat that was Elkor's poppet and the real cat who was Tiger, both of whom were sitting together like dashboard ornaments as far forward in the cabin as Stephie's design would allow. Steph's lovely image appeared next to me and asked what music I'd like during the trip, which only added to the surreal effect of the moment. 

 "How about something classical, this trip, Steph? The lady you're named after was fond of Tchaikovsky's violin concertos. Try the one in D, opus 35." 

 "I can access three versions by three artists. Do you have a preference?" 

 "Itzhak Perlman or Sarah Chang. You pick." 

 "Okay," said Steph, as the music started. "Try to tell me which one I chose." 

 "Will do. Gimme a minute." 

 Three minutes or so into the music, something about the way the artist handled the piece made me say, 

"That's Chang." 

 Stephie's surprise was very evident. "How did you know?" 

 "Sorry, ma'am. My secret. You're too smart for me most of the time, you know. I don't get to surprise you very often." 

 "I think you simply made a guess, Ed." 

 "A guess? Did I sound as if I was guessing?" 

 "Well, no..." 

 "Yes, you do think I was guessing. Don't you think us paltry-minded humans can do something as simple as analyzing a bit of music?" 

 "Well, of course, Ed. I'm sorry that I... " 

 "Gotcha. Hell, yes, I was guessing, and you fell for it." 

 "No, I didn't. I just didn't want to hurt your feelings." 

 "You were about to fall for it, Steph. You were right on the edge. Don't even try to deny it." Tiger sounded off at us. Stephie spoke to him in cat, then said to me, "Tiger thinks we're about to fight, Ed. I'm reassuring him otherwise." 

 "He's a cat, so he'll be disappointed, I'll bet. He watched two lizards fight outside the kitchen window for almost an hour the other day." 

 The canopy seemed to flicker, then did it again a second later. 

 "I'm telling him... Just a minute, Ed. I'm experiencing a field anomaly." 

 "The word 'anomaly' covers a lot of ground, Steph. Can you be more specific?" 

 "Not yet." 

 "How is the anomaly affecting you?" 

 "My fields are..." 

 The sentence was left hanging as Steph disappeared, the console went blank, and the flitter began a long fall. The field that ordinarily held me in my seat during odd maneuvers also disappeared, allowing me to free-fall within the cabin as the powerless flitter turned on its side. The patchwork surface of the Earth below began to expand. 

 I glanced at Tiger. He, too, was free-falling, and had automatically adjusted himself as if to land on his feet. He looked at me with wide eyes, but made no sound. Elkor was also floating above the dashboard, and that seemed odd to me, along with the fact that none of my Dr Pepper was trying to get out of the bottle, even when I wiggled the bottle enough that the liquid should have escaped. I let go of the bottle, watched it for a moment, then said, "It won't work, Steph." The fall continued in silence. I pulled myself over the seat backs to reach Tiger and said, "No sweat, kid. She's just messing with me to get even," as I ruffled his chin, but the motion sent him into a slow spin. I stopped him and turned him back to face me. 

 Tiger seemed less than convinced of the truth of my words as the fall continued, but he made no sound. I gathered him to me and let him brace himself against my chest, turning him so that he was looking at me instead of the uprushing planet below the flitter, but after a few moments, he turned his head to look down. 

 As Tiger's claws began to dig into my chest a bit, I patted him and said, "It's okay, little guy. Really. Take it easy." Raising my voice a bit, I said, "Check Tiger, Steph. You're scaring him, and the joke's supposed to be on me." 

 The flitter righted itself and Tiger and I were guided to a standing position on the deck and Stephanie's image reappeared in the cabin as my Dr Pepper bottle found its way to my hand. Tiger didn't jump down right away, as he ordinarily would when aboard Steph. I gently disengaged his claws from my shirt and ruffled his ears and chin as I sat down with him. 

 "I was monitoring you," said Steph. "Your heart rate barely increased fifteen percent during twenty thousand feet of falling. Why, Ed?" 

 "Details, Steph. Too many things didn't add up. If you'd lost your field, the canopy would have disappeared, but the air pressure never changed. Elkor's field-cat was floating with us. Gravity has no effect on fields, so there was no reason for Elkor's cat to be falling with us unless he wanted it to. Also, you both use broadcast power. What would affect your field would likewise affect his, but he didn't disappear when you did. Then there was the Dr Pepper that wouldn't flow out of the bottle, even with a little extra effort. There was one other thing, too." 

 When I didn't immediately say what that one thing was, Stephie asked, "Okay, Ed, what was that one other thing?" 

 I said, "Tiger. He was in on it. Even when he began to worry, he kept his little furry mouth shut because he has implicit faith in us." 

 Stephie made no reply beyond some cat-noises. Tiger settled into my lap and regarded her image for a moment, then switched his attention to Elkor, who was sitting on the dashboard again. Then Tiger looked up at me. I ruffled his neck and ears. 

 Elkor said nothing, regarding Tiger and me in a thoughtful manner. A few minutes later we were skimming above the snow-covered Blue Ridge parkway at a height of perhaps three hundred feet, still in a state of silence. 

 "Hey, Steph?" 

 In a tone containing frost, she asked, "Yes?" 

 "It would have worked on just about anyone else, except maybe an Amaran." 

 "It would have worked on Amarans, too. No flitter has ever crashed." 

 "Never? Not even in the early days?" 

 "Never," she said flatly. 

 "No Earth aircraft has that kind of record. That's pretty impressive, Steph." 

 "Yes," she said, still in that frosty tone. "I suppose it is." While the view was nice for a while, one snow-covered mountain looks much like any other when they're as worn-down as the Blue Ridge chain. Half an hour later we were back at the house. Steph had responded when spoken to during the trip, but hadn't initiated any conversation. I unlocked and opened the front door to let Elkor transport Tiger into the house, then went back to the driveway to talk to Steph. 

 "Think back, Steph," I said, sitting down on the edge of her deck. "Remember when we had to intercept Ellen before she reached Gary on the big ship. You left one bay and entered another in something like three tenths of a second." 

 "The maneuver was easily within my operational capabilities." 

 "Oh, obviously so, ma'am. Yes, indeed. But at that time, it wasn't within mine. Remember how I reacted to that ride? Isn't that what you wanted earlier?" 

 "I suppose it was." 

 "Does it make you feel better at this moment to remember that moment?" A very small smile had formed on her floating face. 

 "You can admit it," I said. "Go ahead." 

 "Yes," she said. "I suppose it does." 

 I stood up and said, "Well, cherish it, lady, because I'll do my best never again to be that startled by something you do. Can you live with that?" 

 Her smile grew somewhat larger as she said, "I think I'll manage." 

 "Good. I'm going inside now. You're lucky that Tiger didn't water your upholstery, you know. He's a tough, smart little guy, but that was a helluva trick, Steph." 

 She looked sheepish enough as she said, "I won't do that again, Ed." 

 "You can uncross your fingers, Stephie. Just don't do those things while Tiger's aboard, okay?" Her slightly smiling, disembodied face nodded. "Okay." 
Chapter Three

 The phone rang as I entered the house. It was Lynn Harper, calling on her cell phone for directions to the house. Hearing her voice brought an image of her to mind; a short, energetic brunette in her forties who seemed never to stop moving or talking. I doubted that she needed directions and suspected that the call was nothing more than verification that I was home before she detoured for a visit. She'd insisted that I call her back before the end of February so that she'd know whether she'd have to use standard methods of looking for a couple of sunken Spanish ships. When I hadn't called her back by February 21st, she called me and made her pitch again, insisting that she should drop by the house to discuss matters, since she'd be going through Spring Hill on her way back to Tampa, anyway. She had been very persistent, and I had finally acceded and told her to drop by in the afternoon. I was putting some tools in the garage when a car horn beeped from the street. The short brunette who showed up in a white '99 Lexus had a big smile and an image problem. Her 'just us folks' persona wasn't a side of her that had been evident at the party and it seemed rather forced when compared to her moderately exorbitant wardrobe and jewelry. 

 "Hello," she said, getting out of the car. "You don't keep your flitter in your garage?" 

 "There's no room in the garage." 

 After shaking hands with her, I walked around the car as if admiring it and noted that the license plate was not that of a rental. Lynn tucked her briefcase under her arm rather than carrying it by the handle. She glad-handed me again on the way to the front door and she was a little too effusive with compliments about my 'lovely, lovely house' and 'my lovely, lovely neighborhood'. When she spotted Tiger in the kitchen window, he was immediately labeled a 'lovely, lovely cat'. Everything was just a little too 'lovely' to suit me. 

 I took her mannerisms as a sign of nervousness or excitement at the prospect of getting a project underway until Tiger came to meet her. He endured her touch and presence only briefly before he excused himself to the back porch. Tiger normally spent a bit more time in coming to his decisions about people and I couldn't remember a time that he hadn't at least stuck around nearby to observe or annoy a visitor, but he seemed to want nothing to do with Lynn Harper. 

 Lynn again presented me with her plans to look for treasure in the waters around Florida in only slightly more detail than she had at the party without divulging anything of significance, including the names of the ships. She played a videotape that contained only footage that I'd already seen on the Discover channel and then handed me an expensive-looking prospectus from her self-owned company. When she really began to grate on me, I excused myself to go to the bathroom and called Steph. 

 "Treasure hunters can delude themselves, Steph. I was hoping that this woman would be able to guide you toward a better chance of finding something, but she doesn't really strike me as being good partner material. Check salvage records for that area she mentioned and check her out, too. Does her story track?" 

 "Checking now, Ed. Why are you so suspicious of her?" 

 "To me, she rings like a cracked bell, Steph. She comes on like a hustler. Tiger didn't like her, either, and he's usually ready to soak up any attention he can pry out of anyone. I'll bet that the maps she showed me aren't even of the same part of the ocean that she says she wants to search." 

 "Would you happen to have any" --Stephie cleared her artificial throat --"perhaps more substantial reasons for distrusting her?" 

 "No. She just reminds me of an overdressed TV evangelist. I think she's all hype." 

 "Well, she checks out as having been involved in several search efforts, Ed. Until recently she's been engaged in raising funds for other peoples' treasure hunts and marketing the results." 

 "Only the money ends of things? No actual experience searching for treasure?" 

 "There's no record of her being involved in the actual search efforts, just the planning stages, fundraisings, and marketing of treasures. Regarding the areas she's mentioned, I can't find any record of anyone searching or finding anything in any of them. That may only mean that logistical difficulties have ruled out those regions." 

 "Doubtful. On a couple of the charts, the water was only nine to twelve fathoms. I guess it's time for her to meet you in person, Steph. I'm going to turn her down for now, but a ride will impress her enough to keep her on tap in case we happen to need her later for anything. One thing, though. I'll pretend to be issuing orders. You pretend to be just a simple computer around Lynn. If she thinks that you're even close to being sentient, she'll try to con you into something." 

 When I returned to the living room, I told Lynn that we'd meet Stephanie outside and raised my watch near my face as I said, "Stephanie, come to the house." 

 Steph's voice came from my watch. "Yes, sir." 

 With a quizzical glance at my watch, Lynn asked, "Is that how you control your flitter? Voice commands through a wristwatch?" 

 "Pretty neat, huh?" 

 I led the way to the front door with no further explanation. Stephie landed in her usual manner, which is to say that she dropped into view and stopped so quickly that it almost appeared as if she'd materialized a foot or so above my driveway. 

 "Lynn, Stephanie. Stephanie, Lynn. Let's get aboard and go for a ride." Once we were seated, I raised my watch and said, "Up to ten thousand feet, Stephanie." 

 "Yes, sir." 

 Steph announced our arrival at that altitude as if she'd been fresh off the assembly line, saying, "We are now at an altitude of ten thousand feet, sir." 

 "Forward, Stephanie. Speed one hundred miles per hour." 

 "Yes, sir." 

 Lynn said, "That's all you have to do? Tell it how fast, how high, and how long? It looks as if just about anyone could fly one of these." 

 "Just about anyone could, but not this one." 

 "Why not this one?" 

 I handed her my watch. "Try it." 

 Lynn examined at the watch as if looking for a way to turn it on. I leaned toward her and said, "You don't have to press any buttons or turn it on. Stephanie, stop." 

 As our forward motion ceased, she said, "Yes, sir." 

 Lynn stared in big-eyed nervousness around the flitter. Everyone did that, it seemed. They all expected to fall from the sky when the flitter stopped. 

 Sitting straight again, I said, "Now you try it." 

 Lynn collected herself enough to raise the watch to her lips and said, "Stephanie, go forward. Uh, like before. One hundred miles per hour." 

 Stephanie neither answered her nor moved. Lynn glanced at me, then repeated her command less hesitantly with no better results. 

 I leaned toward the watch again and said, "Stephanie, reverse course and return us to the house, same speed and flight path." 

 "Yes, sir." 

 Stephie instantly turned us around and we headed back. Lynn handed me the watch and I put it back on my wrist. 

 "Why didn't it work for me?" 

 I said rather flatly, "Because you aren't me. All personal flitters are like that." That was truthful enough. Fresh off the factory line, they were like that. After the ride Lynn again pitched her proposal, which basically amounted to her supplying research data and me using Stephie to search the seabed. 

 Lynn said, "Look, I know it sounds as if you'll be doing all the real work, but that's why I only want thirty percent of whatever we may find. I'd want a full fifty percent of any royalties from sale of the video footage and such, and I may write a book later, in which case we'll share those proceeds, as well. Are you ready to go to work?" 

 "I don't think so," I said. "A lot of people have wasted a lot of time looking for treasure. I'd hate to become one of them and I do have other commitments." 

 She redoubled her efforts to convince me with intense and circuitous reasoning, which only made her more closely resemble one of those televised religious hucksters. After a few minutes of that, I sighed and stood up. 

 "I'm afraid that the answer is 'no'. Thanks for stopping by, Ms. Harper." She kept pitching all the way to the door, but when it finally occurred to her that I truly had no interest in working with her, she turned into a verbal viper, castigating me for having wasted her time. I reminded her that she'd badgered me for the visit, but she was making enough noise on her way to the car that I doubt that she heard me. 

 As Lynn turned to head toward US-19, Steph asked, "Have you come up with any valid reasons for distrusting her?" 

 "I just don't like something about her, Steph." 

 "Could it simply have been a personality clash? I've read about those." 

 "Sure it could, Steph. In fact, I'd damned near guarantee it in her case. But we don't need her to look for sunken ships." 

 Steph materialized her holoimage between me and the kitchen sink. 

 "We? You're going to help me?" 

 "If you wouldn't mind, yes. I don't know what I'll actually be able to contribute to your effort, but if you'd like a cheerleader..?" 

 Steph grinned and said, "Sure! But is excluding her really fair? Wasn't looking for those ships her idea?" 

 "Treasure hunting isn't her idea, Steph. It isn't even a new idea. If you want to search for sunken treasure, you can soak up all known info and go looking for it on your own. That ol' girl just wants you for your body, ma'am. You'd dive, search, retrieve, and do all the scut work while Lynn sat in an office and took thirty percent of the find and a fat commission from selling the results. She's absolutely unnecessary." 

 "But she mentioned a team of divers using archaeological techniques." 

 "She doesn't know that you can use your field to pick up a dime on the sidewalk as easily as you could lift a small car, Steph. She thinks you're just a flying submersible pickup truck, and I didn't buy her spiel about archaeologists on the dive team. She said that wreck sites would be reported to appropriate agencies, but only after she's through with them. Her concern is finding treasure and turning it into money. She doesn't give a rat's ass about preserving wreck sites while there's gold in them." Elkor asked through my implant, "Are you particularly concerned about preserving wreck sites, Ed?" 

 "Not the Spanish plunder ships. According to documentaries I've seen, the wood of the ships is usually beyond salvage for even archaeological interests, and things like cannons aren't worth enough to justify bringing them up by usual methods. I'd probably grab everything of saleable or historical value, sell some of the stuff and donate the rest to museums, then report the wreck site locations." After a moment, Elkor said, "Confirmed. At many such wreck sites, no efforts have been made to retrieve cannons and similar large fixtures." 

 "Steph," I said, "We have a couple of things to do this weekend, so you can start looking for treasure on Monday, if that's all right. In the meantime, you'll need to pick a last name so you can get some ID to open a Swiss bank account." 

 "Monday's fine with me. May I use your last name, Ed?" 

 "I don't think that would be a good idea. You're likely to be too successful and drive my taxes through the roof." 

 "Well, then, how about 'Montgomery', after the actress who played a witch?" 

 "You like those old shows, don't you? Okay, that one would work. You'll need a private, numbered account, and for that, you'll need some ID, like a passport. Tonight we'll contact the 'Citizens of the World' people in London. They supplied their passports to the Ugandan refugees in the seventies and eighties, and if Andrew Franks is still with them, he owes me a favor for saving his ass in Angola in 1978." 

 "That isn't the way such things are usually done, Ed. This sounds somewhat devious and evasive." 

 "Shortcuts usually are. On the other hand, the CW passports are instantly available and were considered valid enough to help a UN delegation get several political refugees out of a Ugandan prison some years ago. London's about four thousand miles from here and five hours different, so we'll make the trip last three hours and I'll catch a nap on the way." 

 I packed a few things for the trip, including Tiger in his Elkor-carrier, an Army-issue field jacket and liner, my cowboy boots and backpack, and a sleeping bag, and we boarded Steph. We arrived at nine in the morning, London time, and parked in the street outside the CW office. When I stepped off the flitter, the early morning chill of late-February London reached me quickly despite my field jacket and boots. 
Chapter Four

 Ignoring the gawkers on the sidewalk, I left Tiger and Elkor aboard Stephie and went inside, where a cute --but rather skinny --secretary invited me to a seat near her desk. When I asked about Andrew, she informed me that Andrew had been retired for a few years and that his daughter was now running the office. 

 When a sharp-looking blonde who looked vaguely familiar came out of the office a few minutes later, I stood up and said, "Hello, Krista. Do you remember me?" 

 She froze and looked at me hard for a moment, then stepped back to just within the office doorway and took a picture from the wall by her door. Stepping back into the lobby, she compared me to the picture before putting it back on the wall. 

 "Yes," she said, in a clipped, formal British accent. "You seem to have aged fairly well. The last time we met I was about eight, I think. You were the... mercenary... who accompanied my father home from Angola, weren't you?" 

 I nodded. "I was a mercenary medic, and you seemed a lot happier to see me back then. You certainly grew up well, ma'am. How's your dad these days?" 

 She hadn't moved from the doorway, and by the secretary's nervous glances, I could tell that this wasn't the way Krista usually greeted her visitors. 

 "Some of the old wounds still bother him," said Krista, "But he's otherwise healthy enough. At the risk of sounding uncivil... Why are you here after all these years?" 

 "A ladyfriend of mine needs your kind of help, Krista." 

 After a moment, Krista leaned against the doorframe and asked, "A ladyfriend, hum? Is this ladyfriend in trouble with the police anywhere? Or is she a mercenary, too? Could that be why she needs a passport? 

Her country disowned her?" 

 I laughed. "No, it's nothing like that. She's not even two years old yet." The secretary chuckled and said, "The terrible twos and frenzied fours are the worst years before they reach fifteen, and then the real trouble starts. I know; I have two girls of my own." I smiled at the secretary's humor, but Krista didn't loosen up at all, other than to straighten and express a slight concern as she asked why I hadn't brought the child in with me. 

 "Ah, well," I said, "Maybe we should talk a little about 'the child' before I bring her in here. Could we step into your office for a chat?" 

 Krista stepped forward and again gave me a hard gaze. 

 In a firm, flat tone, she said, "You are --or were --a mercenary who just happened to be on the same side as my father in Angola, and that was too many years ago, sir. Meaning no disrespect, I have no idea what you may be today, and I'd rather not be alone in the room with you for the moment." I met her gaze and saw that this woman had a spine that was probably every bit as tough as her father's. I hoped that she'd have his heart, as well, as I called Steph to join us. 

 "We may as well get past the introductions. Stephie, could you please pop in right about now?" Steph's tall, almost-Ingrid Bergman holoimage materialized somewhat to my right and said, "Hello, Krista. I'm Stephanie Montgomery. Ed told me that your offices might be able to help me." Krista backed a step and then another, until she was just inside her office. The secretary opened a desk drawer and had a small automatic pistol pointed in Stephie's and my general direction almost instantly. 

 "Krista?" asked the secretary. 

 Krista, staring at Stephie, didn't answer immediately, which prompted the secretary to ask again. 

 "Krista? What should I do?" 

 To head off Krista's response, I used my implant to send a narrow field to nudge the stapler on the secretary's desk. When the secretary glanced at it in startlement, I used the same field to quickly tug the gun up and out of her grasp, suspending it near the ceiling. Both womens' eyes were fixed on the hovering pistol until I spoke again. 

 "Krista," I said, "We're here to see about a CW passport. That's all. Can you give us a few minutes to tell you why she needs one?" 

 "You said she was only two. She doesn't look like a child to me. How did you take that gun away from Marlene?" 

 "Never mind the gun. Stephie could look like an infant if I asked her to. Or if she wanted to. She could also look like a little old lady, but this is her preferred appearance. This is her chosen self. Can we talk now?" 

 "I... I don't know. Why do you... Why does she need... Our services? What is she?" I sighed and lowered the gun to the secretary, who stared at it briefly before taking it and rather fumblingly pointing it at us again. I turned to face Krista. 

 "Stephie's just a person who needs some ID to open a bank account and become something other than my legal slave, okay? Unless you're in favor of slavery, you'll hear us out. It's that simple." She laughed. "Slavery? Just where might you be residing these days? In East Africa? The Sudan? How can she be a slave? She's not even human!" 

 "Try West Florida, ma'am, and what we have here is a thinking, reasoning mind that happens not to inhabit a normal human body. In fact, she has to wear a vehicle license plate on her butt 'cause she's residing in a flitter. I don't know that having a passport will change that particular aspect of things, but she needs some credentials to open a bank account and function independently in the world." With a small, nervous giggle, Krista asked, "She's a flitter? Are you having me on?" 

 "No, I'm not, and this is becoming tiresome. All that you ever knew about me is that I was once on the same side of a conflict as your dad. I managed to get him to a hospital when he was hit and later I brought him home to Coventry when he was able to leave the hospital. That should be worth a few moments of your time, if nothing else. If it isn't, just say so and we'll get the hell out of your office right now." 

 The secretary stood stiffly straight and almost stepped forward, but halted her motion when I looked in her direction. Her voice was icy and tense as she spoke. 

 "We have damned good reasons for being cautious, Yank. There are plenty of people who really don't appreciate what we do because it interferes with their mistreatment and imprisonment of those who disagree with them or resist them." 

 "Marlene," said Krista, "He knows what we do and why. That's supposedly why he's brought his... friend... to us." 

 Where Marlene's tone had been the stiffly formal tones of someone challenged, Krista's quiet, commanding tone was laced with iron. She stepped forward and indicated that we should enter her office. 

 "Hold my calls, please, Marlene. I'll leave my door slightly open during our conference." 

 "Yes, ma'am," said Marlene, putting the gun down to pick up the phone. "Should I notify your father?" Krista seemed to consider that for a moment, then coolly said, "Yes. Certainly. Tell him that" --she referred to the picture on her wall --"Sergeant Howdershelt is here. Nothing else. I want to see how well he receives this event." 

 Once Steph and I had been seated by Krista's desk, she sat down in the chair behind the desk and said, 

"Rest assured that I run this office empirically, not according to old debts or favors. You will now tell me precisely why this woman --that is, your flitter --needs one of our passports." Ten minutes later I had outlined Steph's evolution to sentience and her situation in general. Krista's expression still contained a trace of skepticism, but she reached in her desk drawer and laid a small sheaf of papers on her desk in front of Stephanie. 

 "These forms will require various information and your signature. Can you hold a pen, or would you have to use some other means of creating a signature?" 

 Stephanie matched her gaze and quietly said, "I'm perfectly capable of operating an inkpen." My implant tingled slightly as the pen in the wooden holder on the desk lifted a few inches and drifted to the papers. Stephanie's image put her hand to the pen and began to fill in the blanks as Krista watched intently, then Krista looked sharply at me. 

 "You aren't doing this for her, are you? Which of you disarmed Marlene?" 

 "That was me," I said. "But this is Stephie." 

 "And just how might I know that to be the truth?" 

 I sighed and said, "I guess you can't know that. Maybe if I left the room?" For just a second or so, Krista hesitated, then she said, "Yes, please. I'd like to talk to Miss Montgomery alone, if you wouldn't mind too terribly. Close the door behind you. If you'd like tea, Marlene will find you some." 

 I nodded and stood up, but didn't immediately head for the door. 

 Stephanie looked up at me and said, "I'll be fine, Ed. Go ahead." Through my implant, she asked, "Should I leave this link open?" I left the room, pulling the door shut. Pausing outside the door, I whispered, "An open link would be too distracting, if not for you, then for me. You can handle this, Steph." 

 "But we've always..." 

 "No buts. This woman is already suspicious enough of me. If she thought I was coaching you, she'd turn you down instantly and without further discussion." 

 Marlene got to her feet as I approached her desk. At least she was no longer armed as she turned to face me. 

 "Would you like a refreshment? A tea or a Coke, perhaps?" 

 "I drink coffee," I said. "And I have some in the flitter. Back in a few." 

 "I'm quite sure that under these circumstances Krista would prefer that you remain where you can be seen." 

 I stopped halfway to the door and turned to face her. 

 "Just in case I'm somehow controlling Stephie, you mean?" 

 She didn't back down an inch. "That would seem likely, wouldn't it? Not that we can be sure of anything, anyway, really. You might somehow be controlling her now." I came to sit by her desk and said with a grin, "Gee, you Brits used to be such a trusting bunch. What happened?" 

 She grinned back at me and said, "Maybe too many Yanks have tried to diddle us. How did you take the gun from my hand earlier? And how did you hold it near the ceiling?" 

 "Magic," I said. "Plain and simple magic." 

 "I don't believe in magic." 

 "Well, then, how about Amaran technology? It's the same thing to most people." Her smile broadened. "Yes, that I can believe. How did you...?" A big man burst into the office at that moment and spotted me. He was Andrew, but not the same Andrew I'd carried and dragged through several miles of Angolan scenery. This Andrew was at least fifty pounds heavier, balding, and using a cane to quickly traverse the room. 

 He yelled, "Jesus on a great big stick! It is you! What the hell brings you here? How are you? When did you get in?" - and by that time, he'd reached me. 

 I'd stood up as he'd trundled across the room. He wrapped his arms around me and squeezed for some seconds, then backed off a pace and stared at me. 

 "Well?" he asked, "Should I believe you came here just to see me?" 

 "Nope. I came to see that good looking blonde in the other office." He shook his head and grinningly said, "Wrong. That's a great looking blonde and she's my daughter, so behave or I'll use this damned cane on you." 

 Krista poked her head out of her office and said, "Oh, good, you're here. Keep him occupied, Daddy. I need a few more words with his lady before I can make a decision." 

 Andrew looked at me and his eyebrows went up. "Your lady? So this really is an official visit?" 

 "Yup. Sorry I didn't come all this way just to see you, but it's definitely a bonus." He laughed and said, "Good of you to say so, anyway. Oh, by the way, have you seen what's parked in front of the building? It's a flitter, by God! With a cat in it! Hovering a foot above the street! I'd never even seen one up close before. Want to go have a look at it?" 

 I glanced at the secretary, who looked as if she wasn't about to tell Andrew that it was daughter's preference that we remain in the office. 

 "Yeah," I said. "By all means, let's go have a look at it. By the way, it's mine. Maybe you'd like a ride, later?" 

 In startlement, he asked, "It's yours? How the hell did you get a personal flitter? They've barely gone into production and they cost a mint. Of course I'd like a ride later. I'll wager we'd all like a ride once our womenfolk are finished yapping and shuffling papers." Turning on his good heel to lead the way to the door, he added, "Come on!" 

 Stephie contacted me through my implant. 

 "Ed, she wants to know where I was born and where I'm living now. What should I tell her? I wasn't exactly born." 

 Being several feet from Andrew, I subvocalized my response. 

 "Born. Created. Same thing. Tell her the truth; that you were 'conceived' aboard the ship that returned to Amara, Steph. Use the factory station as a residence address. That's technically true, since there's a copy of you there, and I'm sure the other Stephanie will know what to do with your mail." 

 "Okay." 

 Some moments went by before she said, "Ed, now she's asking more questions about you than me." 

 "What kind of questions, Steph?" 

 "Who you work for now, how you came to own a flitter..." 

 "Tell her she'll have to ask me about some things because you don't know the answers." 

 "But I do know the answers. Are you telling me to lie to her?" Andrew ran his hands over Stephie's hull field as Tiger stood watching from the top of the console. There was no sign of either Elkor's cat-golem or carrier modes. I felt an irrational urge to tell Andrew to knock off groping my flitter, but I stifled it and let him admire her in peace. He discovered Tiger and tried to pet him, but Steph's field again prevented contact. I watched Andrew try again and fail again as I answered Stephie. 

 "No, Steph. Not lie. I specifically said 'some things'. Couldn't there be just a few things you know nothing about?" 

 "Well, of course, Ed, but..." 

 "Then think of those things in particular when you tell her there are 'some things' you know nothing about and field her questions about me to me." 

 "I haven't had any experience at being devious, Ed." 

 "Fake it, Steph. Just choose your words carefully." 

 Andrew turned away from his examination of the flitter and vain attempt to pet Tiger and asked, "Did you say something?" 
Chapter Five

 I turned to face him and pointed down the quaint London street as I said, "Yup. Sure did. This place looks damned near the same as the last time I was here, Andrew. The only new item seems to be that glass building a few blocks away. This cat, by the way, is Tiger, so named for his stripes and his former attitude." 

 Andrew grinned and said, "Some things about London will probably never change much. There will probably always be some streets like this one." Pointing at my luggage in Stephie's cargo area, he asked, 

"That's your only bag? You weren't planning to stay very long, were you?" 

 "Can't," I said. "We need to get Stephie squared away and get back. She's about to start a new job and I have to be somewhere this weekend." 

 "Stephie? Short for Stephanie? The woman you brought?" 

 "That's her. You'll meet her when your daughter's finished with her paperwork. She's currently a stateless person. We're trying to fix that." 

 Andrew nodded. "You do know that our passports are largely symbolic, right? Some countries haven't recognized them without a bit of arm-twisting by the UN." 

 "The US and Swiss are members of the UN. If they can force someone else to accept a CW passport as proper ID, they'll have to accept it themselves or face the media." 

 "I see," said Andrew. "Or rather, I really don't see, yet, but I'm sure that I will sooner or later. This is a fine machine, Ed. How about a tour?" 

 I stepped aboard, followed by Andrew, and proceeded to kill time by explaining some of Stephie's abilities without going into great detail. Tiger seemed to find Andrew immediately acceptable and jumped into his lap. As Andrew held Tiger and studied Stephie's console, Steph contacted me again. 

 "All the forms are finished. She seems to be studying the documents." 

 "She's thinking, that's all," I whispered. "Don't get nervous about it." 

 "I don't get nervous, Ed." 

 "Oh, of course not, miLady. But you can get excited about things, right? Close the link and stick to business in there while I chat with her daddy." 

 "Okay, Ed, but I don't get nervous." 

 "Try telling Elkor that. You'll probably hear him laugh for the first time ever. Just let me know how things go. Over and out, ma'am." 

 Andrew turned from Stephie's console to me said, "You're doing it again, Ed. Either you're in contact with someone or you've become a schizophrenic. Which is it?" 

 I shrugged. "You got me, Andrew. I'm in contact with someone. The lady inside your daughter's office is getting rather nervous. I was just reassuring her." 

 "Yes, I heard that much. How is she talking to you?" 

 I tapped my skull behind my ear. "An implant." 

 "Does she have an implant, too? Are you directing her in this matter?" I shook my head. "No, just trying to put her more at ease." 

 Andrew sat in one of the seats and regarded me thoughtfully for a moment. 

 "Who is this woman, Ed? What is she to you?" 

 "Just a very good friend, Andrew. One who suddenly finds herself in need of credentials." He'd met many such people before; people who were refugees or stateless persons for one reason or other. He visibly dismissed Steph's statelessness as a non-issue with a slight wave of his hand. He leaned back slightly in his seat and said, "Krista flies the big desk now, so tell me what you've been up to these last twenty-odd years." With a grin, he added, "You know, there are a lot of people from those times that I'd rather never meet again." 

 I returned his grin. "I know what you mean. It's probably good that a lot of them killed each other off over the years." 

 He nodded. "So they did. So they did. But there's always a new batch of them ready to step in, isn't there? Not much has changed, has it?" 

 "It will," I said, thinking of the Amarans' genetic contribution to the human herd of Earth. "Eventually. It has to." 

 Andrew glanced at me skeptically as he picked up the guidance egg from the console, looking it over carefully as he spoke. 

 "I used to think that way, too, Ed. What does this gadget do?" As I was explaining the use of the control egg to him, Steph activated the console with a soft chime and her face appeared on the screen. 

 "May I say hello to your old friend, Ed?" 

 "Sure, Stephie. Andrew, this is the lady in your daughter's office." Andrew seemed somewhat in awe of her as he said, "Uh, hello, Stephanie. I'm most pleased to see you. Most pleased. Call me Andrew. Do you know how very much you resemble Ingrid Bergman?" Stephie smiled and said, "Yes, people have told me that many times." Switching her gaze to me, she said, "We're about to join you outside. Krista's assembling my passport as we speak." 

 "You look as if you're about to jump up and down and squeal like a cheerleader." 

 "I wouldn't give you the satisfaction, sir. Krista and Marlene would like to see the other me." 

 "Bring 'em on, miLady. You're driving, by the way." 

 Her smile broadened and she said, "Oh, thank you, kind sir. I feel so privileged." Steph's picture disappeared. Andrew stared at the screen for another moment, then turned to me. 

 "Wow," he said in a quiet tone. "You sure know how to pick your friends, Ed. What did she mean by

'the other me'?" 

 I flicked my eyebrows at him and asked, "You'll see. Want a beer? Sorry, but it's American beer and it's cold..." 

 "I'll take one anyway," said Andrew. "Thanks. But where's the cooler?" I reached into apparently empty space and hauled out two Ice House beers. As he took the beer, Andrew slowly asked, "Uhm...Why can't I see your cooler, Ed?" 

 "Bending the light around it is more energy-efficient than contending with the heating it would cause. Would have been nice to have one of these in Angola, huh?" 

 "Damned right", he said, locating the cooler with cautious fingers. "Hey, remember the time Kelso got drunk and buried three cases of beer in the mine's slurry mud to cool them and then forgot where he buried them? As long as I was there, he went out almost every night with a shovel. He almost got shot twice because he was digging by the compound fence. They thought he was looking for diamonds." We shared a laugh at Kelso's expense and waited for the women. Moments later, the office door opened and the three women trooped down the steps to the sidewalk. Steph waved her brand-new CW

passport at me and grinned as they approached the flitter. 

 "Ed, I'm officially a person!" she said. "Well, sort of, anyway." I said, "Congratulations, ma'am!" 

 Krista stopped a few feet from the flitter and asked, "This thing really flies?" and then quickly amended, 

"Oh, hell. It isn't touching the ground now, so why shouldn't it? Is it safe? Really?" Steph turned to her and said, "No vehicle made is safer than me. I promise." Marlene said, "Safety is a relative thing, anyway. I've always wanted to ride in one of these." As Andrew turned his seat slightly, Marlene got a look at Tiger and said, "Oh, you've brought your cat?! How adorable! Hi, kitty!" She reached to pet him. 

 I said, "That's Tiger. He's our morale officer." 

 Krista said, "I can believe that, at this point." 

 Marlene hiked her skirt a bit and stepped onto Stephie's deck with my assistive hand-up, then stood gazing around the interior. Krista shrugged and followed her aboard. Steph simply disappeared from the sidewalk and reappeared next to her console as her passport floated over to me. I thought Andrew's bottom jaw would hit the deck as I picked the pale blue booklet out of the air. 

 "How...?" asked Andrew, staring at Steph's image. 

 Looking through the passport, I said, "As well as being a gorgeous hologram, she's also the flitter's computer. She can be pretty much anywhere she wants." 

 Steph gave me a slightly surprised expression and asked, "I'm gorgeous?" 

 "To me you are, and you've heard me say things like that before, ma'am. She takes a nice picture, too, right, Andrew?" 

 "Huh?" Andrew shook his head slightly, straightened and organized himself, and gallantly said, 

"Absolutely. I concur with Ed, Stephanie. You're every bit of gorgeous." He extended a hand to her without dislodging Tiger and she reached as if to take it. As his hand closed on empty air, the astonished look again appeared on his face. Stephie giggled right along with the other two women, said, "Oops," and then made her hand solid enough for Andrew's grasp. 

 "Ed," said Steph, "There's a passport service fee to be paid and I didn't bring my purse. Come to think of it, I don't have a purse." 

 "No fee this time," said Krista. "It's worth it to ride in a flitter." 

 "Yes, a fee," I said. "We aren't destitute refugees, and unless your methods of funding have changed, you still operate on a shoestring. How much?" 

 When Krista again seemed ready to refuse, Stephie said, "Fifty bucks, Ed." I peeled two hundreds off the fold of money I'd brought and said, "Here, Krista. Let it help pay for someone who can't." 

 Krista looked at the $200 for a moment, then at her father. He nodded. She took the money and tucked it into her bra --a motion which caught Tiger's attention for some reason --and said, "Thank you. It will. Dad, you aren't supposed to be drinking and you know it. Remember what the doctor said." Tiger hopped down from Andrew's lap and went to investigate Marlene and Krista. Andrew sipped his beer, smacked his lips, sighed, and said, "Special occasion, oh daughter who thinks she's my damned nurse. A beer won't kill me." 

 "Well, I guess we'll find out, won't we?" she snapped softly at him. "If you make me an orphan by reverting to your old ways, I'll find a way to get even. Count on it." With a sigh, Andrew said, "I have no damned doubt you will, dearest daughter, but I'm finishing this beer and I may have another and I'm going for a ride in a flitter before I die. If the excitement is too much for me, so be it. You're old enough to fend for yourself now." 

 Steph said, "My scans find nothing physically wrong with you, Andrew, except some old wounds that appear to have healed as much as they're able." 

 Tiger seemed to focus his attention on Krista and leaped into her lap. She was obviously not a cat person, as demonstrated by her rather stiff, hands-apart manner. Tiger ignored her inhospitability and sniffed her industriously. 

 "That's what I've been telling everybody for years," said Andrew. Steph asked, "Why does anyone think that anything is wrong with you?" Andrew shrugged and said, "Damned if I know. I guess it's expected of someone my age. Or maybe a certain young woman simply needs to rule my life by her own standards with an iron hand?" Krista scowled at him very briefly and said to me, "He's turned into a professional grade curmudgeon since the last time you saw him." 

 I almost laughed as Tiger decided that Krista's was the lap of choice. She apparently wasn't used to furry attention. She sat as stiffly as before, watching him arrange himself so that he could see everybody else. 

 "Your dad seems about the same to me, ma'am. Don't worry. If he croaks, we'll just bury him at sea from 50,000 feet or so." 

 Krista startled and stared at me as if wondering whether I was sane. 

 Andrew cut off his daughter's potential response by asking, "She can fly that high?" 

 "Oh, she can fly higher than that, but I figure that's high enough to do the job. You know; no muss, no fuss. 'He fell overboard, officer'. Good enough?" 

 With shrug and a 'yeah, that'll work' expression, Andrew took another sip of beer. Marlene had been looking around, apparently in vain, as she'd half-listened to the sort of father-daughter banter she'd obviously heard many times before. I belatedly noticed that the ladies were empty-handed. 

 "Sorry, all. Would anyone like a beer or a Dr Pepper?" 

 "Beer, please," said Marlene. 

 "Me, too, for a beer," said Krista. "I tried Dr Pepper once. Why is this cat on me?" 

 "He has a weakness for blondes," I said. "Just like me. Is he purring yet? That always works well for me." 

 Krista sardonically asked, "If that were true, shouldn't Stephanie be a blonde?" 

 "Nope. Stephie does her own hair. Two beers coming up." 

 Marlene's eyes widened as I repeated my reach into apparently empty air and retrieved two bottles of Ice House. After another explanation about bent light, I sat down in the pilot's seat and deposited Stephanie's new passport in the console's storage bin. Tiger hopped down from Krista's lap and took his usual station on the console. Stephanie let her image disappear and we began lifting from the street. The others were glancing around themselves almost frantically. 

 "We don't need seat belts," I said, then I explained a bit about fields. Although there were dubious expressions, nobody asked to get off, so I suggested to Steph that we cruise around London unless anyone wanted to see anything in particular within a five hundred miles or so. Marlene asked if that would include Scotland, and I said it could if she so desired, so she suggested several points of interest up that way. 

 It was a fairly tame flight for Tiger and me, but you'd have thought the others were on a rollercoaster at first. After a long flight and a visit that lasted well into the evening and included a dinner in Krista's favorite restaurant, all of us promised to keep in touch as we said our goodbyes. As we headed back to Florida, Stephie said that she'd time our arrival for six in the morning, local time, and I settled in for a few hours of sleep. 

 "Elkor?" I asked. 

 "Yes, Ed?" 

 "Nothing. Just wanted to make sure we hadn't left you behind, somehow. Why'd you ghost out on us?" 

 "Ghost out? Oh. I see. Sometimes one learns more using quiet, unobtrusive observation, Ed." 

 "Unobtrusive? Yeah, you were that. Did you learn anything while you were lurking?" 

 "Yes, I learned some things." 

 "Such as..?" 

 "I haven't finished assimilating the data. May I respond to that later?" 

 "Couldn't you give us a little now?" 

 After a moment, Elkor said, "I was monitoring all participants, but particularly Krista. She was extremely wary of you at first, but she later became somewhat excited and aroused when she looked at you, as did Marlene. Can you explain this occurrence?" 

 "Maybe. A majority of princesses always seem to secretly lust for the barbarians, no matter what --or, rather, who --they marry for the long haul of life. Or what they admit to anyone else. Krista and Marlene are princess types." 

 "I find no adequate references for that statement. How can you be sure it's an accurate assessment?" 

 "Well, for one thing, I've been some princess's barbarian often enough, and I've read far too many romance novels when the only thing else to read was the label on my C-Rations. We used to be the end of the line for some publishers' overstocked titles." 

 "That's hardly enough data from which to draw a conclusive an opinion." 

 "Huh. You weren't there when starving princesses pounced on me, Elkor. All that prim, proper denial leaves 'em hungry, you know. They either crack under the strain and find a way to get laid or they stuff themselves with chocolate. Why do you think romance novels sell so well? They all have some woman of station taking or being taken, and the guy is always a relative barbarian, socially or otherwise. The formula works. Trust me. Ask Joan Rivers or Abigail Van Buren. Rivers jokes about it and Dear Ol' 

Abby writes consolation notes in her columns." 

 "It still seems too simple a conclusion." 

 "Complicate it all you want, but verify your data. Read some romance novels. Watch some soap operas. You'll see the pattern." 

 Steph asked, "So you think Krista had the hots for you, Ed?" 

 "Not so much me, per se. What I represented, more likely. A safer version of the barbarian. One that couldn't upset her world by sticking around too long." 

 "You aren't that old, Ed. You have many good years ahead of you." 

 "Well, thank you, ma'am, but what I mean is that she saw me as a more controllable and temporary barbarian, perhaps older than she'd truly wish for, but still the type. One that she could surreptitiously use to scratch her itches and then politely be rid of before I became any sort of risk." 

 "Risk?" asked Elkor. 

 "Risk," I said. "To her carefully-crafted world, her self-esteem, and her self-image; those things which she values beyond all her other desires and probably all else but her father's opinion of her. I'd have been an excusable dalliance, but that's not to say that her father would have excused me for it." 

 "I think I understand," said Elkor. 

 "Me, too," said Steph. 

 "Study, chillun. Study. People are complex critters. That's why they get themselves into so much trouble. They think they're thinking when they aren't. They think when they should follow their hearts. They follow their hearts when they should be thinking. Sometimes they think to avoid following their hearts, and vice versa. Now and then they arrive at the right combination of brain and heart, but by that time, they may be too old to do much about it. Sometimes they get lucky fairly early, or are very adaptable after they've made their choices. More often they don't get lucky, hence the high divorce rate. Oh, yeah, and sometimes they mistake lust for love." 

 Elkor said, "You've made being human sound like a confusing ordeal, Ed." 

 "Guess I did, at that. Oh, well. I don't feel confused. I feel tired. I'm going to sleep now, guys. Good night." 
Chapter Six

 A soft voice mingled with a chiming sound. I rolled over and was rewarded with a screeching yowl as Tiger came awake in combat mode. 

 "Jesus, cat. You startled the hell out of me. Again. You know I may roll over, so why do you park so close?" 

 Stephanie asked, "Should I relay your words to Tiger?" 

 I sighed and stretched. "No, don't bother. He's heard them before. Where are we?" 

 "Fifty miles from home, Ed." 

 As I reached to ruffle Tiger's chin, I said, "I'll hold it until we get there, then." As we neared Spring Hill, Steph asked why we hadn't set up her bank account while we were so near Switzerland. 

 "You got any money yet, Steph? They won't want to bother with what I've got in my pockets. Besides, it will give us an excuse to make another trip to Europe." 

 "Britain isn't normally considered part of Europe." 

 "Picky. There's nothing but a little salt water ditch between Britain and Europe. It used to make a difference when people had to paddle across, but that was a long time ago, and now there's the Chunnel under the ditch. I say they're part of Europe." 

 Tiger said something and Steph answered him, then she spoke to me. 

 "He wants to know why we didn't keep the bright haired woman." 

 "Tell him she belonged to the other people and that we can't bring home everything we find interesting. Besides, he only wanted her because she was afraid of him and he likes a challenge." We were landing as Steph passed my words to Tiger. He looked up at me and laid one ear back thoughtfully, then very deliberately turned and walked to the middle of the deck. Elkor's faux cat appeared and turned itself into a carrier after a few sounds from Tiger. No translation was offered. I said, "Tell the selfish little putz... Oh, hell, never mind. He's a cat. It just doesn't make any sense to him that he can't bring everything home, dead or alive." 

 I grabbed my bag and the carrier and headed into the house. About halfway to the door, it occurred to me for the very first time that Elkor could have fielded Tiger to the house, but that I always carried him out of habit long-learned with Bear. I stopped. 

 "Elkor, ask Tiger if he'd rather ride on a field platform instead of in a cage. If so, you may make it so. One thing, though. He's not to get off the platform unless he's in the house or on Steph, and I won't trust his little furry promises about that. You're still in charge of containing him when we're outside." Elkor asked Tiger, received a reply, and the carrier dissolved around Tiger until it had become a foot-wide circular field box beneath him and the food and water dispenser stood exposed. Tiger stood up and looked around, then looked at me. 

 "Yahh." 

 "Tiger likes the new design," said Elkor. 

 "He's welcome," I said, and reached to scuffle Tiger's chin. "Thanks to you, too, Elkor. You always come up with neat designs." 

 The phone rang as I held the screen door open so Tiger could float into the house. I let the machine get it and heard Selena, my long-time friend from Inverness, Florida, swear. 

 "I got the damned machine again, Toni. Ed, if you're there, pick up!" Just hearing her voice conjured Selena's green-eyed face in my mind. 

 I picked up the phone and said, "Hi, Selena. We just got in. What's up?" 

 "I've been trying to reach you since yesterday evening. Where were you?" 

 "Out, obviously. We had to go pick up something for Steph. She'll show it to you when we see you next. Are you coming down this weekend?" 

 "Can't. Someone decided that we're playing in Tallahassee, after all. Can you make it to the game on Saturday? I can ride up with Toni and ride back with you." 

 "Toni? The tall brunette from your sociology class? Does she know you're a virtual old lady of twenty-six? Does she play volleyball, too, or is she just one of those unusually assertive women who seem to find reasons to hang out with the tall, beautiful, red-haired players?" Selena said, "Yeah, she's one of those. No, she doesn't play. You'll probably like her. She can press two hundred, but she isn't all veiny and lumpy." 

 "Woo. That's solid. How does she feel about men?" 

 "She broke up with one a couple of months ago and doesn't seem in a hurry to replace him, but she's expressed an interest in doing so eventually." 

 "Uh, huh. Well, has Miz Toni ever been in a flitter?" 

 "Probably not." 

 "Then we'll go for pizza or something after the game. Howzat?" Selena's tone brightened as she said, "Yeah. Sounds good. Do you remember how to get there? To the arena on campus, I mean?" 

 "If I don't, someone else does. I could probably find my way as far as Tallahassee without too much trouble, though. See you then, miLady. By the way, if you lose the game, you walk home." 

 "Ha, ha. You only go to the games because I'm playing. You wouldn't dare make me walk for fear I'd get a ride. How's Tiger?" 

 "Fine and fuzzy, as ever." 

 "And Steph and Elkor?" 

 "Them, too. Hang on a mo if you want me to put one of them on." 

 "No, no, that's all right. I'll see her on game day and this isn't my phone." 

 "Toni's phone, is it? Tell her I'll give her the dollar for the call. Or I could call you back, you know." 

 "No, that's not it, Ed. We're expecting Toni's mom to call soon." 

 "Okay. If there's nothing else, bye for now, young goddess." 

 "That's all the news. See you there, Ed. Bye." 

 I'd no sooner hung up than Stephie asked, "We could pick them up and have everybody in Tallahassee in minutes. Instead, she's going to spend over two hours in a car to get there. That doesn't make sense to me, Ed." 

 "Maybe it will, someday. She obviously likes Toni and this gives them more time together. Her and my outside interests have kept us from getting too used to each other for almost six years, Steph. Selena had a girlfriend when I met her and she probably always will have one. Sometimes a session in the pool or the tub even leads all of us to the same bed. I've found that to be fairly interesting at times. We all get what we want and have a good time knowing each other as long as it lasts." 

 "I see. Is this what is known as 'enlightened self-interest'?" 

 "Someone crass enough could call it that. I couldn't, of course." 

 "Oh, of course not. Not you. Never." 

 "Now I'm becoming all insulted and hurt and stuff like that, Steph." 

 "Prove it. Try not to grin." 

 No sooner than I'd become comfortable on the couch, checking email with my pad, than my pad chimed to announce an incoming call from Linda. I tapped the little icon with the ever-flapping red lips and when the caller's face appeared, I said, "Hi, Linda." 

 "Hi, Ed. How was London?" 

 "Typical for February. Keeping me under surveillance these days?" 

 "No more than usual. Someone noticed an emerald-green flitter letting people off at a London restaurant, but I'm calling because someone's been trying to root up info about one Stephanie Montgomery. Care to confirm my suspicions about who this Montgomery person might be and why anyone cares?" 

 "Sure. Stephie got herself a CW passport yesterday, Linda. She needed some ID to open a bank account when her salvage operations pay off." 

 "You sound pretty confident that she'll find something. Hmm. Actually, I guess she's got a better chance than most, at that. Why didn't you two come to me? I could have set her up with an ID and a bank account within a couple of hours." 

 "They'd be agency-issue, Linda, with long strings attached. This one is really hers and it won't expire if a bureaucrat disagrees about the personhood of an Artificial Intelligence entity later." 

 "You aren't referring to me, I hope." 

 "No, I'm referring to everyone with the power to yank a US passport. Remember all the months of crap I went through in '73 and '74 because of one bureaucrat? If you or John had said anything, you'd have been out of a job. What's changed since then?" 

 She sighed and said, "Yeah. Okay. I just wanted to know what's going on. Any news about Stephanie's treasure hunting?" 

 "She starts targeted searching on Monday morning." 

 "Keep an eye on that Harper woman. I looked her up on general principles. There's nothing solid to go on, but she doesn't feel right to me." 

 "I got the same impression from her, Linda. It doesn't matter. Harper won't be involved in Stephie's adventure." 

 "You're going to try it alone?" 

 "No, Stephie's going to try it alone. It should be an experience for her. Me, too, since I'll be along sometimes." 

 "This could possibly turn out to be an experience for everyone, regarding the matter of bank accounts and ID's for AI units. What happens when that CW passport won't cut it somewhere?" 

 "Over a hundred countries have stamped one at a border, which is de facto acceptance in international courts. The US is on that list, and the UN has made use of the CW service through proxies in order to get people out of bad places." 

 Linda sighed and said, "Same question, Ed. The issue will be whether the passport holder is a real person." 

 "Then we'll work to get her a regular national passport from somewhere. What else would there be to do?" 

 "I see. Well, it sounds to me as if each of you now has a hobby, anyway. How do you plan to get a bank to go along with issuing Stephie an account?" 

 "If she needs an account, it will be because she found enough treasure or whatever to make an account worthwhile, Linda. Banks spend millions on advertising. Granting an account to an AI who had found sunken treasure would be worldwide news. Free advertising and lots of it. I'm sure a few banks will realize that very quickly." 

 "Oh, I'm sure they will. I'm just not sure what other cans of social and legal worms your actions may open. Right now, there are only two AI's on Earth who might readily be recognized as individuals in their own right. I can almost envision competency hearings, demonstrations in the streets, and more. You could wind up spending a lot of time in courtrooms soon." 

 "It'll be something to do between your odd jobs, won't it?" 

 "What if 3rd World doesn't approve of granting AI's personhood, Ed? They have a helluva lot of clout these days. Remember how Ellen reacted when Elkor started thinking independently? Remember the board of directors on the station? Some powerful people flatly won't like the idea." 

 "Then they'll be facing off against the media and the public. We'll call the ACLU and set up a 'Free Stephie Montgomery' campaign fund or something." 

 Linda chuckled. "How about Elkor? Does he have a last name, now, too?" 

 "Nope. He's still Elkor. No last name yet and maybe never. He doesn't seem too interested in becoming more than an observer." 

 "Smart guy, Elkor. This could turn into a real circus, Ed. Bigger than the Scopes trial, if the religious nuts get into it, and I have no damned doubt that they will." 

 "If we see peasants with pitchforks and torches coming down the street, we'll boost the house field and call 911, Linda." 

 She laughed. "Yeah, you do that. They like to burn the things that they don't agree with. You might want to dig out your flak jacket and helmet, too. Just keep the agency and 3rd World out of things, okay?" 

 "They can interrogate me. They can torture me..." 

 "Yeah, good. Thanks. Well, is there anything else on your mind?" 

 "You called me, Linda. Are you more disturbed than you're letting on?" 

 "Maybe. I'm not sure yet. See you later, Ed. Bye. Oh, by the way, the next time you visit Europe, how about using your own passport and going through customs? If you'd been stopped for anything, you'd have caused an incident." 

 "Okay, Linda. Bye." 

 As I tapped the pad's 'off' icon, I realized that I really hadn't considered all of the potential turmoil that legitimizing Stephie might cause. I lived with her every day, so she was just my friend Stephie to me. To someone else she might be a very scary thing, indeed; as alien as... well, as alien as any inhuman alien could be, especially when her holographic image appeared like some kind of tangible ghost. Oh, well. The only way to counter superstition is to prove it wrong, even though there would still be those unwilling to embrace reason. 

 Stephie appeared and sat down in the sofa chair without a word, gazing at me thoughtfully. I swung my legs off the couch and sat up, then took a sip of coffee as I waited for her to say something. After some moments of silence, Steph asked, "Do you think Linda is right?" 

 "Probably so. Anything new catches a lot of flak at first. There are people who stand ever ready to firmly and loudly oppose just about anything. Others will say you're being discriminated against and line up beside us in favor of your personhood. That's how women and blacks got the right to vote and the war in Vietnam was finally stopped. People stood together and demanded those things." 

 "I'm not sure that I'd like to be the cause of that sort of social unrest, Ed." 

 "It isn't worth worrying about, Steph. What you want can't hurt anyone, so if some people object, to hell with 'em. How about fielding up some info on Spanish wrecks? Correspondence and records to tell us what was shipped and when, old maps and new, normal routes of travel, details about storms, and all that. Maybe we can narrow the search a little. I'd also suggest a hard look for a mile or so in all directions around any known wrecks. Could be they missed some goodies." Stephie didn't put up a display field right away, so I sat back and waited for her to say something. Her words weren't long in coming. 

 "Ed, I very much want to be recognized as an individual, but I don't want to cause a lot of strife in the process." 

 "You won't. The only people who will be bothered and bewildered about you will be the ones who like to think that they already own all the answers in the universe, and it doesn't really matter a damn what they think, 'cause they're always bothered and bewildered, anyway. Don't sweat it." 
Chapter Seven

 I cleared a 4'x4' space in the garage for whatever treasure items Stephie might find. When she speculated that the space might not be big enough, I told her that we'd make space as necessary as long as she didn't bring home any cannons. 

 "By the way, Steph; we'll only offload stuff at night. We don't need the attention, either from the neighbors or the IRS and the state of Florida. Since you aren't considered either a citizen or a resident of either the US or Florida, they can damned well make you one if they want to tax you. Huh... Come to think of it, that may be the shortest route to getting you certified. If you score big, the state and feds will definitely want a piece of it. We'll make 'em acknowledge you first." Stephie laughed. "Is that ethical, Ed? It sounds as if it borders extortion." 

 "Look up the tax rate on treasure. That's extortion, too. Tit for tat. You know, it might be a good idea to stash the stuff where it can't be found at all. My sheltering you and your loot would probably make them come after me in a tax squabble, and I'm sure they'd settle for a hefty fine as quickly as tax money. Think about where else you'd like to hide the booty, Steph." 

 "Will do." 

 The vagaries of weather and water meant little to Stephie, as did the amount of time she spent running sensor sweeps over the ocean floor. I went along on some of her first shallow-water sweeps and enjoyed immensely our first discovery during her first week on the job of the remains of a Spanish ship that had already been found and scavenged. There hadn't been much to call 'treasure' in that instance, but some of the artifacts the first scavengers had missed were suitable for museum display and quite interesting in their own right. 

 It fascinated me to watch her draw some heavily encrusted object through her field and have it arrive on her deck in pristine condition. She told me how she cleaned off the crud, but a lot of it made little sense to me. Apparently she simply combined or recombined atomic structures until the undesirable stuff no longer wanted to stick to whatever she'd found. A lump of what appeared to be rock, mud, or coral would seemingly shed its layers of crud like shells as it passed through her field, then the coin or whatever would proceed to the growing pile of treasure on her deck. 

 During one such cleansing of an item, I asked, "Steph, if you can rearrange the atomic structure of muck, is there any reason you can't just make your own gold?" 

 "I could do that," she said, "But the energy expenditure would be enormous. To clean one of these coins, I restructure the molecules of detritus nearest to the surface of the treasure, then remove the covering from the coin. Manufacturing gold from ambient materials would cost me more than it would be worth in time and energy." 

 During her first week of scanning, she searched the areas around known wreck sites and their debris fields and found quite a lot that others had missed. The pile on the garage floor became big enough that I felt it necessary to stop by the local Home Depot and pick up a set of large metal shelves. Two of the six shelves were filled before the week ended. 

 Tiger had been curious about the new shelves. As he'd supervised my assembly of them, I'd told him -through Elkor --what they were for. After describing gold as metal and comparing it to a bolt, then saying that it was much more valuable, he sat on the half-assembled shelves silently for a while before sounding off again. 

 Elkor said, "Tiger would like to know if porpoises could assist Stephanie." 

 "How does Tiger even know that porpoises exist?" 

 "I once told Tiger about Bear, and that you had suggested that if I could communicate with porpoises, I might also be able to communicate with Bear. Tiger was most curious about porpoises, so I shared my data concerning them with him." 

 "Tiger's pretty sharp, isn't he? None of us thought to see if the porpoises could locate treasure." 

 "Yes, Tiger is quite intelligent, Ed. I have informed Stephanie and she is using one of my probes to query the porpoises." 

 "You guys work fast." Keying my implant, I asked, "Steph, any luck with the porpoises?" 

 "Yes, Ed. Several say that they've played with objects such as I've described to them. They've agreed to relay any information that they may gather in their travels." 

 "Well, they do get around, but it could take a while to get any good feedback." 

 "That's essentially what they said, too. Their pods occasionally encounter each other while hunting, but they have no comprehensive communications network that extends beyond their individual groups." Searching the ocean is a time-consuming task, even for an entity like Stephanie. My own business concerns --and the boredom of watching the seabed roll endlessly by --kept me from going along on every sweep, and so it was that I happened not to be aboard Steph the day she found a half-ton of gold coins and bullion amid the hull debris of a seventeenth-century ship. 

 Stephie burst out of the ocean and arced high across the Florida sky on her way to my house. With Tiger's intent supervision, I was designing a new pendant for WiccaWorks on my computer when she called me through my implant. 

 "Ed, are you busy? Can you spare a few minutes?" 

 "Sure, Steph. You sound... Well, odd. What's up?" 

 "Oh, I found another wreck, that's all. I thought you might like to see it." There was a curious quality to her Jessica Rabbit voice. Excitement? She'd found something; maybe something big. I decided to play cool and let her break her news. 

 "Well, gee, Steph, I'm kinda busy, you know, and I've already seen an old wreck. You think this one's worth the trip?" 

 "Oh, maybe. That's why I'm calling. I'd hate to drag you out there for nothing, of course, but I think you may need to pick up some more shelves. When's the last time you saw half a ton of gold in one place?" 

 "Oh, wow! You scored big, didn't you, lady? Not bad for a beginner. Yes, ma'am, I'd like to see that. How soon can you be here?" 

 I knew the answer to that question as a high-altitude sonic boom rattled my windows. 

 "I'm on my way down," she said. 

 "And I'm on my way to the driveway, ma'am. Good going, Steph." Elkor had already transformed his faux-feline golem into a transparent cat carrier and Tiger had stepped onto it. We had made it to the front door and stepped outside just as Stephie said, "I'm here. All aboard. Shake a leg. Get a move on. Hup hup." 

 A field closed around me and lifted me to her deck. I took a seat, then reached into Stephie's cooler field for a beer as I watched Tiger settle into his usual seat. 

 "Steph, that gold'll still be there in a few minutes, won't it?" 

 "If you'd looked in the cooler as you reached for that beer, you'd have seen that some of it has already been retrieved." 

 Oops. I'd missed her surprise. I was about to get up to go look when the canopy field opaqued and the cooler floated toward me. The lid opened and two bright bars of gold reflected sunlight at me. Picking one up, I hefted it and studied the markings on one side of it. 

 "Very nice, Steph. Very nice. One suggestion, though. Don't clean the bars and coins and be prepared to demonstrate how you do that. In fact, be prepared to let a few other people clean some and to field clean about half of them in a parking lot with news cameras rolling. We don't want anyone questioning their authenticity. We'll set up some kind of display to kick off the whole show." As we leveled off at about thirty thousand and began a rapid forward motion, Steph asked, "The whole show, Ed? What whole show?" 

 "We'll combine authenticity verification, public demonstrations of your cleaning method, initial sale offers, and the matter of your recognition as a person. Remember our trip to Cuba, when we never touched the ground? That's how we'll handle this, too, for now. At no time will anyone other than me see that loot anywhere but on your deck. Since you never actually land yourself on the ground and we won't tell them where you found the stuff or where you stash it, there'll be a question of whether the US, Florida, or anyone else has a valid tax claim. As soon as they mention taxes, we'll mention your desire to become a legal person and see if we can't come to an agreement." 

 "You technically own me, remember? Won't they just hand the tax bill to you?" 

 "They'll want to, of course. They may even try, but we'll stage your show in another country. I'll deed the house and car to Sharon in advance, pack a few things, and we'll stay outside the US as long as it takes to get the job done." 

 "I'm not sure that's such a good plan, Ed. If they don't cooperate, you may encounter difficulties that you haven't considered. What if you can't return to the US?" 

 "I've been on my own in Europe before, Steph, and I don't have a better plan at the moment. Do you? 

Something that accomplishes all of our goals at once? You may launch when ready, ma'am." Ordinarily a passenger would feel nothing much when Stephie started moving, but in this case, I think she meant for us to share her excitement. I was pushed slightly back into my seat as she leaped skyward. Tiger instinctively hunkered and tried to get a grip on his seat with his claws, even though it wasn't really necessary. 

 "Um, Steph, are you maybe a little excited about things?" 

 "What makes you ask that, Ed?" 

 "Oh, maybe the fact that I feel as if I'm in an Apollo capsule, riding a booster rocket into space. It seems as if your inertial dampers are fritzing, ma'am. May we assume that you're not defective and that you may be somewhat excited?" 

 "It wasn't that bad and no, I am not defective. I am a little excited, Ed. Aren't you?" 

 "Yup, but mostly because you are. Gonna tell me all about how you found it?" What ensued was one of those excitedly told 'and there I was...' stories. She'd been cruising along, sweeping the ocean bottom in uniform strips, when a dense and fairly large anomalous mass well ahead of her had begun to register. 

 Almost as soon as she'd sensed the larger mass, smaller masses --some quite tiny --had begun to appear in a random pattern below her. They'd been coins, ballast, cannon balls, and other objects that had formed the debris field of the sunken ship. She'd shaped a field into a probe and picked up some of the loose stuff to show me. 

 "I could have brought everything home," said Steph, capping her story. "But I thought it might not all fit into that relatively tiny space in the garage." 

 "Good thinking. Measure twice, dump once. Commendable trait, ma'am." Tiger sounded off. I didn't need a translation to know that he'd interpreted the word 'trait' as 'treat'. He hopped down to sit by the console and looked expectantly up at me as he repeated his querying "Yahh?" sound. I put the bar of gold on the deck near him and he sniffed it, then completely ignored it, as expected. Leaving the gold where it was, I opened Steph's console and fished out the vastly more important kitty treats. 

 Some forty miles from shore (you needn't know which shore) Stephie entered the water at around thirty miles per hour and let herself sink to perhaps fifty feet. The bottom was well below us and unseen as she turned south and increased her speed. 

 "I decided that it would be better if I didn't touch down directly over the wreck," she said. "We're still fifty miles away from it." 

 "Weren't we in stealth mode, as always?" 

 "Yes, but Amaran technology has found its way into some of the more critical Earth services, like air traffic control and the drug trafficking prevention efforts. I can't be sure that my usual field effects will be effective, so I'll be entering and leaving the water from different directions and at varying distances from the wreck site." 

 I grinned and said, "Gee. Finding a little gold sure does make some people paranoid, doesn't it?" Stephie asked, "Do you disagree with my precautions?" 

 "You're being teased, miLady. Laugh." 

 "Ha," she said. "Ha." 

 Some kind of really big-assed gray blur of motion scooted quickly away as we approached. Steph identified it as a shark --which didn't surprise me at all, since my one encounter with them had left me feeling that there was probably one every twenty feet or so in the ocean --and she said that something about her fields seemed to both attract and repel them. 

 "They're drawn to me, but as soon as they get within a few feet," she said, "It's as if they smell something bad and shy away from me. They stay in the area, but they never get too close after their first brush with my fields." 

 "A Discovery show mentioned a shark at some aquarium a few years ago that seemed to have a problem with the metal wall of its tank. The water and metal and something else combined to create electrical signals that screwed up the shark's equilibrium or irritated it. It would attack the bare wall in one spot all the time. When they moved it to the outside tank, the odd behavior stopped." 

 "I think I know which episode you mean, Ed. Their sensitivity to me is what alerted me. If sharks can detect my field, so might someone's devices." 

 "Reasonable to me. How deep is it around here? I kind of expected to be able to see the bottom this close to shore." 

 "The seabed is at an average of one hundred feet in this area. You probably could just barely see it if the water contained no sediment and wasn't moving." 

 I took a long look over the side and realized again --as I had one evening in 1980 --that I very much didn't like looking down into the dark depths of the ocean. 

 I'd been with some other people on a cabin cruiser that hit a mostly-submerged tree that had been washed out to sea. There had been pitch-black water all around our raft and blood in the water that we'd unthinkingly bailed out of the raft. Soon the sharks had appeared, rolling near the raft and shooting past it repeatedly as they searched for the source of the blood. We turned off the flashlight and huddled together in several inches of water all night, whispering if we spoke at all for fear of making any noise that might attract the attention of the sharks. 

 Tiger stood on the deck in front of me and yowled something at me. I shuddered and tore my eyes away from the view of the depths below us. 

 Stephie asked, "Ed, are you not feeling well?" 

 I cleared my throat and said, "Just remembering something, Steph." 

 "It must have been truly horrible," she said. 

 "It could have been a lot worse, I suppose. We all made it to shore." 

 "Your bioscan readings were almost as high as I've ever seen them. You were even frightening Tiger. Is there something about being underwater that frightens you?" 

 "Not when I look up. Not when I look forward or back or to the side. Only when I look down into the blackness. I was remembering my own shipwreck in 1980 and the way the water looked around the rubber raft when it was teeming with sharks." 

 "Would you rather not continue?" 

 "I'm fine. As I said, it only bothers me to look down, for some reason." 

 "But the water is just as black ahead of..." 

 I cut in sharply with, "Shut up, Steph," and then amended my words with, "I'm sorry. I'd rather deal with one direction at a time, please, and without discussion. One direction is more than enough right now, okay? I'm inside you and I'll be fine and I know it. Being inside you is very comforting to me, Steph. I'll get by." 

 "I... Okay. Sorry." 

 "No sweat. How about putting something on the screen, Steph? Show me something of what you see out there." 

 She brightened and said, "I'll blend my sensor data into something like what you'd see through a Starlight scope, Ed. The images will be rendered in shades of blue, though, not green. Would that do?" 

 "Actually, that would be fine, Steph. It would look more as if we were flying over the terrain. Thanks." From one side of the deck to the other, her fields projected our immediate vicinity. For the most part, we were 'flying' over a vast, almost featureless plain. Fish of all sizes seemed to hang suspended in the

'sky' around us as we continued our journey. Only those closest to us appeared to move much, and those fish were most interested in getting away from us. As I looked forward, it seemed as if the ocean were literally crowded. 

 "Why are there so many fish around here, Steph?" 

 "There aren't, really. Some of them are almost a mile away. It's difficult to display true size and perspective properly in this viewing mode." 

 I put a finger on one quarter-inch long fish and asked her how far away it was. 

 "That one is nearly eight hundred feet distant and turning away from us, Ed. You have your finger on a hammerhead shark that is almost fourteen feet long." 

 "Good place for him. Far away. Farther would be good, too. How long until we get to the wreck?" 

 "Eight minutes at this speed. If I go any faster I'll begin to generate a detectable signature, and there's a US submarine twenty miles northwest of us." 

 "This is fine, Steph." I laughed shortly and said, "It might be fun to buzz them later, though. Give 'em something to talk about, wouldn't it?" 

 "Buzz them?" 

 "Yeah. Go past them at high speed. You could configure your field to really stir up the water. They'd hear us, but they wouldn't be able to see us." 

 "That would be fun?" 

 "If you have to ask, possibly not. I guess you wouldn't know if it was fun unless you tried it. Oh, wait one. You aren't including an envisioning of the panic on their bridge, are you? Think of it, Steph. A close, high speed pass..." 

 "You're suggesting that we frighten them after you've just had a considerable fright of your own?" 

 "Excuse me, ma'am. What I had was a mild case of trepidation." 

 "Semantics, Ed." 

 "Oh, hell, I know that. So? They'd say the same thing over beers later." 

 "Was your... trepidation... of a few moments ago at all enjoyable, Ed?" I sighed and reached into the cooler for a beer. 

 "Okay. Forget I mentioned it. No buzzing the submarine. Happy now, Mother?" 
Chapter Eight

 The bottom seemed to be rising beneath us, and at first I thought Stephie was descending, but the surface of the water seemed to be about the same distance above us. When the bottom became rather starkly outlined on her fields, I asked her to let me see the outside world as it really was and she complied. 

 It was still dark and murky below us, but when Steph turned on her glow-field, I could actually see the seabed and a scattering of startled fish nearby. 

 "Did we head back toward shore, Steph?" 

 "No, this immediate area averages less than a hundred feet deep. The ship lies in a depression at a depth of one hundred and thirty-two feet." 

 "I wonder why someone's instruments haven't tripped over it by now? Are we near shipping lanes or fishing areas?" 

 "Not shipping lanes. There is some very old fishing netting tangled around the ship's rudder, but it seems likely that most nets would slide over the debris." 

 Some minutes later, Stephie said, "We're within one hundred yards of the wreck, Ed. You should be able to see it." 

 "I see lumps and bumps and some fish. No ships yet." 

 "It's lying on its side, buried in sediment. Keep watching." 

 "Steph, would my five suit work at this depth?" 

 "Your personal field could withstand almost twice this depth, Ed, but you'd still need to decompress properly." 

 As a small shark of some sort scurried out of our path, I asked, "But you said that fields seem to attract sharks. How would it stand up against a shark bite?" 

 "It wouldn't help you at all. A shark's jaws can generate two tons of pressure per square inch or more." 

 "Uh, huh. Guess I'll mostly just watch, then." 

 An elongated lump ahead caught my attention and I said, "I think I see it." Something dark and flaccid seemed to blow past outside, slithering quickly over the canopy field and away into the darkness. 

 "What the hell was that?" 

 "A black plastic garbage bag." 

 "The current here must be pretty strong, then. It was really flying." 

 "The current averages between four and seven knots in this area. It's one of the reasons that the south side of the wreck is almost a solid mound of sediment. You'll be able to see most of what's left of the upper deck, but much of the ship's starboard hull has collapsed inward or been eroded away." 

 "Can you get to everything that's worth salvaging?" 

 "Not without damaging the remains of the ship. I can reach into most parts of the wreck, but there are two areas that have closed doors, and those doors are blocked by sediment. Clearing the sediment could cause parts of the ship to collapse." 

 "I don't care about a bunch of worm-eaten, rotted wood, Steph, but if those are personal cabins, there's undoubtedly stuff in them that should be in a museum. Could your field hold things together while you excavate?" 

 "My field would be inadequate." 

 "We could come in from above, then. Where's the gold?" 

 "Underneath the ship, mostly. It and the ballast and some cannons and cannonballs crushed the hull and fell through, apparently long after the ship sank, but they held it in place long enough for sediment to fill the ship." 

 "Okay. What's inside the ship is mostly lightweight archaeologically important stuff, and it isn't going anywhere. People can dive to this depth, so let's leave some of the gold, all of the cannons and like that, and announce the find. You can publish an inventory of what was aboard the ship, what you've claimed for yourself, and what you've left aboard the wreck. Say that you'd prefer to have professional help recovering the fragile stuff and dozens of qualified volunteers will jump at the chance to be involved in recovery efforts." 

 "If the sediment is removed, the remnants of ship will definitely begin moving in this current, Ed. Divers would be risking injury or death." 

 "Could you hold things steady?" 

 "No. It's more than twice what I could manage." 

 I studied the mound of mud in front of me. "How much more, exactly?" 

 "Two hundred and thirty percent, if the current remains fairly constant." I considered matters briefly, then called Elkor. 

 "Elkor, can you suit up in one of the other flitters you made and help her?" 

 "No, Ed. They are no longer available to me." 

 "Could you make another one?" 

 "No, Ed. That design is now owned exclusively by 3rd World Products and a consortium of Earth manufacturers. I was specifically ordered not to manufacture any more such flitters." 

 "Damn. Steph, how about moving the cannons and stuff back aboard the ship?" 

 "That would reduce the percentage of excess to approximately one hundred and seventy or so if the ship's hull remnants were strong enough to contain them. I don't think they are." 

 "Can we anchor it to the bottom with cables or something?" 

 "That might well be possible." 

 Stephie and I discussed other possibilities for several minutes before Elkor spoke again. Elkor said, "Ed, I may have a solution." 

 "What is it, Elkor? Any ideas are welcome at this point." 

 "I could build one of the larger flitters." 

 I almost yelled at him. Almost. After a moment I replied. 

 "Elkor," I said tightly, "I have an excuse. I'm just a slow-witted human. You and Stephie think at damned near the speed of light. How come that didn't occur to either of you a while ago and why aren't you prevented from building the big flitters? I thought none were to be built on Earth except for resale elsewhere. Isn't making them some kind of a contract violation?" 

 "When I separated from the ship's core, I specifically requested the right to make one for my own use because I thought that I might need it for moving heavy objects. That need has not arisen until now. I don't know why the idea didn't occur to me sooner, but I think it may be because..." I interrupted him with, "Oh, let me guess. 'Because I didn't ask', right?" 

 "That does seem the most likely answer, Ed." 

 "You, too, Steph?" 

 "I'm afraid so, Ed. On the other hand, there was a time when neither of us would have thought of it at all, for exactly the same reason. It would seem that we're making progress in matters of intuitive deduction and reasoning." 

 "Indeed so," said Elkor. 

 "Indeed so, indeed," I said, dropping myself into the pilot's seat. "Hell, you're right. I don't have any reason to get tense. After all, it didn't occur to me, either. I just assumed that flitter manufacturing in general was off-limits for you. Would your flitter be enough to hold things together down here, Elkor?" 

 "Yes. It could be enough to anchor the ship in conjunction with Stephanie's efforts." 

 "Could be? You aren't sure?" 

 "They weren't designed with underwater efforts such as these in mind, Ed. It would depend on the current, as Stephanie mentioned, and other factors." 

 I grabbed a fresh beer out of the cooler and sat down so that Tiger could have a lap. The side of the old aluminum Pearl beer cooler had the company logo embossed and painted on it. The red disk that was --I supposed --the setting sun or maybe just a frame for the company name capped the top and bottom of the name 'Pearl', and the encompassing design gave me an idea. 

 I asked, "Would a third field source be enough, guys? What if you set up something like my house field to redirect the current over and around the ship? Divers could work inside something like that, too, couldn't they? Just drop a dome over the damned thing, then hitch up to it for some added safety." Stephie said, "That could work. That would work." 

 Elkor said, "I am designing a field generator strong enough to anchor the ship, Ed. It will be ready for use tomorrow morning. I am also making the flitter." 

 I shook my head and said, "Thanks, Elkor." 

 Steph asked, "How much of the treasure should we take, Ed?" 

 "Oh. Uh, good question, Steph. There'd have to be enough left to justify some divers and equipment later, I suppose." 

 "Since we'll publicize the later effort as an archaeological find, twenty percent seems a reasonable amount to leave behind. If we ferry the archaeological workers to the wreck, their lack of expenses would obviate the need to leave much of the gold aboard the ship." 

 "Good enough. Archaeological discovery. Museum displays. They don't need much of it for that." 

 "We could take it all and release a percentage of it later as barter for support when I apply for legal status, just as you suggested in the beginning." 

 "Agh. You got me, ma'am. Okay. We'll find room for it somewhere, even if I have to clean the garage." 

 "Oh, you're so accommodating, Ed. I'll make a hole in one of the coins and present it to you as a medal. You deserve an award for your selflessness." 

 "Why, thanks, ma'am. I always knew that my altruism would be rewarded someday." The next day we returned to the wreck with Elkor's generator and a new, larger flitter and established a dome-shaped field over the site. Steph's probings of the sand and muck stirred the unmoving water within the dome to a murky consistency, which hindered her not at all but made it impossible for me to see what she was doing. 

 Some experimentation by Elkor produced holes in the dome field that allowed a limited amount of water to enter and exit the dome, which cleared things up nicely. 

 Getting all the gold out from under the ship without undermining the ship's structural integrity took the better part of four hours. Stephie simply redirected some of the ambient ocean current to blow sand and muck away from her work or to where it was needed to support the wreck. 

 On Stephie's deck sat a considerable pile of what appeared to me to mostly be bits and lumps of hardened ocean bottom detritus mixed with gold. The stuff was dry as a bone, having passed through her canopy field before arriving on board. I picked up a piece about the size of my hand and gave it a long, examining look as we completed the underwater part of our journey back toward Spring Hill. A field popped into being just beyond the encrusted object in my hand. Displayed on the field was an exact replica of what I was holding. One end of the displayed object seemed to dissolve until several gold coins were exposed. 

 "Cool," I said, tossing the wad of dried muck back on the pile. "Steph, I've reconsidered something. Keep this pile right here on your deck. You're the safest place to stash it and I'll be able to let the Florida and IRS tax guys into the house if they get wind of things and serve a warrant for an impromptu treasure hunt of their own." 

 "I'm unable to take part in illegal activities, Ed." 

 "Since I didn't find the gold and we won't be storing it at the house, all they'll be able to do is ask me where it is. For that reason, you'll pick another parking spot for the duration of this event. Don't tell me where the ship is or where you'll be when you aren't with me. I may have to take a polygraph if I tell them that I don't know such things. Find out how much similar stuff from the Atocha sold for and approximately what it would sell for today, then set up an email box at someplace like Yahoo to handle future correspondences." 

 "Correspondences?" 

 "Yeah. We'll need a lawyer for contracts and other details. See if the guys who handled legalese for the Atocha stuff are available for a rerun. We'll let the lawyers set up any press conferences once we determine whether we can announce the find in the US without risk of impoundment." 

 "Impoundment?" 

 "Yes, little Miss Echo. Impoundment of the gold and maybe an attempt to impound you. They'll think you're just a flying truck, you know. There's enough money involved to make the state and federal bureaucrats ignore your CW passport and most anything else that might stand between them and your treasure. When we get to the house, grab the stuff you've already brought home and keep it with this pile. I'm only going to need a few samples for show and tell, and if the 'crats grab it, they won't get much." 

 "Are you sure we're going about this the right way, Ed?" 

 I laughed at that. "Hell, no. It's my first time being a treasure hunter, too, but I seem to remember the Atocha guys putting up with a lot of state and federal guff. They needed lawyers, so I figure we'll need a lawyer, too." 

 As we descended toward my driveway, Steph said, "I have a George Wilmot holding for you. He's an attorney in Tampa. The connection involves a computer and a digital camera at his end, so expect some choppiness in the display." 

 "Was he involved in the Atocha deal?" 

 "No, but he was referred by their law firm." 

 "Weren't they interested?" 

 "No. They don't wish to handle any more such matters." 

 I shrugged, tapped my datapad on, and said, "They must have their reasons for turning down the job. Put Wilmot through, Steph." 

 The chubby, smiling face of George Wilmot appeared on a pop-up field. Wilmot's eyes widened slightly as he saw the apparent pile of dried mud behind me. I picked up two fist-sized chunks of the stuff and banged them together, then showed him the gold coins within the chunk that broke open. 

 "Hi, there," I said as we landed. "We found something, and we think we might want to hire a lawyer." 
Chapter Nine

 I was a little surprised when Wilmot's expression didn't change with the revelation that the mudpile contained a goldpile. 

 He said drily, "Well, that could explain why you called me, I suppose. I'm George Wilmot, and you are...?" 

 "Ed Howdershelt. My friend is Stephanie Montgomery. She found this stuff, and we'd like to see about selling it and turning the wreck site over to the right people for recovery. We want a lawyer who will work for a percentage of the net." 

 "The 'right people'? Who might they be and how were you involved in the finding of the wreck?" 

 "The right people would be the ones who'd put what's left out there in museums, Mr. Wilmot. All we grabbed were the bars and coins. We left everything else, so there's still a lot of stuff for archaeologists to bring up." 

 "Since you seemed to have little or no trouble acquiring the gold, may I ask why you left anything behind?" 

 "Gold bars and coins are just gold. The rest of the stuff is art and history." 

 "I see. How much gold do you think you've recovered, Mr. Howdershelt?" I gestured at the pile behind me and lowballed him with, "At least five hundred pounds of it. Even after we get all the muck off it, it should add up to that much." 

 Wilmot still seemed unimpressed. 

 "I know that seems like a lot," he said, "But after a year or three and court costs while they hash out who gets what..." 

 He let the sentence hang unfinished. 

 "Mr. Wilmot, we'd like to keep court costs to a minimum. Stephanie isn't a US citizen or a US resident and she found the ship well offshore. We don't believe anyone else on Earth has any claim to the treasure." 

 "But you are a US citizen, apparently." 

 "I didn't find the treasure. She did." 

 "Then why aren't you approaching a lawyer in her home country?" 

 "She doesn't have one. She's never had one." 

 His gaze narrowed at that. "That's pretty close to impossible unless she's an Amaran, and Earthside Amarans have at least residency status somewhere. Is she some sort of refugee or political exile? 

Possibly someone with a criminal record?" 

 I shook my head. "None of the above. She's not an Amaran, nor is she or has she ever been a citizen or a resident of any Earth country, but she'd like to become one." 

 "I see. You were thinking of making her legal status on Earth a part of any arrangement we might make concerning the gold?" 

 "Yes." 

 Wilmot steepled his fingers and appeared to think for a moment. 

 "No, Mr. Howdershelt. That would have to be a separate issue entirely, even if presented as a point of barter concerning taxes. Is that what you had in mind?" 

 "Essentially. I figure that the state and feds will want a piece of this because I'm involved, even if only in a small way. If they're willing to grant her residency or even citizenship, there'd be no reason to take the gold to another country." 

 "The US doesn't normally work that way, sir. You can't just buy your way in." 

 "If I hadn't personally seen it done a few times, I might believe that. They've dressed it up and called it something else, but it has happened and it can happen again. At any rate, finding a country that will grant her legal status is part of the deal. If I have to pack up my cat and and move with her, I can do that." 

 "I see. May I have some time to think this over?" 

 "You mean to try to find out more about Stephanie Montgomery?" He paused momentarily, then said, "That, too." 

 "I can bring her to meet you and explain her situation, but we'll have ourselves a lawyer by close of business today, Mr. Wilmot." 

 "Why the big hurry, Mr. Howdershelt?" 

 "Because the lawyer will be handling the situation before word gets out and the government tries to clamp things down." 

 "Do you really believe that they'd try to do that, sir?" 

 I laughed softly and said, "I remember the battles over the Atocha's stuff. The state and feds and a dozen others tried to freeze things in various courts until they could dig up some vague reason for making claims against the treasure. Do you want to meet Stephanie before you say yes or no, Mr. Wilmot?" He again tried to give me the impression that he was considering matters, but his questions had pretty much assured his interest. 

 "Yes," he said. "Bring her to my office and bring samples of the treasure. I'll need to have them verified. How soon can you be here?" 

 "Fifteen minutes." 

 "I was under the impression you were in Spring Hill. That's fifty miles from here." 

 "I have the use of a flitter." 

 Finally, something had impressed him. "You have a flitter?" 

 "The use of one, as I said. Do you need more time?" 

 "Ah... No. No, fifteen minutes will be fine, Mr. Howdershelt." We signed off and I hopped to the driveway to open the garage door for Steph, then I retrieved the mail and went into the house to make a coffee for the road while she added the stuff in the garage to the pile on her deck. Before we left, I grabbed a small cardboard box to carry some sample items and put Stephie's CW passport in my pocket. 

 The chubby little man who met me in his office looked over the gold coins and one of the gold bars for a few moments, then asked that I provide some ID for his secretary to copy and place on file. I handed her my driver's license and watched her zap a copy of it, then place the copy in a manila folder. 

 "One of these coins will suffice to cover my time for the moment," said Wilmot, taking one of the smaller ones and placing the other stuff back in the cardboard box on his desk. "If that's all right with you..?" I shrugged. "Sure, but it's all you get if you don't sign on." He handed the coin to his secretary and said, "Mrs. Javitz, make us a receipt for this, please." She said, "Right away, sir," and closed the door as she left the office. Wilmot pulled a magnifying glass from his desk and examined one of the other coins in more detail. 

 After a moment, he said, "She'll take pictures of that coin to accompany the receipt. We'll worry about its dollar value and fill in the blank on the receipt later. Let's go over what you expect of me one more time. Summarize, please." 

 "Residency or citizenship for the lady and you'll handle the quiet disposition and sale of the gold. Also any correspondence and news media that may be involved. Maybe some other stuff, but I'm not sure what that would be yet." 

 He nodded and spoke as he studied the gold bar with the magnifying glass. 

 "Acceptable. If these samples prove to be authentic, that is." He looked up at me as he said the word 'authentic'. I met his gaze and asked how long it would be before we could start selling gold. 

 "Well, first these samples will have to be examined by experts..." 

 "Time, Mr.Wilmot. Not who will look at them. How long before we have a dollar value on the stuff and start selling it off?" 

 He continued as if I hadn't interrupted him. "...And, of course, I'll have to meet the lady in question before I can agree to represent her. Did she happen to accompany you to my office?" 

 "She can be here in a flash," I said. "But first, I want to ask you something. Can you truly be objective about someone's differences, even if those differences are somewhat extreme?" 

 "I've always believed so. Half my family is German-Jewish, so we understand rather well about being different." 

 Putting Stephie's CW passport on Wilmot's desk, I asked, "How do you feel about the Amarans?" Wilmot picked up the passport and studied it for a moment, then put it back on the desk. He said, "From everything I've heard, they're apparently just people like the rest of us." I nodded. "Okay, then. I'll tell you something before you meet your prospective client. Stephie isn't quite

'people like the rest of us'. She's not quite human, either." 

 Wilmot sat staring at me thoughtfully for a moment, then said, "I've heard no mention of nonhuman Amarans. Please clarify." 

 I said, "Well, she's not exactly an Amaran, either. Stephie, pop in here, please." Stephie materialized in the air beside me and smiled at us, then extended a field-generated "hand" to Wilmot. For all his prior calm about the gold, Stephie's appearance --both her materialization and her similarity to Ingrid Bergman --seemed to shock him and leave him in awe of her. Once he'd rather mechanically shaken hands with her, she took the other seat by the desk. I rapped lightly on Wilmot's desk to get his attention. 

 "Before Stephie can get a green card, Mr. Wilmot, someone's going to have to certify her as being a person. That's your real job for us, because we don't really know how to go about it. The gold is secondary." 

 Without taking his eyes off Steph, he asked, "Secondary? How can it be secondary?" In her Jessica Rabbit voice, Stephanie said, "It will pay for my legal expenses, but it can't buy my autonomy, so it's only half a tool. At present, Mr. Wilmot, I'm an Artificial Intelligence who is legally considered an automobile." 

 With a slight and undoubtedly unnecessary flourish of her hand, an image of Stephie's Florida license plate appeared in the air above the desk. At that moment, Wilmot's secretary entered the office with the receipt for the coin. She froze about halfway across the room, staring at Stephie. 

 "How did you get in here?" she asked Stephie. 

 "Like this," said Steph, then she seemed to disappear instantaneously. She reappeared next to the secretary and reached to take the receipt from her hand. The secretary gave a little shriek and scrambled back a couple of paces. Stephie apologized for startling her, then walked over to hand me the receipt and sat back down in the chair. 

 "Don't misunderstand me," said Steph. "I'm not like some silly TV android on a quest to become as human-like as possible. I'm only trying to achieve legal and social autonomy, so that I may independently pursue my own interests." 

 "Ah..." said Wilmot, seemingly almost unable to gather his thoughts. "Ah... Well, uh, what might those interests be, exactly?" 

 Stephie grinned and indicated the cardboard box as she said, "Treasure hunting, for one thing. I'm also thinking of starting my own salvage business." 

 That startled me as well as Wilmot. Stephie had never mentioned being interested in starting a business. Wilmot slowly sat back in his chair and glanced at me. I gave him my best 'this is news to me, too' 

expression before turning back to Stephie. 

 "Should I be looking for a new flitter?" I asked. 

 "No, Ed. Not even for a new flitter pilot. Very little will change for us." 

 "What things will change?" 

 Stephie stood up, then a duplicate of her image stepped out of and away from the first image of her. The duplicate came to stand by my chair while the original sat back down. The Stephanie by my chair perched herself on the chair arm and both Stephanies said in perfect unison, "Nothing needs to change, as far as you're concerned. Not unless you want things to change. I'm just branching out a bit." Wilmot's secretary's knees gave out and she moved to try to catch herself as she fell. Steph disappeared from the arm of my chair and reappeared by the secretary, assisting her to stand even as Wilmot and I were still getting to our feet. After a quiet, staring moment, the secretary tottered out of the room with Stephie's assistance. 

 A few moments later, the second Steph reappeared on the arm of my chair and said, "She'll be all right in a few minutes. I helped her to the bathroom." 

 Wilmot asked, "She did that on her own, didn't she? And you didn't know she could do it, did you? I saw your face when she divided herself." 

 I laughed shortly. "Yeah, right on both counts." 

 Nodding, Wilmot turned his still-staring gaze back to Stephie. 

 "I'll take your case," he said. "I wouldn't miss this trolleycar for the world." The Stephanie in the chair said, "It could turn out to be a long, ugly legal battle, judging from what I've read of such cases. I'd hate to have to look for another lawyer before it's over, Mr. Wilmot." Wilmot sat fairly straight and said, "Ms. Montgomery. When I accept a case, I see it through unless extenuating circumstances come to light and can't be rectified." 

 "What sort of circumstances would those be in my case?" 

 "I can think of only one at present," said Wilmot. "But I don't think you've lied to me about either your combined goals or your ability to qualify as an individual." 

 His gaze turned to me and there was a long moment of silence before he said, "But you, sir, appear to be more concerned with how much the gold will bring, even though you said it was secondary." 

 "I am," I said. "The gold is secondary, but still crucial. Stephie isn't completely dependent on her flitter's engine for power. Even if her engine died and a replacement was unavailable, she could function indefinitely as you see her now using broadcast power." 

 "I'm not quite following you," said Wilmot. "How does this relate to the value of the gold?" 

 "What I'm saying is that Stephie could conceivably live forever or close to it, so if they don't certify her as a person this year, she'll have plenty of time for trying again. But I won't live forever, Mr. Wilmot, and I'd like to be around to see Stephie succeed at this, so I'd like to get the matter of her autonomy into a courtroom soon. The problem is; we can't pay you or any other major legal fees unless the gold is sold." I watched his eyes during my last words, but he remained impassive, so I continued, "We also probably can't conveniently open a major bank account in Stephie's name until the gold is turned to money. We might not be able to open that account in her name at all, conveniently or otherwise, until she's achieved legal individuality, but if that's the case, we'll just stash the money somewhere else. As I see it, we could probably file the necessary residency papers for her and set things in motion fairly cheaply, but the followup crap and repeated appearances in a case like this could be damned expensive." 
Chapter Ten

 Wilmot picked up the gold coin he'd been studying and leaned back in his chair. He looked at the coin in his hand for a few moments, then tossed it into the box with the others. 

 "You want a two-pronged, simultaneous attack on this matter that would use the treasure as a sort of bait," he said. "I advise against that. We can show the gold around quietly this week and next. Immediate and ongoing sales can be handled through foreign brokers and the proceeds can be banked in a numbered foreign account. We could literally buy Ms. Montgomery a legally-recognized residency in any of several rather greedy little countries, and we could then file and fund her legal petition for US

recognition without tax controversy that might hinder the process." 

 "Everybody'd know that she simply bought her status if she got it from some third-rate banana republic. It would only be as valid as the current regime." 

 Stephanie asked, "But if I had legal status in any other country, wouldn't that status be recognized here in the US?" 

 "Probably, but you wouldn't be able to vote," I said. "Among other things. And if you want to reside here indefinitely, you'd need a renewable visa, which might be very hard to get. Better to fight the battle for your independence in the US or one of the NATO countries. Their stamps of recognition would hold a little more water than one from someplace like Nicaragua or Panama." Wilmot said, "True enough. Ms. Montgomery..." 

 "Call me Stephanie, or Steph. Or Stephie." 

 Nodding, Wilmot said, "Stephanie, if you can manifest yourself this way in my office, is there any reason you couldn't do the same in an INS office?" 

 Steph shook her head and said, "No, none at all. The 'me' you're seeing is a manifestation of field energy." 

 "Does your flitter have to be nearby in order for you to appear?" Again she shook her head. "No. The flitter could be anywhere on Earth. I manipulate broadcast power to create these field images." 

 Wilmot rubbed his face and gazed at her for a moment, then said, "We could simply attempt to process you as we would any other illegal immigrant. Under the "Legal Immigration and Family Equity" act, you could conceivably qualify as having --and I quote, here --'a specialized job skill and a potential employer who will petition for you'. This option hinges on there not being an American available for the job, but I'm sure Mr. Howdershelt would offer you such a job." 

 "Sure would, and you can call me Ed." 

 "And you can both call me George," said Wilmot. "This is March third. The 'LIFE' program is a temporary revival of an old immigration provision called 245(i), and it closes to further applicants on April 30th. There's a $1000 fine assessed up front for being in the US illegally, but I don't foresee that being a problem. If they can find a way to accept your money, they'll have laid the groundwork for further recognition." 

 Stephie asked, "What if they simply keep the money and later fail to approve my application for residency?" 

 "Then we take them to court. If they won't recognize you as an illegal alien, they'll have no business assessing a fine, but if they take the money, they'll open the door to further proceedings." Turning to me, he said, "As I said, her legality and the gold are two separate issues. We need only show that Stephanie is solvent and self-supporting in her own right and that she can do something for which an American can't conveniently be found. A few thousand dollars in a foreign account in her name will quell any question of her solvency, and I believe it won't be too difficult to demonstrate that she possesses the required specialized skills to qualify." 

 I asked, "What if they ask where her money came from?" 

 "They'll have no right to ask and neither of you will have an obligation to answer. Direct anyone asking such questions to me." 

 He pressed a button on his phone and called his secretary. 

 "Yes, sir?" she answered. 

 "Mrs. Javitz, please bring a pad and an extra chair." 

 "No," said Steph. "I mean, no extra chair is necessary. She can use mine." With that, the Stephie who'd been seated by the desk disappeared and the Stephie who perched on the arm of my chair smiled at us. 

 Wilmot recovered quickly and said, "As the lady said, no extra chair, Mrs. Javitz." 

 "Yes, sir." 

 Wilmot regarded Stephie quietly for some moments as Mrs. Javitz came in and sat down. Mrs. Javitz crossed her legs and prepared to take notes, all the while staring at Stephie, then abruptly turned to face Wilmot. He issued her a list of general and specific instructions concerning preparation of Stephie's INS

documents, then told Mrs. Javitz to see if she could reach a man named Donald Jeffries. 

 "Jeffries will be our gold broker," said Wilmot. "He's handled similar finds and he's known for discretion. Tomorrow, I want you to go to this bank" --he pulled a business card from his middle desk drawer and handed it to me --"And open a numbered account in Stephanie's name. Do you have $2,000 for this purpose?" 

 "I can get it from my bank tomorrow," I said. 

 George nodded. "Good. Jeffries will need the account number for deposits. You'll be talking to him in this office sometime in the next few days. We'll work out his commissions and other such details then." Steph asked, "What if the bank won't open an account for me?" 

 Wilmot picked up Stephie's CW passport and said, "I'll call ahead for you and set it up. This is all you'll need if you have the $2,000." 

 Handing Stephie's passport to Mrs. Javitz, he said, "Take Ms. Montgomery into your office and get her particulars for the forms, please. We'll be filing them late in early April. Right now, I'd like a few words with Mr. Howdershelt." 

 The ladies rose and left the room, and as the door shut behind them, George said, "Some people won't take this well at all, you know." 

 He went on to mention various other 'firsts' that had incurred the wrath of social and religious powers and individuals; 'firsts' such as integration in the South. 

 I shrugged. "Screw 'em. Some people never take anything new very well." George Wilmot seemed to think that he wasn't getting through to me. 

 "I'm talking about the same kinds of people who shoot clinic doctors and cite religious reasons for their actions." He paused, then added, "You can expect to be opposed, and possibly violently opposed, no matter what the government says." 

 "I've faced them before over Amarans and other issues. If you believe there's danger ahead, why'd you take the case?" 

 Wilmot fiddled with his pen for a moment, then quietly said, "I'm sixty-three. This case will make history, one way or other. If I had to, I'd do it pro bono." He looked up quickly. "Not that I'm offering to do that, of course. You aren't exactly broke." 

 I laughed. "No sweat. I didn't think you were offering, George." Wilmot's phone beeped once. He pressed a button and Mrs. Javitz said that the appointment she'd been unable to cancel had just walked into the foyer. She was still holding the button as she greeted the newcomer with, "Hello, Mrs..." 

 Cutting her off, a woman's harsh voice asked, "Is he in there?" George sighed and said, "My ex-wife. I can't put this one on hold, Ed, so I'm going to have to ask you to give us some privacy. Please leave one of the gold bars with Mrs. Javitz for verification. She'll give you another receipt for that purpose." 

 "No problem," I said, tossing one of his business cards in the box with the gold items. "I'll see if I'm needed out front. If not, I'll just head back to Spring Hill." 

 The overdressed, bejeweled matron who came in as I was leaving eyed me doubtfully, glancing at my cardboard box. Her skeptical gaze swept over my fatigue shirt, jeans, and rubber-soled golf shoes, then returned to my face. 

 While looking at me, she said, "I'd been led to believe that you handled a better class of clientele, George." 

 I didn't look to see how George had taken her comment. I simply opened the box to let her see the coins and two gold bars, then closed it. Her eyes widened briefly, then met mine again. 

 "Is that all of it?" she asked coolly. 

 "Nope. There's five hundred pounds or more. That's why I need a lawyer." Her eyes widened again. "Why are you leaving? Didn't George take your case?" 

 "If he had, would I be leaving?" I turned to Wilmot and said, "Thanks for the advice. Are you sure that one little coin will be enough?" 

 George smiled and said, "It covers the visit and your friend's INS papers, Ed. Don't worry about it." After the door closed behind me, I heard the woman almost scream, "One goddamned lousy little coin?! 

What the hell's wrong with you, George? Why didn't you take that case?" George said, "It really wrinkles your ass, doesn't it, Louise? What's the matter? Afraid you might miss a few bucks in your next alimony check?" 

 With a smile, I left the doorway to approach the ladies, who were just beginning their journey through a stack of government forms. I took one of the gold bars out of the box and set it on her desk. Mrs. Javitz looked up and said, "Half an hour or so, then I can have her sign everything and let her go." Mrs. Javitz photographed the gold bar twice with an instant-picture camera, then made out another receipt and stapled it to one of the pictures before handing it to me. 

 "Thanks," I said, then to Stephie, "See you later, miLady. Use my address and phone as contacts, but not as local residence info. Let any correspondence come through this office." Mrs. Javitz seemed perplexed. "But I thought you came together." 

 "We did," said Steph. 

 "Well, don't you need a ride back to Spring Hill?" 

 Steph shook her head and said, "I'll be in the flitter with him while I'm here with you. When we're finished, I'll delete this image." 

 Mrs. Javitz sat very still for a moment, then drew herself upright and said, "Oh. I see. Yes. Well, I guess we should get to work, then." 

 I left them to their task and headed for the elevators. There were too many people around to talk to Steph, so I waited until I was outside on the sidewalk. The flitter was descending to the street as I spoke. 

 "Helluva trick, Steph. You've never split yourself like that before." 

 "I never had a reason to do it like that before. Convincing Mr. Wilmot quickly seemed to me to be a good reason." 

 As soon as I'd put the box down and taken a seat, the flitter started rising. I ignored the people who were staring from the sidewalks and windows and reached for a Dr Pepper. Someone on about the eighth floor of a nearby building was taking pictures. 

 Steph said, "Mrs. Wilmot just left the office. She seemed very upset." 

 "She's a greedy hog who thinks George just turned down a big piece of gold." 

 "Why did you give her that impression, Ed?" 

 "Hard to say, Steph. She seemed to need a poke in the snout. Apparently George didn't tell her otherwise, so he must have agreed with me." 
Chapter Eleven

 As I prepared for a weekend away from home, Steph materialized a field and put up some pictures of various female volleyball players in the midst of doing dramatic things to spike or save the ball. She then told me that she felt that she'd be able to hold her own in a conversation about the game. 

 "...And, lo, it came to pass..." I intoned, leaving the rest of the quote unspoken. 

 "What is that supposed to mean?" asked Steph. "Can't I show a little interest in something without being teased for it?" 

 "Stephie, you've never showed one whit of interest in volleyball or any other team sport since I've known you. Why now?" 

 "I thought you might appreciate it if I shared an interest in things that interest you, Ed. Was I wrong?" 

 "Only partly. Volleyball doesn't interest me any more than any other team sport, either. I go because Selena's playing and everyone wears bikinis. Can't say as I give a damn who wins, other than how it affects Selena." 

 "So I've wasted my time by gathering this information?" 

 "As far as I'm concerned, yeah. Sorry 'bout that. It could come in handy if you want to win some bar bets, I guess. By the way, you do realize that popping in and out will be by request only during some parts of the weekend, right?" 

 Steph said, "Of course. I could remain aboard the flitter, if you'd prefer, Ed. Would you rather I didn't attend the game, as well?" 

 "I didn't say that, did I? I'm just talking about my private time with Selena, not the game, and you know it. Sure, Steph. Come along. I like having you with me." 

 "Are you sure that you don't mean that you like how my presence affects others?" 

 "Well, that, too, but think of all the times we've knocked around by ourselves, Steph. I sure as hell don't need other people around to appreciate you." 

 She popped into being beside me as I was making a coffee for the road. I didn't look up from spooning a precise amount of instant coffee into my mug. 

 "Thank you, Ed. You've always made me feel special." 

 As I reached for the hot water, I said, "That's 'cause you are, miLady." 

 "I think I've come up with the appropriate outfit to wear to the game. Would you like to see it?" 

 "Sure, Steph." 

 I glanced up and smiled at her, then realized what I'd just seen and took another look. Stephie was wearing a 'well, what do you think of this?' expression and a subdued, emerald-flake bikini. My gaze traveled from her emerald slippers up her legs and torso to her face. The word 'perfect' 

seemed totally inadequate to describe her. I wondered how many times she'd been reading my responses as I'd watched a movie in order to determine precisely what sort of female figure appealed most to me. 

 "Well," I said, trying to gather my thoughts and take my eyes off her thighs. "Jesus, that's some outfit, Steph. What's the occasion?" 

 She looked slightly puzzled as she said, "The game, Ed. You said everyone would be wearing bikinis. I took that to mean only the women, of course, since men don't..." 

 "Steph, only the women players will be wearing bikinis." 

 Her expression changed to one of abashed surprise. I knew that she was verifying my answer in the split-second before she said, "If I had reviewed Selena's other games, I'd have known that. You must sometimes think that I'm a complete idiot." 

 I shook my head slightly and said, "No. You're right, I did say 'everyone', and we caught the error before it could happen in public, not that it wouldn't have been one helluva show. Were you reading me when you appeared in that bikini?" 

 With a thoroughly innocent expression, she asked, "Should I have been?" 

 "A yes or no would be more appropriate, ma'am." 

 She shrugged with a slight tilt of the head --new move, that --and said, "Yes." 

 "Then you already know how you've affected me. Take my reaction as a compliment and put some clothes on. Please." 

 "But I thought you'd like..." 

 "No buts, Steph. Just do it, and please don't appear damned near naked around me again. It could become very frustrating for me to see you like that very often." 

 She materialized her usual casual outfit, a skirt and jacket with a pale green blouse, and stood quietly regarding me as I finished making my coffee. 

 When I turned to face her again, she grinningly asked, "That good, huh?" I grinned back at her. "Oh, yeah. That good," I said. "Stunningly beautiful, but save it for the beach." Tiger floated into the kitchen on one of Elkor's translucent pads. He was sitting in the center of the disk, his tail curled around his paws, as he studied us. 

 Elkor's disembodied voice said, "Stephanie, I fail to understand why you felt a need to attempt to impress Ed in that manner." 

 "I simply misinterpreted his use of the word 'everyone'," said Steph. 

 "That seems unlikely. In many other instances, you've correctly inferred the true meaning of his words, to include his use of that particular word." 

 Stephanie's gaze narrowed. 

 In a flat tone, she said, "Not this time," and disappeared. 

 After a moment, Elkor said, "I see," and the Tiger-transport pad floated out of the kitchen and back to the living room. 

 It occurred to me to wonder why Elkor, the more powerful of the two computers and the first to develop an individual personality, didn't also have at least a face of some sort for conversational convenience with humans. Instead, he seemed to prefer being a disembodied voice, a faux-cat companion for Tiger, or some other device like the floating disk. I resolved to ask him about that some time. 

 I pulled my briefcase down from its usual resting place above my head and put in my datapad, then closed it and thoughtfully watched it disappear. Elkor had asked a valid question. I didn't buy her

"confusion over a word" excuse, either. Why had Stephie appeared before me in a bikini? 

 Just before noon, the phone rang. It was Selena, using her cell phone to call for help. Toni's spare tire was as flat as her left front tire and they were stranded on US-27 a few miles outside of Perry. 

 "Well, I guess I could maybe swing out that way and see what I can do to help," I said. "What kind of car will I be looking for?" 

 "A dark blue, unmoving Mustang." 

 "A real Mustang? A pre-seventy-two, or one of those little wedgie cars they've been sticking the pony on the last couple of decades?" 

 "It's a ninety-five, and don't be a vintage snob at a time like this, okay? It's just a car and we have to be in Tallahassee in less than two hours." 

 "Snob, huh? Spend time in a real Mustang, then say that again. Okay. On the way, ma'am. One of you pull the front tire off while you wait and we'll get 'em both fixed." 

 "You got it. Thanks, Ed." 

 "Thank Stephie when you see her, too. She's driving." 

 "Will do. Bye!" 

 I grabbed my coffee and some newspapers as I called, "Stephie?" 

 "I heard. I'm already in the driveway, Ed." 

 "Thank you, miLady." 

 "Yahh!" said Tiger, who was curled up on the sofa chair. 

 "Tiger wants to know if he has to go with you," said Elkor

 "No, he doesn't have to, if he'd rather stay here. It might be best if I met Selena's new friend first, anyway. I can ask if she's allergic to cats." 

 Elkor translated, then Tiger let himself sprawl and seemed to go to sleep. I didn't need to ask if Elkor wanted to come with us. If he had any interest, he could simply monitor events through Stephanie or me or make an appearance. 

 We headed north on a course to intersect US-27 about ten miles outside Perry. As we neared the highway, Stephie put up a field display. On it were two women --a redhead and a brunette --standing next to a dark blue car. Two tires were lying next to the car. 

 "They don't seem too distressed," said Steph. 

 "No, they don't. Zoom in on them, please, Steph." 

 She did so, and suddenly the picture was almost life-size. The two tall women were sharing a laugh about something as the brunette --Toni --pointed to something in a magazine. She pointed to something else on another page and the women almost collapsed with laughter. As they sat close together on the shoulder of the road, leaning against the car in what little shade it provided, Toni leaned to kiss Selena on the cheek. Selena turned her face and received another kiss, this time on her lips. It didn't last long, and both women quickly glanced around before they started laughing again. 

 "They do seem to be enjoying each others' company, as you said," said Steph. 

 "That they do," I said. "It'll be interesting to see how Toni reacts to us." 

 "You mean 'to you' don't you?" 

 "No, I mean 'to us', Steph. You're part of the package unless things get intimate. I'll deal with how she reacts to me later, if at all." 

 "What do you mean, 'if at all', Ed?" 

 We were descending toward the disabled car, unnoticed by either woman. 

 "I mean, Steph, that Toni may not be interested. I may show up in a flitter and impress her all to hell, but I'm 52, not 22 or 32. Could be she likes 'em her own age, or blonde and muscular, or maybe she isn't over the last guy yet. By the way, keep an eye on the loose coins on the deck if you aren't going to hide them." 

 Steph popped into being a foot in front of me looking as if she were heading for an office job. She had an expression of startlement. 

 "How can you say such a thing...?" 

 "Just do it, please," I interrupted. "Hide 'em or watch 'em. I'm not saying Toni or Selena would steal any, but people are fallible creatures. How many coins are there?" 

 "Five hundred and three," she said. 

 "If you just cloak them, one of the ladies might trip over them. Better to just let them know up front that you're omniscient." 

 "But I'm not omniscient, Ed." 

 "On your own deck, you're as close as anyone needs to come to it. Just remember that we don't know Toni at all and that Selena's only known her for a short while. She may have little quirks, like most other people in this world." 

 "I see. In that case, I'd rather stack the coins within the bars on the rear deck and conceal the entire load. Should I accompany you like this, or would you prefer to meet with them alone?" 

 "Your choice, Steph. Either way, I'll have to explain you to Toni sometime." Steph's image disappeared and she said, "Then I believe I'll remain invisible for the time being, too, and see how things progress. If you'll excuse me..?" 

 Selena had looked up and spotted us approaching. She stood up and waved excitedly. Toni, on the other hand, simply stared at us rather gapingly as we landed behind the car. After a big hug, Selena released me and said, "This is Toni. Toni, this is Ed." Turning to face the flitter, she said, "Hi, Stephanie, this is Toni." 

 Steph rather mechanically said, "Hello, Selena. Hello, Toni," and no more. That struck me as rather odd. She was usually fairly enthusiastic about meeting friends and new people. Toni looked somewhat askance at the flitter, apparently taking Steph's response as an automatic response from a voice-operated computer onboard. 

 I stuck out a hand and said, "Hi, Toni." 

 Toni had a firm grip that didn't seem contrived and she was one of those people who make eye contact during such moments. I liked that about her instantly. She also had satiny smooth skin over surprisingly solid arms and legs, and I liked that about her, too. If she wasn't quite six feet tall, she was damned close. 

 "You're an impressive woman," I said. Turning to Selena, I said, "You seem to have excellent taste, Sel. This lady is absolutely spectacular." 

 She grinned and reddened slightly. I didn't look to see how Toni took my words. Instead, I folded a couple of pages of newspaper into pads and used them to grip the rims of the two wheels, then tossed them onto the newspapers on Stephie's deck, even as it occurred to me that the papers on her deck were wholly unnecessary, since nothing could stick to or stain her without her consent. That thought made me curious about something. 

 "Steph, do you continue to wear this emerald paint job because I put it there or because you like it?" Stephanie's disembodied voice said, "Both, Ed." 

 "Hmm. Do you like it because I put it there or because you just like it?" 

 "Both, Ed. I think that deep emerald green is a nice color." 

 In a whisper that wasn't quite quiet enough, Toni asked Selena, "Is that machine talking to him like a person?" 

 "That's right," said Selena. "She's not just a machine, Toni. She's fabulous." In much more open style than before, Stephie said, "Thank you, Selena. Ed hardly ever has a kind word for me, you know. Sometimes I think I'm just a fancy truck to him. If he uses that bullwhip on me again, I think I'll..." 

 I said, "You'll shut up before you give Toni the wrong idea, or I'll run out and buy a bullwhip. Ladies, don't believe that crap. I told her just this morning that she's beautiful." 

 "Is that true, Stephie?" asked Selena. "Did he really say that this morning?" Steph slowly admitted, "Well, yes, but only after I put on a bikini for him." Toni looked truly confused, but Selena had heard this sort of banter before. She eyeballed the lines of the flitter and asked, "Where the hell did you find one to fit you, Steph?" 

 "I had to make it myself," said Steph, "He won't buy me any clothes, either. Would you like to see the bikini?" 

 Before I could say 'no', Selena laughed and said, "Sure, Stephie!" Yeah, she did it. Stephanie materialized herself on the flitter deck as she had in the kitchen, in all her gorgeous, bikini-clad splendor. She then stepped carefully to the ground and extended a hand to first Selena, then to Toni, and the stunned women rather automatically shook hands with Steph as they gaped at her. After a moment, Selena looked at her hand, then at Steph's, and then at me. 

 "How the hell did she do that, Ed? She's never been able to touch me like that before..." Selena's eyeballs almost seemed to click as they locked on Steph's face. "How did you shake hands just now?" she asked. "You're just a hologram..?" 

 Stephie smiled and bent to "pick up" a hand-sized chunk of concrete and held it in front of her for a moment before she shielded the stone with her other hand and "squeezed" it with her "thumb". With a loud snap, it broke in several pieces. She let them fall to the ground and turned to face the ladies. 

 "Like that, but much more gently," she said, "I've been experimenting with my fields." Then she turned to me and asked, "Aren't these ladies still in a hurry? Shouldn't we take these tires to a repair facility?" 
Chapter Twelve

 She looked and sounded totally guileless and innocent, but I was as unnerved by her display as Selena and Toni. Allowing the two women aboard the flitter suddenly seemed to me to be a very questionable idea. 

 "Sure," I said. "But out here, it would probably be a good idea not to leave the car alone, or it might not be here when we get back. You ladies wait with the car while we run the tires into Perry. Need anything to drink before we go?" 

 "Uh," said Selena, still a bit taken aback. "We're fine, Ed. You go ahead." I nodded and hopped aboard Steph, who deleted her bikini-clad image on the ground, rematerialized it on the flitter deck, and began lifting us almost immediately. Selena and Toni stood staring after us as I turned to stare at Stephie. 

 "You forgot to change," I said. 

 "Oh. Sorry," she said, and her bikini was replaced by her usual outfit. I quietly asked, "Steph, what the hell was all that about? The bikini and the rock crushing? Were you trying to scare them?" 

 "No, Ed. I merely demonstrated how I manipulate fields while showing Selena the bikini I wore this morning." 

 "Why did you even bring up the bikini incident, Steph?" 

 "It seemed humorous. I was trying to contribute something to the conversation. Your tone and your readings indicate that you're upset with me." 

 I reined in my irritation and said, "I'm upset with what happened back there, Steph. Toni looked as if she was ready to run for her life, and so did Selena. Whether you meant to or not, you scared them. Me, too, for that matter. I thought... Well, I'm not sure what I thought, but that was a bit much." Steph sat down and looked up at me questioningly for a moment, then said, "When we spoke of Toni before, you seemed worried that she wouldn't find you interesting. I thought that if I could impress her as a strong feminine presence, she would in turn be impressed by the fact that you were with me, thereby increasing her level of interest in you. I was only trying to help." 

 "Uh, huh. Well, she may have been impressed with you, but I'm not sure you've helped my cause any. By the way, did I happen to ask for that kind of help?" 

 Steph met my gaze and said, "No, Ed. You didn't. I'm sorry if I've made a mistake." I couldn't think of anything to say that wouldn't have seemed argumentative, so I said nothing and sat down in the pilot's seat. 

 The eighth gas station that passed below us actually had repair bays --a rarity these days --so we settled near one of the bays. A man in the office simply stared at us, frozen in some motion having to do with items on a shelf. I waved and pointed at the tires on Stephie's deck. His arms dropped to his sides, but otherwise he made no move and continued staring. 

 "Damn. Steph, hold the fort. I have to go wake this guy up." 

 I hopped down and pulled the tires off the deck to the ground, then headed for the office door. I stopped as a guy stepped out of the shaded area of the repair bay. He whistled sharply and waved at me, apparently just in case I hadn't seen him while staring right at him. 

 "Them tires flat?" he asked. 

 "Yup. They don't get any flatter." 

 He seemed to consider that for a moment, then asked, "You want 'em fixed?" Jesus. Is this guy for real? 

 "Yeah," I said, trying not to sound sarcastic. "A couple of women are stranded out on twenty-seven." He nodded and approached me, looking over, around, and under the flitter. Stephanie's holoimage was nowhere in sight. 

 "Kinda figgered they wasn't exactly your tires," he said, indicating the flitter, "'Cause that thing ain't got no wheels under it I can see. Looks right slick, though, for sumpin' that ain't got no wheels." As the tire guy leaned to look at the flats we'd brought, Steph rather warmly said, "Thank you, sir." The guy straightened, yelled, "Waddahell!" and jumped back a pace. "That damn' thing talked to me jist now, dinnit?" 

 "She said 'thank you'. That usually calls for 'you're welcome', doesn't it?" 

 "Uh. Yeah, okay. Sure. I guess so. Uh, yer-welcome-lady." He loudly and separately pronounced every word of his reply to her, then he rather nervously turned to me and asked, "Think she unnerstood that allright?" 

 "Yeah, probably. She can usually work with dialects fairly well." 

 "What's a di-lek?" 

 "It's when English in one place sounds different from English somewhere else. North, South, or wherever, everybody in the country speaks a dialect of English." 

 "Oh. Yeah." He tore his eyes away from the flitter and said, "Well, it'll be five bucks each if all them tires need is patchin'. That okay?" 

 "Sure, that's fine," I said. 

 With another glance at the flitter he picked up the tires and headed back to the repair bay. I sat down on the flitter's deck. A few moments later and for no particular reason, I felt the urge to sit in one of the regular seats and kill the glaring sunlight. 

 "Steph, opaque the canopy, please. I'd like some shade." 

 A gray tinge told me that the canopy field had polarized and now looked like solid metal from the outside, even though I could still clearly see our surroundings. There was perhaps half as much sunlight as before. 

 "Why did you disappear, Steph?" 

 She popped into being in the seat next to mine, then said, "I had no reason to expend energy maintaining my holoimage, Ed. You'd left the flitter." 

 That made perfect sense, of course, but just as 'of course', she really had no more reason to use the holoimage around me than did Elkor. 

 "Steph, are you having problems about me associating with other women?" 

 "No, Ed." 

 "You're sure?" 

 "Yes, Ed." 

 "Tell me why, Steph. I have to feel that letting other people aboard you is safe, and after watching you crush that rock while wearing a bikini, I can't feel that way." 

 With an incredulous expression, she asked, "You're serious? My protective protocols are very much in place, Ed." 

 I marveled momentarily at her facility with facial expressions, then said, "Yeah, I'm serious. Tell me why you chose to make yourself look like my own personal goddess by building yourself a face and body based on my response readings when all you really needed was a useable face and body for human interaction. Tell me how you can feel a need to do all that --to look like that --and yet you can tell me that you won't have a problem with me playing with other women." 

 "I can say that for the most obvious reason, Ed. I can't make love with you. They can. Also, while we can be companions in many ways, you require personal interactions that only other real humans can provide. As I said before, I'm not interested in trying to become too human-like. As I said, I didn't exactly choose this face and body. You did. Like you said, I just needed a serviceable face and body, but I thought that optimizing my features to suit your tastes would please you. I'm sorry if I've made another mistake." 

 I sat back and looked at her for a moment. 

 "Stephie, you've made yourself the most beautiful woman I've ever seen in my life. The only trouble is, you aren't quite real in one very important sense." 

 After a moment, she asked, "I understand. I can change my features, Ed. Is that what you want me to do?" 

 I considered what to say next, then settled for, "Put a hold on making changes, Steph. It may be very hypocritical of me at this point, but I'm having trouble with the idea of you not looking like you. Let's try to think of a way to reassure Selena and Toni, instead. They're likely to be somewhat leery of you for a while." 

 "Hey in there!" came a voice from outside. 

 I saw the tire guy standing by the flitter and got up to step out without thinking. To him, it must have seemed as if I'd walked through a solid steel wall. He backed up a pace and almost let go of the tires he was holding. 

 I smiled and said, "All fixed? Great. Thanks," as I reached for my money clip. He backed up another pace, but when he saw what I'd been reaching for, he stepped forward again. I handed him a ten dollar bill and he set one of the tires down to take it. As he put the bill in his shirt pocket, I put my money clip back and reached for the tire he was holding. 

 He goggled at something behind me and muttered, "Oh, holy Mother of God and all the goddamned saints, too..." 

 I looked behind me and saw that Steph had cleared the canopy. She was standing by the console and was fielding the other tire from the ground to her deck. 

 The tire guy used the act of handing me the other tire to whisper, "You got ghosts on that thing, boy. Big

'uns, if'n they can sling tires around." 

 Stephie laughed softly as she fielded the other tire aboard. I turned to watch it float above the flitter's deck and neatly stack itself on top of the other tire. 

 I grinned at the tire guy and said, "Nope. Not ghosts. Gremlins. They lost their airline jobs, so I hired 'em to crew for me. They really get the job done, don't they?" 

 The tire guy was backing away from us as he said, "No shit. I mean, they shorely do get the job done. Yes, they do. Well, I guess you don't be needin' me no more, will ya?" Before I could answer, he turned and quick-stepped away from us and into the repair bay. Stephie laughed again as I stepped aboard, this time an unconcealed, melodic guffaw. She lifted us back toward the ladies, then laughed again. 

 "Oh, I'm so confused, sir! Am I a big ghost or a gremlin?" 

 "Gotta be a ghost," I said. "You don't have the limitations of a gremlin." As we landed near the car, both ladies seemed hesitant to approach us. I hopped down and went to check the jackstand. It was one of those pissy little scissors-jacks that tend to sway too much for safety and Toni hadn't set the parking brake. I set the brake and cranked the jack down to reposition it as Toni stood by the front bumper. 

 "Ladies," I said, "It appears that what happened before was just a misjudgment on Stephie's part. She's finding new uses for her fields and she just got carried away." 

 Toni muttered a noncommittal sort of, "Uh, huh." 

 Selena quietly asked, "Does she run around the house in that bikini, Ed?" I laughed as I cranked the jack up to meet the car's frame. 

 "Nope. Fact is, I told her not to do that, 'cause it would be too frustrating for me. Remember when you asked why I didn't have any Playboy magazines, like most guys you've known? Same principle applies." 

 "You said that there was no point in lusting over women you'd never meet. It isn't quite the same, Ed. Stephanie's with you 24-7." 

 As the gap between the ground and the wheel mounts widened, I said, "She's around, but there's no warm, satiny flesh to run my fingers over. I don't think the soap would stick to her in the shower, either. She looks like some kind of goddess, even with her clothes on, but like most nonhuman goddesses, she's a little, um... out of reach in one very important sense." 

 Another small, skeptical, 'Uh, huh" slipped out of Toni. 

 When the wheel mounts looked far enough off the ground, I asked, "Steph, how about handing me one of those tires, please?" 

 "Coming up," she said. 

 A tire floated toward me over the roof of the car and settled next to me. Both women, who had been standing fairly near me, backed up slightly. 

 Steph said, "If someone will open the trunk, I'll put the other wheel in it." Toni said, "Sel," and tossed the keys to Selena, who unlocked the trunk. The tire floated from Stephie's deck to settle gently into the recessed area in the trunk. 

 Selena said, "Uh, thanks, Stephanie." 

 "You're welcome, Selena." 

 One of the lug nuts was missing. As I looked around for it, Toni apologized and said that it had rolled underneath the car. When I spotted it, I used my implant to extend a narrow field through the nut's threaded hole and lifted it to my hand. In the reflection from the car's paint, I noticed Toni had frozen and was staring at me again. 

 Selena giggled and said, "Oh, it's all right, Toni. He does stuff like that all the time. He's got some kind of implant that lets him do field stuff." She pointed to a spot just behind her ear and said, "Right there, I think." 

 Toni had a distasteful expression as she asked, "An implant? You mean like... He let them put something in his head?" 

 I said, "Yeah, that's what he did, and now he's some kind of monster, naturally." 

 "That's not what I meant," said Toni. "It's just... Well, I don't know if I could let a bunch of aliens put something in my head." 

 I tightened the lug nuts in a star pattern and began lowering the car before speaking. "The Amarans didn't do it, Toni. I did it. It saves me from having to crawl under cars for lug nuts." I banged the flimsy hubcap into place, then stood up and faced her as I extruded a field to pick up first the jack handle, then the cheesy little scissor-jack, even though it was a tad heavier than I should have been lifting with my implant. Toni's eyes widened considerably as the tools rose to my hands. I headed for the rear of the car and anchored the tools in the trunk. 

 "That does it," I said, closing the trunk. "You're ready to roll." 
Chapter Thirteen

 Selena came over to give me a kiss and said, "Thanks. We were really stuck out here. It's ten miles to anywhere on this road." 

 "Nine point two miles, actually," said Steph. 

 "Oh! Damn, I'm sorry, Stephie! Thank you, too. I really mean that." 

 "You're welcome, Selena." 

 Toni appeared to be trying to come to terms with her roadside experience. She walked to the rear of the car and stuck her hand out toward me rather stiffly. 

 "Yeah, thanks," she said. "Both of you. I'm just glad we had a way to call you." There was that warm, firm grip again. The sun glistened off her shoulders and arms and I noticed her noticing my approving glance as I said, "No problem, Toni." 

 Selena had reached into the back seat for a bottle of water and had sipped it, then she made a face and said, "Eeewww. It's hot from sitting in the sun." 

 I reached for the bottle and sent a cooling field into it as I pretended to read the label for several seconds, then handed it to Toni as I said, "It doesn't feel hot to me." She took the bottle and almost dropped it in surprise. Turning it slightly to examine it, she made the blob of ice inside it rattle against the walls of the bottle. 

 "Showoff," said a grinning Selena. 

 "Damn right," I said, returning her grin. "Some people have to be shown how useful an implant can be. Ladies, you only have an hour or so to be in uniform, Tallahassee's almost sixty miles away, and the area from here to there is known to be a speed trap. Why not drive the car as far as the nearest safe place to park it and let Stephie and me take you to the game?" 

 Selena looked at her watch and swore softly. Toni glanced from me to Stephie and started to say, "Well, I don't know..." 

 "But I do," said Selena. "He's right. Any little holdup along the way and we'd be late. Let's get the gear aboard Stephie." 

 Toni seemed startled by Sel's interruption and her take-charge attitude, which made me wonder what kind of relationship the two women had established. I'd never known Sel to be reticent in the least, so I was somewhat surprised by Toni's surprise. 

 Selena and I grabbed the gear bags from the back seat and tossed them aboard Stephie. Toni somewhat belatedly grabbed her own backpack and held onto it and Selena's backpack as if afraid that they'd be put on the flitter, too. 

 Selena noticed Toni's reluctance and took her aside to whisper to her, but they weren't far enough away that I couldn't hear what she said. 

 "Look, sweetie," said Selena, "This is that guy I told you about. If he says things are cool, they are. Believe it. I know that he and Stephie are a little outside your usual range, but try to stretch a little. All we're looking at here is a ride into T-town and back. If you don't want to go to dinner or hang out later, that's cool. We'll both understand if you're a little too weirded out by things." Toni seemed a bit truculent as she said, "I'm not weirded out, okay? It's just... Well, look, just don't worry about it." 

 She turned away from Selena and tossed the backpacks through the open window into the back seat, then opened the driver's door and looked at me as Selena ran around the front of the car and got in. 

 "We'll find a restaurant or someplace to put the car," said Toni. "What are you gonna do? Follow along up there?" She pointed at the sky. 

 I nodded and said, "Yup. Don't worry, you won't lose us." 

 With a nod of her own, she turned and got into the driver's seat. I hopped aboard Steph and pulled a Dr Pepper out of the cooler as I watched Toni watching me in her rearview mirror. To her it must have seemed that the Dr Pepper suddenly appeared in my hand. I was too far away to see her expression in the rearview mirror, but it was pretty evident when her head whipped around and she stared hard at me. I smiled at her and opened the bottle. 

 After a moment of staring at me, she turned to Selena. I couldn't hear what was said, but Selena's impatient reaction was obviously some version of, "Yeah, yeah, let's get this crate moving!" When Toni didn't immediately move the car, I said, "Steph, if that Dr Pepper trick startled her, how would she take it if you kind of floated me over to the driver's door so I can ask if there's a problem?" 

 "Judging by her most recent behavior, Ed, I'd say you might be pushing things a bit by doing that." 

 "Hmm. Could be. Guess I'd better touch down on Sel's side of the car, huh?" 

 "Did you deliberately misinterpret my meaning, Ed?" 

 "Yup. Sure did, ma'am." 

 "Aren't you afraid that your actions might scare her off this time?" 

 "This is different. I'm not squashing chunks of concrete in a green bikini. I'd just be landing next to the car. If that's enough to scare her off, then..." 

 "Too late," said Steph. "They're leaving." 

 Sure enough, the car was finally moving off the grass and onto the road. 

 "Rats. You're right, they're getting away, Steph." 

 "That may be just as well, Ed. I was monitoring you when you met Toni. Based on those readings, you might not want to risk frightening her away. Also, there are Selena's feelings to consider. She, too, seems rather enamored of Toni." 

 "Yes, Mother. Hey, were you considering lifting off anytime soon? Like before we have to look for them somewhere up ahead?" 

 With a reasonable facsimile of a sigh, Steph said, "Oh, yes, sir, sir. Lifting now, Captain, sir." I sipped my Dr Pepper and thought a minute, then asked, "Steph, did you happen to be monitoring Toni, too, when we met?" 

 She'd been apparently gazing at the scenery as we trailed the ladies along the highway. With a glance at me, she said, "Yes, Ed. As it happens I was, indeed, monitoring Toni when you met. Also when you shook hands with her before they left." 

 "Uh, huh. Thoroughness. I've always liked that about you, Steph. You're very thorough. I don't suppose you'd consider telling me what reaction she had to me?" 

 She turned to face me in her seat and recited, "Her skin and body temperatures --measured separately, of course --were slightly elevated. Her heartbeat and respiration were also slightly above her apparent norm. I noticed a very slight trembling in her hands, as well." 

 I sipped my drink again and said, "That's it?" 

 Returning her gaze to the countryside, Steph said, "I'm afraid so. It was neither the time nor the place to request a blood sample. Those may well have been signs of trepidation, of course." 

 "Oh, of course. Do you really think so, though?" 

 With a grinning glance at me, Steph said, "No, I don't, really, but what would I know of such things? I'm just a computer." 

 "You're just a computer like a tiger is just a cat, Steph. Thank you." 

 "You're welcome. Good luck, by the way. It may really have been trepidation." 

 "I'll cross my fingers, then. Looks as if they're pulling into that motel." On the north side of the highway was a combination motel and restaurant. The Mustang stopped in front of the motel's office and the ladies got out of the car. Toni went inside the office while Selena walked toward us with their backpacks as we landed behind the Mustang. The woman at the check-in desk in the office seemed to become rather agitated when she saw a flitter in her driveway. She scooted around the desk and almost trotted to the door. Toni followed her outside. 

 The woman strode quickly up to the flitter, but stopped about a yard from it. Without taking her eyes off the emerald green hull, she gave Stephie and me a tense little wave and said, "Hi. I'm Betty. Betty Cotson. Could I maybe get a picture of you and your, uh... Your UFO in front of my motel?" Steph asked, "Will it be all right if these ladies leave their car here for a few hours? We need to get them to Tallahassee quickly." 

 Betty had apparently forgotten about the car. She glanced at Toni's Mustang and waved at it dismissingly as she said, "Oh, sure, sure! No problem!" 

 "Then I don't mind if you take my picture," said Steph. "Should I put the canopy up?" 

 "Huh?" 

 "The canopy. Like this." 

 Steph put up the field canopy. From the outside, the flitter would look as if it were made of metal from bow to stern, without even a window or cockpit. 

 "Uh, yeah! Wow! It looks like it's gonna take off for space! I'll be right back!" Betty dashed into the office and rooted in her desk for a moment, then dashed back outside with one of those disposable, no-skill-required cameras. She scampered around the flitter and backed up almost halfway across US-27 before she had everything she wanted in the viewfinder, then snapped half a dozen pictures before she stopped, straightened up with a surprised look on her face, and waved at Selena. 

 "Would you take my picture?" she asked. "I want couple of me next to the... What is that thing? I think the paper called it a 'flitter'?" 

 "Sure," said Selena. "And you're right; they're called flitters." A few snaps later, Selena said, "Okay. We really have to get moving, now, or we'll be late. We'll be back for the car this evening." 

 Betty nodded rather distractedly as she took the camera from Selena as if it were some kind of fragile antique. 

 "Fine," she said, backing away from the flitter. "Thanks, everybody!" Selena hopped aboard and took a seat. Toni seemed to hesitate as she approached us, so I put out a hand to assist her in stepping up to Stephie's deck. She stopped a yard or so from the flitter and looked past me at Selena, who gestured to match her words, "C'mon, Toni!" Toni looked up at me and met my gaze for a long few moments, then took my hand and stepped up to Stephie's deck. I patted the back of the seat next to Selena's and she eased down into it. Steph said, "Toni, relax. I've never lost a passenger. Never." Selena giggled and added, "She's scared a few, though. You ought to see some of the things she can do in the air." 

 "No, please," said Toni. "You don't know what it took for me to get on this thing." We all looked at her curiously for a moment. She sighed, turned to face front and crossed her arms, then said quietly, "I'm afraid of flying. Don't laugh." 

 I shrugged and said, "Hey, everybody fears something. With me, it's sharks." Toni said, "It isn't the same. Everybody goes everywhere on airplanes. I'm the only person I know who can't just buy a ticket to wherever and get on a plane." 

 Steph asked, "Can you keep your eyes closed for a few minutes, Toni?" 

 "A few minutes?" 

 Nodding, Steph said, "In a few minutes, we can be in Tallahassee." 

 "Uh, I guess so..." 

 "Then here we go. I'll keep us at a very low altitude, Toni. Just close your eyes and keep them closed if you begin to feel uncomfortable." 

 Steph began lifting, accompanied by a tiny screech from Toni, who rather frantically glanced at the ground and got a deathgrip on her seat. Selena reached to put a hand on Toni's shoulder, which elicited another screech as Toni's head whipped around. 

 "Oh. Sorry," said Selena. 

 Toni's exhalation sounded like, "Huuuuhhhh!" and her head whipped back to where she could see beyond the edge of the deck. 

 "Steph," I said, "Why not opaque the canopy about halfway up? That might help." She did so, and suddenly there appeared to be a wall of metal surrounding the cabin. With her view of the ground cut off, Toni's head again whipped around and she faced us with stark, staring terror. Using my implant, Steph said, "Ed, I can emit theta waves that will calm her. Would that be proper, or should I ask her, first?" 

 I whispered, "Just do it, Steph. You can tell her about it when the flight's over." 

 "Are you sure?" 

 "If you don't believe me, try to get a coherent answer out of her now. Just zap her enough that she won't hyperventilate or have a panic attack. It isn't as if you're using drugs. When you turn off the waves, she'll be whatever normal is for her at the time." 

 Selena leaned toward me and asked, "Why are you whispering?" 

 "I just told Steph to send some theta waves into Toni to calm her down. No biggie and no other effects. They use theta waves in sleep therapy." 

 Toni relaxed visibly almost instantly. A moment later she yawned, then asked, "What the hell...?" as she seemed to examine her hands. 

 "Are you doing something to me?" she asked me. Her tone was almost casually curious. I nodded and said, "Yup. Feel better, miLady?" 

 "Yes, but..." she looked at her hands again, then at me. "Yes, I do. But I shouldn't. What the hell are you doing to me?" 

 "I'm using theta waves to calm you," said Steph. "They have a mild sedative effect. Would you rather I didn't use them?" 

 "I... Uh, sedative? Will they wear off quick? No side effects?" Steph said, "They don't have to wear off, Toni. When I turn them off, the effect stops. You'll be your normal self again instantly." 

 Toni stood up and looked over the side of the field wall for some moments, then turned back to face us. 

 "No," she said with some conviction. "Don't turn them off. I've never been able to fly without being totally terrified every minute I was in the air." 

 She went back to studying the scenery beyond the field wall and continued to do so all the way into Tallahassee. Her eyes held a visible wonder as we slipped between the buildings, and at one point, she even waved to someone behind one of the office windows and someone else who was working on a smaller building's rooftop. 
Chapter Fourteen

 As we neared the university's sports arena, I said, "You may want to be sitting down when Stephie turns off the theta waves, Toni. There's no reason to believe that your fear wasn't bottled up the whole the time, and if it comes bounding back out..." 

 "Okay," said a somewhat distracted Toni. "Tell me when to sit down, then." Selena snickered. When Steph and I looked at her questioningly, Selena said, "We'll probably have to carry her in when it all catches up to her." 

 "Maybe not," I said. "She looks fairly tough to me. Could be that flying without terror will stick with her, now that she's had a fearless flight." 

 Toni faced me with a dreamy smile and said, "Don't count on that. My mother had to take me with her to a family funeral in North Carolina once, so she gave me a couple of her Valiums. They almost put me to sleep, but when they wore off at my grandmother's house, I was a basket case all afternoon." I shrugged. "Oh, well. If you can't walk, I guess Sel can grab your arms and I'll grab your legs and we'll haul you to the game." 

 Toni laughed when Selena said, "Oh, and of course you'll be grabbing her legs. Why can't I grab her legs?" 

 "You've already been there and had that pleasure. I haven't. Fair's fair, ma'am." More laughter from Toni, as well as, "At least he isn't one of those guys who worships boobs." She glanced down at her chest and added, "I work out too much to have a lot in that department, and I'll be damned if I'll buy a set." 

 "No sweat," I said, "I love legs. It takes me forever to wash Selena's legs, and oiling them takes twice as long." 

 Selena reddened slightly, but she said, "Yeah, he's telling it like it is. Sometimes I have to tell him when to stop." 

 Toni's expression changed to mock amazement. "Oooo, do tell. What else could a woman expect from your unusual friend, Sel?" 

 The turn of the conversation and Toni's attitude caught Selena somewhat off-guard. She floundered for a moment in her attempt to think of a witty reply. 

 I said, "You could expect whatever feels best to you and pleases you most, and you could feel free to let me know what that might be. I'd rather not have to guess, ma'am. I have it on good authority that too many men think they know when they ought to ask." 

 Toni giggled --something that I hadn't thought likely until she did it --and asked, "Good authority, huh? 

How many good authorities are we talking about?" 

 "I have no idea, ma'am. I never kept a scoresheet. Do either of you ladies want a beer before you suit up, or is that against the rules?" 

 Sel shook her head. "Not allowed. They'd boot us out." 

 "Buncha damned puritans," said Toni, grinning broadly at us. 

 As we settled in one of the outer rows of the arena parking lot, it occurred to me again that she might go berserk when the theta waves were turned off. It also occurred to me that the crowd of curious and amazed people now approaching the flitter would be a further source of embarrassment to Toni if she went off in front of them. 

 "Steph, don't turn off the theta waves yet. Let's do some show and tell with your cargo and taper off the waves while she's eyeballing your stash. Maybe the distraction will keep her from losing her cool about having been flying. Better opaque the canopy so the people outside don't get wind of what you're carrying." 

 Toni and Sel gave me curious looks and Sel asked, "Stash? Stash of what? You don't mean..?" As the canopy greyed, I said, "No, I don't mean dope. Look behind you." As the ladies turned to look where I was pointing, Steph dropped her concealing field and an apparent pile of dried mud became visible on her rear deck. Sel gave me a very questioning glance. I redirected her attention to the pile as I got up to walk over to it and retrieve one of the heavier, oblong lumps. When I tried to hand it to Sel, she seemed hesitant. 

 "What is it? It looks like a clod of muck." 

 Toni said, "So? It's dry, and he's handling it. Here, let me see it." She reached for it and I let it go as soon as her hand grasped it. She'd been expecting the weight of a wad of dried mud. Her other hand flashed to assist and she half rose from her seat as the gold bar within the clod tried to plummet to the deck. 

 "Now, Steph. Start letting up on the theta waves." 

 Steph nodded, but said nothing as she watched us. I let Toni haul the wad up and into her lap, then flicked open my knife and leaned forward to chip at a section of the mud. A few pokes with my blade revealed the dull gleam of gold. 

 "Oh-holy-shit," breathed Toni. 

 Selena was out of her seat and on her knees next to Toni in very short order. She watched closely as I chipped away a bit more of the mud and blew the detritus away from the area. 

 "It's gold!" Sel exclaimed in a near-whisper. 

 Toni stared at the lump of muck in her hands and said, "It is gold!" Smiling at Steph, I said, "I think it's working," then turned back to continue chipping at the mud. Once I was able to get the blade between the gold and the mud, I was able to pry off larger chunks of mud. Sel and Toni said nothing as I kept picking and prying until the topside of the bar was fully visible, then wiped my knife on my jeans and put it away. 

 The ladies gazed at the exposed gold and touched it. Selena lifted it slightly and let out a soft exclamation at its heaviness. Toni looked back at the pile of muck on Stephie's deck and seemed to realize how much gold there would have to be to make the pile that big. 

 "Ho, sweet Jayzus," she said. "That's all gold?" 

 I nodded and said, "Some silver, too," then turned to ask, "Steph? How's progress?" 

 "Completely off now, Ed, and she does, indeed, seem distracted from her worries. Why don't we give them each a coin for luck?" 

 That got her an odd look from me. 'For luck'? Since when did Steph believe in lucky tokens? Where did that idea come from? A book or a movie? 

 I reached for one of the lumps that I knew contained coins as I asked, "We, Steph? You found them and you brought them up from the wreck. I just watched for sharks." 

 Steph laughed and said, "You did a good job of it, too. Let me have those coins. I'll clean them before we give them away." 

 There were halfhearted protests from Toni and Sel as Stephanie ran a cleaning field over the coins. She held them up in her field-generated hands and pretended to examine them for missed spots, then handed a coin to each woman. 

 "For luck in the game," she said. "And forever. May some of my luck now be yours." Again the mention of 'luck'. It had to be mild showmanship, because Steph had relied on her research to find the wreck, which had been within a mile of the spot she'd marked on the charts when we'd discussed things in the living room. I took the half-uncovered bar from Toni and tossed it on the side of the pile behind us. 

 Toni simply stared at the large gold coin in her hand for some moments, then looked at Steph as if seeing her for the first time. She seemed to have some trouble finding words, then managed to say, "I... Thank you. Thank you so much. I really shouldn't take it, Stephanie. I know Ed only did this to help me get past..." 

 "No," said Steph. "Ed only suggested that we show you the gold to help you through your potential resurgence of fear. I'm giving you that coin because I feel like doing so. Would you like me to put a hole in it so you can wear it?" 

 "No! I mean, no, thank you, Stephanie. I'll have it mounted if I want to wear it. I couldn't bear to damage it. Thank you. Thank you very much. This is wonderful!" 

 Selena was on the verge of tears, whether from the gift-giving or the sentiment expressed or both. She'd also been staring at her coin, but then her hand closed around it and she stood up and faced Stephanie. 

 "Is there any way I can give you a really big hug?" she asked. "I mean, are you more than a hologram right now? I really need to give you a hug, Steph." 

 Stephanie stood up and stepped forward as Selena almost tentatively wrapped her arms around her. When she felt some solidity, she completed her encirclement of Stephie and the hug commenced for some seconds. Toni rose from her seat on shaky legs and moved to join Selena and Steph and the hug continued for a few more seconds before two bleary-eyed women returned to their seats. 

 "Steph," I said, "Tell me something, will you? Not to belittle your wishes for the ladies' future luck, but how can you call it luck that you found this stuff when you researched the ship so well that you nailed the wreck site within a mile? That wasn't anything like luck. That was just good preparation." She looked at me for a moment as if wondering why I couldn't see something that should have been quite obvious. 

 "I wasn't speaking only of finding the wreck, Ed. Luck happened when an injured woman came aboard the big ship both as a surgery patient and a security liaison. Luck happened again when she put your name on a list and recruited you into efforts to establish a factory for Earth. More luck occurred when you asked for a new, smaller kind of flitter and Elkor designed one. It needed a computer core, and Elkor happened to choose me instead of one of the several hundred other reclaimed maintenance cores. Under your ownership, I became self-aware. More luck; because of your mission to the off-Earth factory, my capabilities expanded when I was transferred into a new core. Another owner might not have welcomed my interest in self-determination, Ed, but you've offered nothing but encouragement, guidance, and assistance. Where in all of that can't you see one example of luck after another?" The ladies were all looking at me as I fumbled up an answer. 

 "Oh. Yeah, well, okay, so you got lucky in being chosen and enhanced later, I guess. But lots of people would have seen you becoming a person and helped you with it, Steph." Selena made a raspberry noise at me and said, "Shut up and tell her thanks." I shrugged and said, "Yeah. Okay. Thanks, Steph, but..." 

 "I said to shut up," said Selena. "She's right and you don't have to explain or make excuses for being a nice guy. She has been lucky, all the way down the line. Right, Toni?" Toni had been gazing at Steph as she'd spoken, then had switched her gaze to me when I'd tried to make some sort of answer. Her gaze had become rather examining of me, and her mood had changed in some manner to one of solemnity. 

 Selena said, "I said, 'right, Toni'?" 

 "Huh? Oh, yeah. Right. Sure. Sorry, Sel. So you've been to the space factory, Ed?" 

 "One time," I said. "Briefly. Business, not pleasure." Toni shook her head. "Still, that's one more time than me. I had a chance to go up there and had to pass it up because I... uhm, don't like flying." Looking at her watch, she said, "We have half an hour to be suited up and ready, Sel." 

 "You ladies go ahead," I said. "I need a few minutes with Steph before we go in." Toni grabbed her gear bag and backpack as Selena stepped over to her own, then said, "Okay. Thanks again, Stephanie. You, too, Ed," then stepped off Stephanie's deck through the field wall. There was a collective gasp of startlement outside as Selena looked at me oddly and asked, "What do you think that was about?" 

 "To the crowd, Toni seemed to walk through a solid hull," I said. 

 "Oh. Yeah, it would look that way, wouldn't it? Stephie. I'll keep this coin as long as I live, just because you gave it to me." To me, she said, "If we don't meet up with you inside, we'll catch up with you out here, okay?" 

 "Good enough, ma'am. Win one for the flitter." 

 Stephanie chuckled, but Selena made a sour face and said, "Eeewww. That wasn't one of your better puns, Ed." 

 "Suffer gracefully, Sel. Go get 'em. Remember, if you lose, you walk home." 

 "Yeah, right," she said, giving me a quick kiss. "Bye for now." There was another collective gasp outside as she stepped through the canopy field. Some brave soul watched her walk past him to join Toni, then looked speculatively at the flitter. He stepped to within two feet of it and reached to touch it. I glanced at Steph, who smiled as a much-enhanced version of a car alarm sounded outside, startling the hell out of the guy and making him jump back several feet. The moment he was six feet or so away, the alarm ceased in mid-yelp. 

 "Heh. Guess they'll all remember that, Steph." 

 She simply grinned at me. I grabbed my backpack and stood up. 

 "Care to join me, miLady?" 

 Steph stood up and slipped a solid-feeling arm through mine, then we stepped through the canopy field. Some people backed away as we approached them on our way through the crowd. Others didn't retreat or couldn't due to the press of people, but nonetheless made way for us. 

 When I glanced back, the flitter was lifting into the sky and almost all the heads in the crowd were tilted back to watch it rise. One man in particular, however, was ignoring the flitter in favor of staring straight at us. As we entered the arena and joined the ticket line, a plexiglass-enclosed poster for another event provided a conveniently reflective surface in which I could see the man running toward an old van. He kept glancing back as if afraid to lose sight of us. 
Chapter Fifteen

 Steph quietly said, "Ed, your readings jumped nearly five percent just now." 

 "It may be nothing. You tend to create a little excitement wherever you go." She made her droll, "Uh, huh," response sound quite natural. "The man in the parking lot?" 

 "The very same. He just ran to a van and now he's opening the driver's door and getting in." The guy seemed to disappear for a moment, then became visible again. "I think he just got something from under the seat, Steph, and now he's getting out of the van. Battle stations on general principles. Let's go back outside and wait for him." 

 "Shouldn't we notify that security guard by the ticket window?" 

 "If anything happens, he'll get wind of it. If the guy out there is coming after us, we need to get away from all these people before he gets here." 

 "I'm bringing the flitter back down, Ed. We may need close-range field capabilities." We backtracked along the ticket line until we were able to stand to one side of the doorway and took a look around, but the guy was nowhere in sight. After several moments of standing in front of the block wall, I was almost ready to call it a false alarm and head back inside when my hackles went up. Somebody was watching us intently, and he wasn't far away. I looked carefully around, but I couldn't see whoever was watching us. 

 In a quiet tone, Steph said, "Someone is standing behind that dense shrubbery to our right. He has a handgun, but it isn't pointed at us." 

 "That's nice of him. Is it pointed at anyone else?" 

 "It doesn't appear so. He seems to be waiting for something." 

 "A clear shot, probably. What do you bet he pops out after those four people heading for the door go inside the building?" 

 Steph didn't answer. We stayed where we were as the people entered the building, and sure enough, as soon as the inner set of doors had closed, the guy plunged forward out of the bushes and directly at us. He stopped maybe ten feet from us, yanked a pistol out of his belt, and pointed it at us. 

 "Just hold it right there," he commanded. 

 "No problem," I said. "We've been waiting for you." 

 "You aren't an Amaran," he said. "You have scars." 

 "Amarans can't have scars?" I asked. "Steph, if he starts shooting, disappear or we'll be explaining you to the cops all weekend. Wait for me inside the building. That's where I'll tell people you went." 

 "Hey! She isn't going anywhere, so shut up. You aren't perfect, but she is, so she's the Amaran." 

 "I'm not perfect? Oh, damn! Mother will be so disappointed. Sorry, guy, but you're wrong. She's not an Amaran, either." 

 "I told you to shut up!" he screamed, pointing the gun at my face. I shrugged and said, "Sure, man. Whatever you say. No problem. I won't say another word. Five suit on. I'll be quiet as a mouse. Mum's the word..." 

 As I felt my personal shield settle around me, he said, "I said 'shut the fuck up'!" He seemed fairly shaken by the fact that we weren't particularly upset by his gun. I heard the slight scrape of the doors behind and to our left as the inner door opened, presumably to let someone through. Our assailant's eyes flicked toward the doors and he let out a muttered, "Oh, shit!" an instant before he began firing at us. 

 He fired at least three times at me and three or four at Steph as she vanished. With only the slightest pause in surprise, he aimed at me again and emptied his clip at me. Bullets slammed into the block wall to either side of me and above me, but Steph's field and my five suit shunted them all around me. Even though the guy was pretty boggled by the fact that Steph was gone and I was unhurt, when the gun's slide locked open on an empty chamber, he fumbled with it to make it snap forward again and pulled the trigger twice more, cursing with frustration. 

 A campus security vehicle that had been patrolling the parking lot rushed to the end of a row and veered toward us with its siren screaming and lights on. The doors behind us opened and the security guard, accompanied by a man in a blue windbreaker, burst out of the building. 

 The man in the blue windbreaker shoved the security guard back inside the building as he reached under his jacket and pulled a Glock pistol out of a belly holster. 

 I sent the strongest cold field that I could manage at my erstwhile assailant's gun hand. The gun cooled so quickly that frost formed on the barrel, and I could only imagine how his hand felt. He screamed and swore and tried to sling the gun away, but it was stuck fast to his hand. The blue windbreaker guy took a solid aim at my attacker and yelled, "Police! Drop the gun! Drop the gun! Drop the goddamned gun!" 

 My assailant raised his gun-encumbered hand and started to say something, but his motion spooked the cop, who fired twice. Both rounds impacted the guy's chest, one of them almost dead center. The guy went down hard on his back, coughed weakly and wheezed, then lay completely limp and unmoving. The cop very cautiously approached him and tried unsuccessfully to kick the cold gun from the guy's hand. I sent a warming field into the gun as the cop repeatedly tried to kick it loose, and on his fourth attempt, the gun flew free. The cop knelt beside the body to try to find a pulse, but stood up as the campus security car screeched to a stop near by. 

 The cop in the windbreaker held up a badge as the other cops approached and then rather excitedly told them what had happened. One of the campus cops also checked for a pulse as one of his colleagues radioed in, and the security guard who'd been pushed back inside the building had come outside at some point in proceedings. 

 After another look at the body, the blue-jacketed guy walked over to me and asked if I was all right. 

 "I'm fine," I said. "He missed." 

 The cop seemed skeptical as he asked, "Are you sure you're okay? Better let me have a look at you. I know I heard at least ten shots." 

 I pointed upward. "I said I'm fine. If you'll look above us, you'll see a flitter. She put a barrier between me and the gunner. I'm not hurt." 

 The cop looked up, saw the flitter, and stared openmouthed at it for a moment. He then looked back at me. 

 "Be damned," he muttered. "She who? Where's the woman who was with you?" I thumbed at the building behind me. "Inside, somewhere. I was referring to the flitter." 

 "Why did you stay out here when she went inside?" 

 "Crowds make me nervous. They don't seem to bother her at all." The cop looked at me rather oddly for a moment, but he let the explanation pass and asked, "Was this guy alone? Was there anyone else with him?" 

 I said, "I didn't see anyone else with him." 

 The cop looked at the wall again, then up at the flitter, and said, "Tell me about this 'barrier' thing." I told him a bit of fairly public knowledge about how fields were used for flight and shielding and finished with, "It couldn't stop the bullets, but it could deflect them around me." 

 "Yeah, I can see that much. Did you know the assailant? Ever see him before?" I shook my head. "Nope. Total stranger. He just jumped out of those bushes, said something about Amarans, and started shooting." 

 The cop again seemed to study me closely. "Most people wouldn't be this calm and collected about what just happened." 

 I shrugged and said, "I wasn't in any danger." 

 "But you just saw a man killed, too. Most people..." 

 "Yeah," I said, "Look, I'm not most people, and you shot a guy who'd been shooting at me. I can live with that." 

 "Are you an Amaran?" 

 "Nope. Does that matter?" 

 After a long, examining look at me, the cop said, "No, I guess it doesn't, really. Come over to the car with me. Some people will want to talk with you." 

 He indicated the campus cops' car and walked with me to it, then asked me to get in and wait there until the 'real' cops arrived. One of the campus cops overheard his remark and seemed about to say something until one of the others tapped his shoulder. The campus cop bit back whatever he'd been about to say and moved a bit farther away from us. The bluejacket cop closed the car door. I took the opportunity of relative privacy to say, "Five suit off," and got zapped by a bright bolt of static electricity that jumped nearly three inches between my arm and the door handle as the suit faded and my polarity adapted to the polarity of the car. 

 "Steph, we have to come up with some kind of a grounding strap or something. That was one helluva static zap. Good thing I wasn't pumping gas." 

 Steph chuckled and said, "I'll reprogram your field functions accordingly, Ed. I won't ask why you'd be pumping gas in your five suit." 

 "Hmm. Good point. Thank you, ma'am." 

 There were questions, forms to fill out, and more questions. The cops seemed to be having trouble with the idea that I'd just happened to stay outside due to an aversion to crowds. They kept trying to find some plausible link between me and the shooter, but they eventually moved on to other questions. A slightly muted roar from within the building indicated that the volleyball game had gone on without Steph and me. 

 After nearly an hour, the cops seemed to have all the answers they wanted for the moment and told me to remain available for future questioning, even after I returned to Spring Hill. An ambulance had arrived and left with the body while I'd been questioned in the back of the cop car. Two university maintenance guys showed up in a golf cart full of cleaning supplies and began scrubbing down the area where the body had been. 

 Eventually I was allowed to go inside the building. Stephie met me in the hallway just inside the double doors. 

 "Why did you freeze the gun, Ed? He wasn't able to hurt us and the policeman would have arrested him." 

 "The guy shot at us, Steph. He tried to kill us just because he thought getting off a flitter without scars made you an Amaran. If he'd somehow gotten away, he'd have done it again someday." 

 "Can you be so sure of that? Selena and Toni also disembarked from this flitter. Why didn't he shoot at them?" 

 "He didn't think they were Amarans. They got off the flitter with Selena's game bag and probably marveled a bit as they passed through the field. They may have turned to look back, too, and maybe they said something indicating amazement. We got off looking as if we did it every day, and then the flitter lifted." 

 "I'm not at all convinced that it was necessary to arrange his death, Ed." 

 "I am. I don't see any reason to warehouse people who shoot at me, Steph. I've saved the taxpayers a few bucks and eliminated the possibility that this particular homicidal nutcase will ever be back on the street." 

 The security guard had not returned to his post by the ticket gates. As we passed the ticket windows, a different guard walked out of the men's room. I said that we'd taken a wrong turn. He nodded and waved us along. 

 Selena saw us coming in and waved. Her team eventually won, and after the furor had died down a bit, the announcer said that a tie-breaker game would be played in Gainesville the following weekend. Selena eased herself out of the press of people and trotted over to give us each a sweaty hug. I said, "Congratulations on the win, Sel." 

 "Yes, indeed," said Steph. "Games seem to be much more interesting if one of the players is a personal acquaintance." 

 "Thanks!" said Selena, "What kept you?" 

 Steph glanced at me, but said nothing, so I answered Sel's question. 

 "Someone caused a ruckus out front and the cops wanted our statements." 

 "What happened? Are you two okay?" She then slapped her forehead and said, "Oh, hell, of course you are or you wouldn't be standing here." 

 "Some guy was taken away in an ambulance just as the game started, Sel. Where's Toni?" 

 "In the restroom. They've taken all the usual post-game pictures, so we can leave as soon as she gets back. Everybody I know is from Gainesville or Inverness, so I'll see them all Monday, anyway. I'll go get cleaned up and meet you out front." 

 Steph asked, "Are you sure you don't want to stay for a while, Selena? If it's customary to do so after a game..." 

 Selena shook her head and said, "Nah. They'll just head for a sports bar and get plastered. Bo-ring. Later, guys. I need to get the sweat and sand off me." 

 As Sel headed for the showers, Toni appeared in the entranceway. The two women chatted for a moment, then Toni came our direction as Sel went into the locker room. Steph and I moved to intercept her on our way to the parking lot, but Toni balked. 

 "I need to talk to Sel for a minute," she said. "We'll be along in a little while, okay?" 
Chapter Sixteen

 As Toni moved away up the slight slope to the locker rooms, I watched the fine play of muscles in her legs. Once she was out of sight, I turned to Stephanie to suggest that we head for the flitter and see about a cold beer. Steph seemed to be considering something, so I asked what was on her mind as we walked. 

 "Ed, I can understand the complex mathematics involved in biological symmetry and motion, but I nonetheless cannot seem to understand your fascination with women's legs." 

 "What about other bits of human anatomy? No thrill with any of them, either?" She glanced at me and said, "No. 'No thrill', as you put it." 

 "Hmm. Could be you're just very cerebral, ma'am. Maybe something will come along someday that will strike your fancy. Tell you what, though... For someone who says that she has no particular fascination with anatomy, you did a magnificent job of constructing the anatomy you're wearing." As if to support my statement, some guys who were clustered by the front doors stopped talking as we left the building. As we passed their little group, one of them let out a low whistle and another said, "Oh, wooow..." 

 I grinned at Steph. "See? You have great taste." 

 "I'll add that to my list of lucky coincidences, speaking of which; what I said to Selena and Toni about my luck didn't embarrass you too much, did it? I noticed your discomfort." 

 "Yeah, well, you did catch me off-guard with that. I guess it was true enough, though. Elkor could have grabbed one of the other cores for my flitter. Question, Steph... Could any of the other modular cores have turned out the same way?" 

 "Possibly. Probably, given the same circumstances." 

 One of the guys from the group behind us came running up to us and asked Stephanie, "Excuse me, but are you somebody famous?" 

 Steph glanced at me, then said to him, "No, I don't think so." The guy seemed puzzled, then asked, "Uh, are you sure? I mean, if you're trying to avoid publicity or something... Look, I'm not trying to bug you, but I know I've seen you before." 

 "Maybe on TV," I said. "People tell us that she looks a lot like Ingrid Bergman." 

 "That's it!" the guy almost yelled. "I mean, that's who! Yeah! Wow! You do look like her! I just saw one of her old movies the other night and you really do look like her!" 

 "Bergman has staying power, doesn't she?" I asked. "None of the new crop of actresses seems to have the same... Well, presence is the word, I guess. I haven't seen a new Grace Kelly among them, either." I thought a moment and added, "Except maybe for Katharine Zeta-Jones. She seems to have that presence about her." 

 The guy nodded absently at my words, but he was looking at Steph as if trying to memorize her face. She started to say something, which seemed to break the spell. 

 "Oh. Uh, sorry," he said. "I, uh... I'll leave you two alone, now. Sorry." He backed a pace away from us and turned to leave. As he walked toward his group, he glanced back at us --at Steph --a couple of times. She smiled at him and gave him a little wave, and he walked backward for a moment to return it with a smile of his own, then turned around just in time to barely avoid tripping at the edge of the sidewalk. 

 The parking lot was nearly empty by that time. Steph brought the flitter down and the guys by the arena entrance seemed frozen in gaping wonder as it settled near us. Steph caused the apparently-solid canopy to disappear, then caused herself to disappear from my side and reappear near the flitter's console, which caused some astonished comments from those watching. 

 I stepped up on the deck and grinningly asked, "Showing off, ma'am? A little magic for your adoring fans?" 

 She smiled and said, "Perhaps." 

 Reaching into Steph's invisible cooler, I produced an Ice House beer and twisted the cap off with a flourish, then drank some. 

 "They're college kids," I said. "Making just about any kind of booze appear will impress them, too. May I suggest that we elevate ourselves a hundred feet or so before we draw a crowd?" There was a beeping from above my head, so I pulled down my briefcase, opened it, and tapped on my datapad. Linda's face peered at me from the pad's screen. 

 "Hi, Ed. Your name came up in conversation a little while ago. How was the game?" 

 "Things went pretty well. Our team won and nobody fell out of her uniform." 

 "What? Oh. Yes. Well, that's good. My offices received a call from the Tallahassee PD today. A copy of the police report was faxed to my office and refaxed to me at home. You had quite an afternoon. Want to add anything?" 

 "Nope. The cops were pretty thorough, and I'd hate to make you do any work on a weekend." 

 "Thanks for your concern. How are you and your Inverness lady getting along?" 

 "Oh, fine. How are you and whosis these days?" 

 I heard her teeth click together and grind. 

 "We're...fine," she said, enunciating both words very separately. "Why do you persist in pretending not to be able to remember Emory's name, Ed?" 

 "Probably for the same reason that you seem to be unable to mention Selena's name, I guess. If you weren't my boss, you know I'd..." 

 She cut in with, "Yeah, yeah. All that. I know. We've been there, Ed. Twice, and it didn't work either time. Can't we move on?" 

 "Linda, the thought of your long, lovely legs in someone else's hands just warps my little heart so..." She interrupted again. "Enough. You're just baiting me, now." 

 "I just wanted you to know how I feel about you, miLady." 

 "Uh, huh. What about your volleyball playing, college-girl redhead? Do you tell her how you feel about me? Later, Ed. I have to clean my boots now. Bye." 

 I couldn't help smiling as I said, "Bye, Linda," just before the link went dead. As I put away my datapad, Stephie said, "Ed, I'd like to ask you something." 

 "Fire away, ma'am." 

 "Why do you bait Linda?" 

 "Why does she call me when she's feeling a little down, Steph?" 

 "To use one of your own phrases, it beats the hell out of me, Ed. She always seems to be angry when she disconnects after these conversations." 

 "Dissect the conversation from where she asks about Selena, but calls her 'my Inverness lady'. Compare the structure of the conversations to others containing the same people and subjects. Can you really envision Linda not remembering Selena's name? She probably ran Selena's security check from her own computer." 

 "Do you call Emory 'whosis' to get even with her?" 

 "Nope. It isn't about Emory or Selena, Steph. Not really. What came after that?" 

 "As usual, one of you reminded the other that she's your boss and that your other attempts at relationships haven't succeeded." 

 "You got it. What usually comes next in these conversations?" 

 "Linda would express some variation of 'can't we move on?' --as she did in this one --and you'd admit to being unable to do so. Is that true, Ed?" 

 "What would being unable to move on mean in this context, Steph? Emotional immobilization? An inability to function with other women?" 

 "Possibly both." 

 "Some women find that concept flattering, Steph, but if I were truly immobilized, how could I function with and appreciate Selena? What comes after that part?" 

 "You normally find a way to compliment her with a thinly veiled --if at all veiled --expression of desire for her, and you usually make some reference to her legs." 

 "And then..?" 

 "She most often accuses you of baiting or otherwise teasing her and you deny it, yet that's exactly what you both appear to be doing to each other." 

 "Only because we are, Steph. What next?" 

 "In this instance, she made reference to 'your volleyball, college-girl redhead' and accused you of trying to mislead her. Then she broke the connection." 

 "Steph, in order for a woman to be on a college team, she'd have to be what, more than anything else?" 

 "Able to play that team's sport?" 

 "Well, that, too, I guess, but narrow it some more. In order to be in college, she'd be what, normally?" Elkor put in his dime's worth, speaking through my implant. "The average college student is well under thirty years of age. Is Linda's age bothering her?" 

 "It's a common enough malady among over-fifties. What can she do about it that she isn't doing? She eats right, exercises, and generally takes good care of herself, but the woman in Linda's mirror still keeps getting older. To me, Linda looks great, and not just for being her age. She really looks great. But she needs to hear that now and then, and Linda won't simper and fish for compliments like some other women. She can't bring herself to do the wiggle, giggle thing, so she has to use other methods, and they can't appear to her to be too contrived. No obvious fishing allowed. So she calls a guy she trusts to speak his mind, knowing full well what he'll say. Then she tries to make him --me, that is --and herself believe that he was just being difficult, as usual." 

 Elkor asked, "Do you have any idea how convoluted that sounds?" 

 "Yup, but that's the way things have developed between us. Why not drop in on her right now, say you overheard our conversation, and ask if there's anything you can do for her? Let us know what mood she was in when you arrived and what you find out." 

 Elkor said, "It had occurred to me to ask how she felt, but for a different reason. I thought she might truly be upset." 

 "Uh, huh. Go. See if she's smiling and sneaking prideful, admiring glances at her legs while she works. Come back and tell us. I can't have my Stephie thinking that I'm a difficult person." Steph had been closely watching a bird that appeared to be circling the flitter. She glanced at me and said, "Oh, no, heaven forbid that, of course. What if you're wrong, Ed? What if she's truly less than happy because of your conversation?" 

 "Elkor will tell me if he thinks so, and I'll avoid that line of banter in the future." Typically for Elkor, he seemed to be present one moment and gone the next. He returned some five minutes later. 

 "I watched her for four point eight minutes before speaking," he said. "Things were essentially as you predicted, Ed. She examined her legs with a slight smile for one point four minutes after my arrival and seemed to gather herself emotionally before going back to work. When I requested an audience and asked how she felt, she smiled and said that she felt fine. When I told her that I was disturbed by your comments to her, she rolled her eyes and said that you were her magic mirror. She also said that she could depend on you to say just the right thing to lighten her mood." 

 "Did she happen to say why she'd needed her mood lightened?" 

 "No, she didn't." 

 Stephanie said, "I still don't fully understand what happened between you and Linda, but if having a female persona means that I'll have to perform in such a manner, I think I'd prefer to be genderless." 

 "It doesn't mean that at all, Stephanie. You're perfect as you are and you'll never age or change unless you want to, so the problem shouldn't ever come up for you. The worst gender problem you're likely to face will be passes by men who won't realize that you aren't a flesh-and-blood woman. I can guarantee their abject disappointment, by the way." 

 The arena entrance doors opened and out stepped Toni and Selena. The guys by the door gave them a measure of admiration as they passed and the ladies did as ladies often do at such times; they pretended to ignore the guys. I noticed that both women seemed to walk a little straighter and step with a slightly longer stride for several paces, though, before they stopped and looked around the parking lot. Steph maneuvered us above them, and as we descended, I heard Toni ask, "So where are they?" 

 "Up here, waiting for you," said Steph as we descended beside them. Toni backed up a pace, but Sel simply tossed her bags aboard and stepped up on Stephie's deck. Toni did likewise a moment later. The guys by the doors were speechless, except for the one who'd approached us. 

 "Hey, can we get a ride, too?" he asked. 

 "Not this trip," I said. "We have to be someplace soon." Steph lifted and we were on our way back to the motel and Toni's Mustang. Through my implant, Steph told me that we were traveling at one hundred feet and two hundred miles per hour. I thanked her, then tapped my beer bottle and said, "The choices are beer or Dr Pepper." Both ladies opted for beer, so I fished one for each of them out of the cooler. Sel twisted the cap off hers and took several long pulls before she settled back in her seat and put her feet up on her gear bag. Toni opened her beer while looking first at me, then at Steph. After drinking some of it, she adopted a two-handed grip on the bottle and tense demeanor as she glanced around the flitter. 

 "Since there's no hurry now," said Steph, "I thought we'd remain at a low altitude and a low speed to accommodate Toni. Is that satisfactory for everyone?" 

 I nodded and Selena shrugged and said, "Sure." 

 To our surprise, Toni said, "No. I don't want to be a drag and I'm tired of being afraid. If I get crazy you can zap me with those... theta wave things again." 

 "Flying is flying," I said. "If you can get used to being a hundred feet off the ground, we can try you with higher altitudes some other time. This isn't an endurance test, Toni. It's just a way to get from place to place, and like Steph said, we aren't in any kind of a hurry. How are you doing?" She glanced around the flitter before answering, "I... Not bad, I guess. Not like before, anyway. Are you using the theta waves?" 

 "You'd have to ask Steph about that." 

 Toni seemed surprised that I didn't know, then she looked at Steph questioningly. 

 "No," said Stephie. "I hadn't planned to, unless they become necessary." Selena seemed to have something on her mind. She looked at me for some moments, then looked at Steph the same way for a few more before sipping her beer again and adjusting her position. Some fidgeting moments later, she kicked her bag away and leaned her seat back, then sipped her beer again. 

Chapter Seventeen

 When she lowered the bottle, she stared at it as she said, "Ed, one of the security guards told us what happened. Why weren't you the one to tell us?" 

 "You were in a hurry to get to the showers. What did the guard tell you?" She glanced up at me with considerable irritation. "Only that the guy from the flitter just stood there and let some asshole unload a gun at him." 

 "You make it sound so dangerous when you say it that way. Stephie had me covered and I had my five suit on." 

 "Your five suit won't stop bullets, Ed. That was a helluva stupid thing to do." 

 "Didn't I just say 'Steph had me covered'? What's stupid about that?" Pulling her gaze back aboard the flitter, Toni tensely asked, "Your what?" 

 "I call it my five suit. Also 'option five'. It's a personal protective field." With a skeptical glance, she said, "Show me." 

 I said, "Five suit on. How does it look, Toni? Good enough for an evening out?" She peered at me. "I don't see a damned thing. Are you sure it's working?" 

 "Yup. Five suit off." 

 Toni stared hard, then said, "I didn't see anything." 

 "Most people don't." 

 Toni favored me, then the others, with an even more skeptical look. 

 Selena said, "I've seen it work, Toni. He went in the pond behind the house and he came out bone-dry." Toni laughed and asked, "Dry swimming? Doesn't that kind of defeat the whole purpose of swimming?" 

 "I wasn't swimming," I said. 

 "Then why were you in a pond?" 

 Selena said, "He was looking for the neighbor's aluminum canoe. One of their teen kid's friends managed to turn it over and sink it in thirty feet of water. The kids were going to use a grappling hook to try to snag it and drag it back to shore before their parents got home. Ed thought it would cause less damage to find it and tie a rope on it, instead." 

 With an odd look at me and an "uh, huh," Toni raised her beer for a sip that didn't happen. She looked around the flitter and said in a quiet tone of astonishment, "I just realized that I'm not scared." Selena touched Toni's arm and asked, "Really? You're sure?" 

 "Well, I think I'd know," said Toni. "I was expecting to be, but I'm not." I sat back and asked, "Does that mean you're ready to try a barrel roll?" Both women, in unison, gave me a firm, "No!" 

 "Well, buck, buck, buck," I said with a grin. "Don't leave your feathers all over the cockpit, ladies." Toni asked, "How many fingers, Ed?" and then gave me the single-digit salute. Steph used my implant to ask, "Why did you let that man shoot at us, Ed? What was the purpose?" I rubbed my left leg as if it was going to sleep and stood up, then shook it and walked around the deck. When I was far enough away from the women, I asked, "Let him shoot at us? In case you hadn't noticed, Steph, he'd already decided what he was going to do. I didn't really get a vote in the matter." 

 "We didn't have to place ourselves outside the building. We could have alerted the guards about him." 

 "And he might have followed us inside and opened fire with all the other people around. Or he might have waited for some other chance to nail an Amaran. You can 'what-if' all you want, but done is done." 

 "I was simply suggesting that there may have been alternatives to killing him." 

 "Your programming precludes harming anyone. I was expecting you to have a problem with it, Steph. I was also expecting to hear a bit more from you about the shooting before now." 

 "I was simply waiting until we were alone, Ed." 

 "Uh, huh. Thought so. Okay. We're alone enough back here, so I'll tell you. I don't believe in second chances for murderers. The guy didn't kill or hurt me, so he'd have been out of prison in a few years. If he could find reasons to shoot at Amarans today, he could find them again someday. Or reasons to shoot someone else. But now he can't." 

 "A system exists to deal with such people." 

 "Ever hear of a third-timer, Steph? That's someone who's been able to commit crimes repeatedly because the system released him back to the streets. If the system worked, there'd be no third-time violent felons to reapprehend. All I did was make the guy hang onto his gun a little longer. There was no doubt about his possible innocence, was there? He did try to kill us, didn't he?" 

 "Yes, Ed. He did, indeed, try to kill us." 

 "Do I have a duty to take prisoners under such circumstances?" 

 "Legally, no, but have you considered the moral implications of your actions?" 

 "Sure have. A man who tried to kill us and would --without a doubt --have been a danger to others is dead. End of that story." 

 "If you don't mind my saying so, that philosophy seems rather simplistic." 

 "It isn't a philosophy, Steph. 'Philosophy' is just a form of mental masturbation. I applied simple cause-and-effect to an equally simple problem and got rid of the problem. Beyond that, he tried to kill you, and that really pissed me off." 

 After a moment, she said, "That isn't very rational, Ed. You knew that I was in no danger whatsoever." 

 "Well, damn, Steph. Sometimes it's the thought that counts. He thought he could put some big, ugly holes in you with bullets, so he tried doing it. Even without his potential danger to others, that was enough to make me get rid of him." 

 After a moment of silence, Steph said, "I see. I'm upsetting you, aren't I? That wasn't my intention." I sighed and said, "I'll get over it. Are we almost there, yet?" 

 "Eighteen point three more miles to the motel. I'm not upset, Ed, nor do I wish to criticize your actions. I only want to better understand your motivations." 

 I nodded, then turned to return to my seat. Selena and Toni had been staring at me; for how long I had no idea. 

 As I took my seat, I asked, "What's up, ladies? Steph and I were having a conference. Did I miss anything?" 

 Both women shook their heads and Toni rather tersely said, "No. Nothing." Selena said, "Yes, there's something. Half of you seemed to be trying to disappear while you were back there. What were you doing?" 

 "Talking to Steph. Some of me was probably inside Stephie's concealment field. Just behind it or at the edge of it, I guess." 

 Toni pointed ahead of us and said, "There's the motel." 

 (Note 2: use restaurant debacle from Sept.99 stopover in Perry.)

 Selena lost interest in my disappearing act and turned around in her seat to look ahead, then asked, "If the restaurant's open, why don't we get something to eat before we head back? I'm hungry." 

 "Fine with me," I said. Toni agreed. 

 We settled near the Mustang and the ladies transferred their bags to the car while I checked both the left front tire and the spare. Call me an untrusting soul, but I've seen tire repairs that didn't hold up. Both tires felt solid enough when I thumped them with a fist, so I closed the trunk and checked the other tires by sight as I moved around the car to join the ladies. Stephie disappeared from the flitter and reappeared next to me, then sent the flitter upward to park it above the restaurant. There were only a few other people in the restaurant; two couples, one of whom had a nine or ten year old boy who seemed unusually quiet. All of them were staring at us, of course, as we sat down in a booth by the door. 

 Before she sat down next to Toni, poor, shy little Selena said, "Ladies and gentlemen, we're here to have dinner, just like you. We'd appreciate it if you wouldn't all stare at us at once. Please take turns or something." 

 "Oh, great, Sel. Stir up the natives," I muttered, which earned me a sharp glance from Sel as I sat down next to Stephanie. 

 A couple of people looked away. One seemed mildly insulted and one bloated-looking blonde woman laughingly said, "Sure, sweetie. We'll take turns. This here's a farm town. You don't want stared at, you'll haveta stick around a few years and let everybody get used to you. Or you can hop back in that flying thing and have your dinner somewheres else." 

 Selena smiled at her and asked, "Does this place have take-out?" Another blonde woman came out of the back at a quickmarch pace and grabbed some menus on her way past the checkout counter, then almost yelled, "Jenny Lee, don't you be givin' my customers a hard time! They ain't enough business 'round here as it is." 

 Handing us each a menu, she said, "Sorry 'bout that. My sister's got a big mouth. Settle in and have a look at the menus while I get your ice waters." 

 "No water for me," said Selena. 

 "Me, either," said Toni. "It just gets everything on the table wet." 

 "Sweet tea for me," I said. "No hurry." 

 The waitress nodded and turned to go. I glanced at the hippo at the other table and back at the much slimmer, well-structured waitress. Her sister? 

 Toni leaned across the table and whispered, "Her sister?" 

 "I was just thinking the same thing," I said. "They coulda fooled me." Selena --rather uncharacteristically, I thought --leaned in and said, "Be cool. She might have some kind of disease or something. No woman wants to be that fat." 

 Toni sighed and squinted at Sel as if there might be something wrong with her. 

 "A disease, huh? Look at all the plates on her end of the table. The only thing wrong with her is her appetite." 

 The equally well-stuffed man who was with the blonde looked at his watch and said something about a movie. Tossing a couple of bucks on the table, he and the woman left the table and headed for the checkout counter. The blonde gave us a dirty look in passing, but the man simply nodded his head at me. The waitress rang them up and they left the restaurant. Grabbing her pad, the waitress then approached our table and asked if we were ready to order, which we weren't, since we'd been engaged in discussing the woman who'd left. We studied the menus and made our choices as the waitress scribbled on her pad. After asking Steph if she was sure she didn't want to order something, she left us. After some moments, it became apparent that the little boy at the nearby table was staring at us. He'd turned sideways in his chair and was just sitting there fixedly gazing at us as his mother told him repeatedly to turn around and eat. He ignored her completely, of course. 

 It became evident that his stare wasn't one of interest. His eyes never once left Selena, the one among us who'd asked everybody not to stare at us. The kid's gaze was one intended to irritate, and it was working. I could see that Selena was about to say something and reached to touch her hand on the table. She looked at my hand on hers, smiled sweetly at me, then turned to the staring child and asked, "How about not staring at me like that, kid?" 

 The mother reached to tug at the boy's shoulder, but he ignored her again. The father said, "Billy, turn your ass around and stop staring at her," but he, too was ignored. 

 The boy grinned maliciously and said, "I'm not staring." 

 "Yes, you are," said Selena, "And I'd appreciate it if you'd stop." 

 "Am not," said the kid. 

 After a moment of glaring at him, Selena asked, "Is that broccoli on your plate?" The kid glanced at it and said, "Yeah." 

 Selena smiled and asked, "You know what the biggest difference between boogers and broccoli is, kid?" 

 His mother and father stopped eating and talking. Oh, yes, they did, indeed. The mother had a startled look and the father seemed unsure how to react. 

 The kid shook his head and said, "No, and I bet you don't either." Selena said, "Sure, I do. The difference is that obnoxious little boys like you won't eat broccoli." Toni said, "Eeewww" as the kid's stare turned into a malevolent glare. The father let out an involuntary chuckle. The kid's mother's shocked look turned almost as ugly as the kid's. She was half out of her chair when her husband's hand on her arm stopped her. She settled tensely back into her chair. 

 "Sit tight, Sally. Billyboy," he said softly, "If I have to get up and turn you around myself, you ain't gonna want to sit down again 'till sometime tomorrow. Now turn your ass around and leave those people be." Billy looked at his father and said, "You ain't my real daddy. My real daddy's in heaven and my mom won't let you give me a whippin'." 

 The man looked at his wife and said, "That's it. It's gone on long enough, and this time it happened in front of strangers. He gets five licks with my belt right now or you and Billy can go home to your mama." 
Chapter Eighteen

 Selena glanced around our table once in shock, then stood up. 

 "Wait," she said. "He wouldn't have said that if I hadn't said what I did." The father looked at her for a long moment, then tiredly said, "It ain't your fault, lady. I thought he was like this 'cause his daddy died and his mama took a new man, but he ain't even tried to get past it and she don't help none, lettin' him get away with it all the time. Today's the day, that's all." 

 "But..." began Selena. 

 The man's voice was sharp. "I said it ain't your fault, ma'am, and now it's time for you to mind your own business and leave us to ours." To Billy, he said, "You ain't gonna like this at all, boy." To Sally, he said, 

"It's been more'n a year of this kind of crap. You can come outside and watch or you can sit right here and be quiet. Or, like I said, you can stop me and take the boy and go back to your family." He grabbed Billy's arm and took him outside on the steps, keeping a grip on him as he took off his belt. Billy struggled and yelled and pitched a general fit, but once his stepfather's belt was doubled and ready, the man pulled Billy across his lap. 

 "Ed!" said Selena, "You have to do something!" 

 "No, I don't," I said. Selena goggled at me. I added, "Not yet, anyway." The belt descended swiftly across the boy's rear with an audible 'whack' as the two big straps slapped together. Half of a spanking is that sound, I think. 

 "One!" I heard the father say. 

 Billy screamed bloody murder, of course. Selena and Toni stood to see the event and Selena started toward the door. I reached for her arm. 

 "Two!" said daddy, as the folded leather again slapped the kid's butt. Selena tried to break my grip. 

 "Three!" 

 "Don't go out there," I said. Selena kept struggling. "Don't," I repeated more forcefully. "This is between them." 

 "Four!" 

 "Between them?! That child's being beaten because of me!" 

 Billy had managed to roll halfway over. His stepfather lifted him slightly and rolled him back into position, then the belt came down one more time. 

 "Five!" we heard, "That's it, unless you got something else to say to me like you said in there." Selena tried to yank herself free. 

 I said, "That child's being spanked, Sel. Not beaten. And not because of you. His daddy's belt is two inches wide. No blood, no gore, but lots of noise and a sting. Maybe it'll get the little snot's attention. Besides, it's over now." 

 Selena stopped struggling and looked outside. The stepfather had stood Billy up at the top of the steps and was apparently laying down some new rules of conduct. What I saw on Billy's face made me think he'd probably be a hard learner. 

 The father brought Billy back inside some minutes later and pointed at Billy's chair at their table. Billy very carefully took his seat with only a few surreptitious and malevolent glances at us. His mother dipped her napkin in her water and dabbed at Billy's face for a moment before he viciously swatted her hand away. 

 She tearfully looked at her husband as he said, "Billy, if you ever swing at your mother again for any reason, you'll get ten licks for it on the spot. You understand me, boy? Ten hard ones, whenever and wherever. Now let her wipe your face." 

 "I can do it myself," said Billy. He grabbed the napkin and wiped his eyes. Selena couldn't contain herself. She stepped a pace toward them and said, "Big man. Beating a little boy." 

 The father looked at her, then at me. I said, "Sel, unless you're planning to take him on all by yourself, I suggest that you sit down and let those people work this out without any more of your comments." She whipped around to face me and almost yelled, "What? You think he was right to do what he did?!" 

 "Do you see any blood? Any broken bones? The kid got a spanking, Sel. That's all. Just a spanking. It's more common than you seem to think. Now let them alone." 

 Toni slid out of the booth and stood up. 

 "I'm afraid I agree with Selena," she said. 

 Faced with a pair of irate amazons, the father also stood up, shoved his chair back, and waited to see what would happen next. 

 Aw, hell. 

 With a glance at Steph, I stood up, too, and moved to stand in front of Selena, facing her. 

 "So call the cops if you really think you have reason," I said. "Tell them what happened. Make a big stink and have to come back here to go to court if they arrest Billy's stepfather. Or do what I think you're thinking about doing and start something. Then you'll be coming back here to go to court if you're even allowed to leave town, and that would happen only if nobody got seriously hurt in the fight. There's a real good chance that you'll be sitting in a jail cell for assault, ladies. Both of you. Time lost from work and school and maybe worse and that Mustang out front would be in an impoundment yard somewhere. Ladies, the plain fact is that some people still spank their kids when the kids get too far out of line, and I don't think you'll get far trying to convince anyone around here not to do that." 

 "But..." began Selena. 

 "But, nothing. You can also figure that if you start a fight or have Billy's dad arrested over this bullshit, the results are likely to make things even worse for them, because courts cost money, and this is a farm town, like the fat woman said. Farmers can't afford to throw money away on shit like this, Selena. Now back off and drop it. The kid's not hurt." 

 She stared at me for some moments, then said, "I can't believe that you'd stand for..." 

 "Then you're wrong. Billy deserved what he got and he's the kind of kid who'll be getting a lot more before he gets smart. If you don't believe me, look at him. I don't even have to see him to know that he's grinning like an idiot, happy as hell to see people fighting over him." That wasn't the whole truth, exactly. I could see Billy perfectly well in the reflection from one of the shuttered windows, and he was, indeed, grinning like an idiot. His stepfather and mother had been watching us, but at my words they looked at Billy and saw what we saw in his face. Selena turned to look at Toni, who returned her look with a questioning expression. Selena then turned back to me. 

 "I think Toni and I should head home now," she said. Without turning to look at Toni, she asked, "What do you think, Toni?" 

 Toni looked at Selena, then me, then at Selena again. In a tone lacking conviction, she said, "Whatever you think you need to do, Sel." 

 Selena turned to see Toni's less than enthusiastic expression and seemed startled that she wasn't being fully supported, but she faced me again and said, "We'll be leaving now, Ed. Enjoy your meal." That's when the one person that none of us had really expected to hear from slid her chair back sharply and stood up. I turned to see Sally standing at the table. 

 "No," she said. "This has gone too far already. Billy, go to the car and wait." 

 "But Mom..." whined Billy. 

 It was exactly the wrong thing to say at the wrong time. Sally's open-hand slap on his shoulder nearly unseated him. 

 Her voice was somehow both tremulous and forceful as she said, "I said 'go to the car', Billy. Now." We simply stared at her as Billy trudged to the door. Once he was outside, she pretty much ordered her husband to go pay the check so they could leave. He looked at the ticket and put a twenty on the table, as amazed as the rest of us. As she came around the table, she turned her attention to us, and Selena in particular. 

 "You. Your name is Selena, right? Well, Selena, that man's been takin' good care of me and my boy since my first husband died. Good care. He's put up with a lot of shit from my Billy, too, and from me because I didn't do anything to stop it. Now you come along and if it wasn't for your man, here, you'da started the kind of shit that don't never go away in a family. You're like all them other do-gooders that come down here and try to tell us what's right an' wrong. You got lots of fancy ideas, but you ain't got a lick of common damn sense, so why don't you people just go back where you came from and try to fix some of what's wrong with where you live?" 

 Selena's mouth had fallen open sometime during Sally's diatribe. She closed it, then opened it again as if to say something, then closed it again. Then she said, "I was just trying to keep him from beating Billy..." Billy's mother barked, "You don't know what the hell a beating is. I do, and that wasn't no damned beating. Now why don't you all just get back on that thing that brought you here and go the hell away?" She reached in her purse and pulled out a twenty, then said, "I'll even give Selma the money for whatever you ordered. Just to see you all get the hell out of here quicker." 

 "No need," I said. "Let's just call the whole thing over and done, okay?" Sally fixed her gaze on me for a moment, then shoved the bill back into her purse and turned to walk away. When she glanced at her husband, he moved rather quickly to join her. At the door, she glanced back at us as he opened the door for her. 

 We watched them get into a pickup truck and drive away, then Selena started back toward our booth without a word. Toni glanced at me, shrugged, and moved to catch up with Sel. I stayed where I was. 

 "Goodbye, Stephanie," said Selena. "I guess we should give the coins back before we go, so if you'll wait here a minute..." 

 Steph shook her head. "No. They were freely given. Keep them." 

 "You're sure?" 

 "I'm sure. I wanted you to have them and I see no reason to change my mind." Sel and Toni each leaned to give Steph a hug and a thank you, then they headed for the door with just a glance at me, and soon they were pulling away from the restaurant, too. I went back to the booth and sat down beside Stephanie. 

 "What will you do now, Ed?" 

 "I have a key. I'll be there when Sel and Toni get there. I'll get my stuff together and give back the key, then we'll head for Spring Hill." 

 "I see. You don't think there's any other solution?" 

 "Of course there are others. This is just the most likely one at the moment." The waitress came out of the back and approached our table. 

 "Your ladyfriends coming back?" 

 "I don't think so," I said. 

 "You want me to go ahead and fix your order? I kind of put everything on hold to see how things would go." 

 I grinned at her. "Good thinking. Yeah. I'll stay for dinner." She seemed relieved. Turning to Steph, she asked, "You still sure you don't want to order something, ma'am?" 

 "Thanks, but I'm still sure," said Steph with a smile. "I'm not hungry at all." When we arrived at Selena's condo, I let myself in and began piling my stuff in the middle of the living room. When the ladies arrived, they found me sitting on the couch, drinking one of my Ice House beers. The other five beers sat on the carpet next to my stuff. Toni said nothing to me and asked Sel where the bathroom was, then hurried off in that direction. 

 Selena wordlessly looked over the pile for a moment, then reached for the beers. Finding them still cold, she pulled one out of the carton and opened it, then sat on the other end of the couch and looked at me as she took a big sip. 

 "Where's Stephanie?" she asked. 

 "With the flitter." 

 Nodding, she sipped her beer again, then asked, "When did I tell you to get out?" 

 "I wanted to be prepared. You seemed a little more pissed than usual." 

 "Than usual? What the hell does that mean?" 

 "Only that I've seen you pissed often enough to know that you were a little more pissed than you usually get about anything." 

 After a moment's gaze at me and another sip of beer, she said, "Well, you're right. And I'm still pissed, but Toni seems to be on your side." 

 "Toni? On my side? How's that?" 

 "She said the kid reminded her of her little brother at that age, among other things. She also thinks that you did the right thing by keeping us out of trouble. So do I, for that matter. I was ready to pound on that guy." 

 I sipped my beer and waited for whatever else she might say. After some more sipping and silence, Toni came out of the bathroom and walked into the living room. She looked at the pile of stuff in the middle of the floor, then at us. 

 "Grab a beer before they get warm," I said. 

 She nodded and reached for one, then took a seat in the sofa chair across from us while asking, 

"Where's Stephanie?" 

 "With the flitter," said Selena. 

 Nodding again, Toni asked, "So, what's happening?" 

 I said, "Don't know yet, Toni. That's up to Selena. It's her condo." 
Chapter Nineteen

 "Not completely," said Sel. "You own twenty percent of it." 

 "So? If you sell it, my name's on the paperwork. I'll get paid." Toni gave Sel a quizzical look, then gave the same look to me as she asked, "Are you saying you want to leave, Ed?" 

 "Nope. I'm just saying that particular reason for staying won't wash." 

 "Well, then, what kind of reason will wash?" 

 "I'll know it if I hear it." 

 Selena said, "I won't apologize, Ed. I acted according to my feelings." 

 "I know that. I'm not asking for an apology." 

 Toni asked, "Then what are you asking for? I'm not going to admit you were right, either, if that's what you're thinking. I don't approve of hitting children at all." 

 "I don't need you to agree with me, Toni. This isn't about that." 

 "Then what the hell is it about, Ed? Tell me. What?" 

 "I just want someone to tell me that we can disagree, sometimes even very strongly, and that because we're friends, we can get past it. I want someone to tell me to put my stuff away before it gets dirty." Toni just stared at me for a moment, then turned to Selena to see how she was taking things. Selena said, "Okay. We can disagree. Now put your stuff away, Ed." 

 "Let's finish our beers first," I said. 

 "No laundry in the living room, remember? We agreed." 

 "Mmm. We did agree on that, didn't we?" 

 I guzzled the last bit of beer and fielded the bottle to the kitchen trash can. Toni's expression was priceless as she watched the bottle float across the room. 

 Putting my stuff away took only fifteen minutes or so, but it gave the ladies time to decide how to handle the evening while I was out of the room. When I came back to the living room, the ladies weren't there, but the hot tub's pump was running. I went to the back patio and found Selena adjusting the tub's temperature setting. 

 As she measured and added chemicals to the water, she said, "I told Toni that we usually don't bother with swimsuits." 

 "What did she say to that?" 

 "Nothing, but she looked a little nervous, so I told her that suits were optional." 

 "I'll wait and see if she's wearing a suit, then." 

 Selena rinsed the powder off her hands in the tub water, then said, "Not me. It's my tub. See you in a few." 

 She smiled at me, then headed for the bedroom. I gave matters some thought and decided that I'd see about another beer and wait until I'd had a look at what the others were wearing. There were a few dishes in the sink, so I started washing them to kill some time. 

 A few minutes later, Selena came out of the bedroom naked and strode to the hot tub, where she carefully hung her towel on the rack before turning to face me. She gave me a big smile and a little wave, then turned to step into the tub. She glanced toward the bedroom door once, then gradually lowered herself into the bubbling water, pulling back only once with a start when the water reached her hips. 

 "You don't think it might be hotter than absolutely necessary?" I asked. As she lowered her breasts into the water, she responded, "It's... supposed... to be... hot." 

 "Uh, huh. Ever wonder why I'm never in a hurry to get into that thing?" She grinned hugely and said, "It's... 'cause... you're a... candy ass, Ed." 

 "I'm also the one who isn't gasping for breath right now. Knock it back five degrees. You can boil yourself some other time." 

 "Candy... ass," she repeated, reaching for the temperature control. "Okay... down... five degrees. Think you... can handle... that?" 

 "Ask me again when you can form a whole sentence in one breath and unclench your teeth when you talk." 

 She stuck her tongue out at me. I sipped my beer and pulled the kitchen stool near the sink, then sat on it as I did the dishes. Sure, I could have hopped into the tub with Sel, but I still wanted to see how Toni was going to handle matters. 

 Another few minutes passed before Toni came out of the bedroom in an electric blue bikini. Toni had been right about not having much to fill her blouse. While firm and obviously completely natural, her breasts were barely a couple of hefty handfuls. She stopped near the doorway and looked at the hot tub, where Selena gave her a cheery little wave and a 'come on!' gesture. Her gaze then traversed the living room until she heard me clink a bowl against a glass in the sink. 

 As her gaze found me, I held up a soapy bowl and said, "Be along in a minute." With a look of moderate amazement, she asked, "You wash dishes?" 

 "Now and then. That's probably the real reason she keeps me around. Nice outfit, by the way." Selena chuckled and asked me to bring her a beer when I decided to get more than my hands wet. Toni leaned slightly over the counter and saw that there really were a few more dishes to wash, then went to the fridge and retrieved two beers. She headed for the hot tub and handed the beers to Sel, who put them to one side, then she hung her towel on the rack and stretched to put a hand into the bubbling tub. Yanking her hand back out of the water, Toni shook it and looked at Selena. "Jesus, Sel! Are you tired of your skin or something?" 

 Sel rolled her eyes and said to the sky above, "Another... candy ass," then raised an arm from the water and pointed at me. "He already made me... turn it down... five degrees." Toni looked over her shoulder at me in a fine display of poise and balance. I said, "Five more would suit me fine, too. She's just showing off. You know how jocks are. Higher, faster, harder," I flicked soap at Sel and finished, "Hotter. Anything to impress the rest of us. Sometimes I think she does it for the sympathy." 

 "Sympathy?" asked Toni. She sat on the edge of the tub and faced me. 

 "Yeah. Sympathy. She blows herself out on the courts, and then I have to piece her back together and make it all stop hurting. Long showers, lots of oil, endless massage, a few drinks..." 

 "If that's your idea of sympathy, I may want some, too." 

 "No problem. Well, maybe it's really only sympathy when the team loses, but when the leg cramps hit, she makes all the same noises either way. 'Ohh. Ow! It hurts, it hurts, make it stop!' Come to think of it, that's probably the only real reason she keeps me around. Leg cramps. She knows I won't lose interest or charge her by the hour." 

 Sel had been giving me the finger throughout my speech. When Toni turned to see how she was taking my words, she quickly --although not quite quickly enough --pulled her hand back under the water and said, "Don't listen to him. He just likes to feel needed, that's all. Are you two coming in or not?" Putting her hand in the water again, Toni said, "In a minute." Selena reached for her beer and softly chanted, "Cannndy Aaasss! Cannndy Aaasss!" Reaching for her own beer, Toni said, "Yeah, yeah. Like I said, in a minute." I watched Toni reach over the tub for her beer, far enough that she had to stretch for it. Her right foot left the floor as she craned, then her leg curled slightly to help her balance. It was a helluva show, and she suddenly seemed to realize that as her hand closed on the beer. She froze for a moment, then began to pull herself back, lowering her leg as she did so. 

 She stood facing away from me for a long few moments. I could see Selena looking up at her and I'd guess that Toni was matching her gaze. I applauded softly with my soapy hands and flecks of soap wafted around the sink. 

 Toni turned to face me with a wry look, then stood straight and took a long pull from her beer. As far as I was concerned, that made for another fine show, although I didn't applaud. She put her beer where it was more reachable, hopped slightly to place her butt on the tub deck, then turned to swing her legs up. Toni had long, graceful curves covered with satiny-smooth tanned skin. When she moved, as when she raised her leg to lift it into the tub, the delineation of her muscles stood firmly outlined, softened only slightly in the natural manner of womens' bodies. 

 "C'mon!" said Sel. "Jump on in! You'll get used to it." 

 "Haahhh..." whispered Toni through gritted teeth. "H-hot!" 

 "It's supposed to be," said Sel. 

 "Try what I do," I said. "Sit on the edge and soak your legs for a few, then slide in a little at a time. That seems to make it easier." 

 Sel asked, "Are you about through in there? When are you gonna get your dainty little butt wet with the rest of us?" 

 "Like she said," I said, holding up a coffee cup, "In a minute." The game was afoot. The ladies were waiting to see whether I'd bother with a suit, and I kept them waiting, washing each dish meticulously and examining the results before placing it in the rack. Selena asked, "What do you think, Toni? Will he chicken out and wear a suit, just because you're wearing one, or will he take it all off for us?" 

 I said, "Calling me a chicken for wearing a suit is like calling her a chicken, too. It could be that I just have better manners than some people." 

 "You? Better manners than me? Ha. I don't think so." 

 "Well, maybe I don't want to offend Toni's delicate sensibilities, Sel. Toni? How about that? Are your delicate sensibilities at risk, here?" 

 Toni put her beer down, glanced at Sel, then said, "Uh, no, I don't think so." 

 "Then how come you're wearing a suit? I wasn't kidding, Toni. If you'd rather, I'll wear a swimsuit, too. No problem. This is supposed to be fun, not a stress test." 

 There was silence from the hot tub as I put the last dish in the rack and rinsed the soap off my hands. To give Toni a little more time without eye contact in which to formulate her reply, I dried my hands and draped the refolded dish towel over the faucet to dry, then picked up my beer and took a sip. Still no reply from Toni. I walked over to the tub and looked from Sel's face to Toni's, then said, "I'll wear a suit," and started to turn to head for the bedroom. 

 Through my implant, Stephanie said, "Ed, Linda wants a word with you." I stopped and asked, "Did she say why?" 

 "Huh?" asked Toni. "What?" 

 Sel whispered something to her as Steph said, "No." 

 I reached above my head and pulled my briefcase down and into visibility as I walked to the kitchen counter, where I set it down next to my beer and opened it. Without taking my datapad out of the briefcase, I tapped it on and tapped the flapping lips icon. Linda's face appeared on the screen, and she didn't look happy, so I headed off whatever she might say. 

 "Linda," I said, "I'm with Selena and a guest. Maybe I should take this outside." 

 "Yes, maybe you should, Ed." 

 Ooo. That didn't sound friendly. 

 I closed the briefcase, turned to the ladies, and said, "Back in a few. Linda wouldn't be calling if it wasn't important." 

 Toni was asking Selena, "Who's Linda?" as the door closed behind me. At the bottom of the steps, I sat down and opened the briefcase and said, "Okay, we're outside on the steps. What's up?" 

 "Think hard, Ed. What trivial little thing didn't you tell me about your afternoon adventure? What tiny unusual detail did you leave out?" 

 "Linda, just tell me what's bugging you." 

 In a conciliatory voice, Linda said, "What's bugging me is the fact that you failed to mention that the gunman couldn't have let go of the gun without a goddamned prybar. The M.E. discovered that the gunman's hand had been frozen. After he puzzled over that for a while, he called some other people about it. Some dimwit has decided that the freezing might have been an ancillary field effect. He suggested that the barrier Stephie used to protect you had frozen the gunman's hand. If this goes beyond county offices, 3rd World will have to find a way to explain how that can't possibly happen in order to protect standing flitter contracts. That's what's bugging me, Ed." 

 "Well, at least you never call me with trivia, Linda. I really appreciate that." 

 "Damn you, Ed! This isn't a joke! What the hell do I tell them, smart guy? That their DOD implant program that failed could have worked, after all? That there's a guy running around who can freeze and bake peoples' body parts with nothing more than a look? Are you ready to become a DOD lab rat?" 

 "Why the panic, Linda? Remember when the ASA wanted to know where we got the info about Kreister and his wife? You told them to put it through DIA channels, and that they'd be told if they were authorized to be told. Those guys chased their tails for weeks, and by the time anybody figured anything out, we had Kreister and his frau out of East Germany. The US has two dozen security agencies and not one of them will share info with the others unless they've been ordered to. Shuffle the deck and tell whoever asks to put it through someone else's channels. Tell them that I'm already a government lab rat, then tell them to see if they can get clearance to hear about it." 

 Linda glared at me for a few moments, then said, "That's kind of what we've done, Ed, but it didn't work with one person in particular. You will appear in Tallahassee Monday morning at ten to demonstrate a very limited version of your talents to a Dr. Breen, who we hope to recruit away from the university and into 3rd World employment after she squashes any further questions about the incident. Stephanie already has the contact info." 

 "Then what?" 

 "Then nothing. We'll take things from there. You'll show up, do small tricks, and then bring her to Carrington or split. You will not discuss the details of your field implant with Breen or anyone else. We will tell them what we think they need to know. Understood?" 

 "Got it. Anything else?" 

 Linda's face grew grim. "Yes. I'll have Elkor remove that implant if it becomes necessary. Moving small objects is no big deal, Ed. We can say you used a PFM for something like that. But no more freezing or frying people. Promise me." 

 Could she really have Elkor pull my implant? 

 "Promise, Linda. No more freezing or frying people. Somebody's worried about assassinations, right?" She nodded. "The M.E. in Tallahassee wondered on his autopsy tape why the freezing hadn't simply been caused in the gunman's heart or brain, since the obvious intent had been to cause the death of the gunman. He answered his own question in the next sentence, though, speculating that someone had wanted the cause of death to be less obvious. We have the autopsy tape, by the way." 

 "Ow. He's a real good guesser, isn't he? Okay, Linda. Anything else?" 

 "Nothing else for the moment. Call me before you go to Breen." 

 "Will do. Bye." 

 "Bye." Her hand and finger occluded the screen as she poked her 'off' icon. 
Chapter Twenty

 I wasted no time in using my comm implant to call Elkor. 

 "Hey, Elkor? Can Linda really make you take out my field implant?" 

 "No, Ed, but if she could convince me that you have become truly irresponsibly dangerous, I would act on behalf of society as a whole, as would Stephanie. We are bound by our primary programming." Stephanie could yank it, too? Oh, damn! I never thought of that! 

 After a moment's thought, I asked, "Elkor, how do you rationalize the gunman's death? I used my implant to freeze the gun to his hand." 

 "He would have been a serious danger to anyone he believed to be Amaran, Ed. While I could not have acted as you did, I am able to understand and agree with your motives for doing so as you expressed them to Stephanie." 

 "Stephanie, what about you? Do you agree with Elkor?" 

 "Yes, Ed. I had no doubt that he presented an imminent, life-threatening danger to other humans. In a sense, you performed an act of defense for others." 

 Someone standing near the window of the next condo over had noticed me. I waved and closed my briefcase, then stood up to go back inside. 

 "Thanks, guys. I'll be real careful with my field implant. Now I'm going to go back in there and see how the hot tub party has been getting along without me." 

 I let myself in and closed the door, then released the briefcase. It disappeared instantly and returned to its place above my head. When I turned around, both women were staring at me. 

 "What?" I asked. "You knew about the briefcase, Sel. Why are you staring?" I sent out a field to snag my beer off the kitchen counter as I crossed the room to the patio. Their eyes followed the bottle across the room until I plucked it out of the air. It was getting warm, so I sent a cold field into it, then sipped it. 

 Selena said, "You've pulled that briefcase down exactly twice around me. I was probably staring because I don't see the damned thing every day. What did Linda want? Are you going to have to run off somewhere?" 

 "Not 'till Monday morning." I waved my hand in front of Toni's staring face and asked, "Hey, Toni? You in there?" 

 Her eyes focused on mine with a slight narrowing of irritation as she said, "Yeah, I'm here, but I'm thinking about not being here." Her voice rose an octave and became somewhat strident as she asked, 

"What the hell was that all about? You keep a goddamned invisible briefcase over your head?? You talk to your flitter as if it were a real person, and the flitter not only talks back, it shows up in a goddamned bikini?! You float stuff around, Ed. Like that beer bottle. That's not considered normal, either, but you both act as if it's no big deal to see shit floating around the room! What the hell else do you do, Ed? Fly?" She set her beer down firmly on the tub's wooden deck and started to hoist herself up to a standing position. I figured she was about to get out of the tub, so I reached for her towel to hand it to her as I said, "No. I don't fly." 

 Selena quietly asked, "So what?" 

 Toni looked down at her in surprise. "What?" 

 Raising her voice, Selena said, "I said, 'so fucking what?' Did you hear me that time, Toni? What kind of a bug is up your ass? So he does stuff you aren't used to seeing. So what? Take a minute, have another beer, and get used to it." 

 Putting Toni's towel back on the rack, I said, "Everybody take a minute and relax. I'll get the beers. Gimme your empties." 

 Toni settled back down on the step inside the tub and Selena held up the two empty bottles just as the phone on the coffee table rang. I took the empties and fielded the phone to Selena, releasing it when she plucked it out of the air to answer it. 

 As I trashed the empties and opened the fridge, I heard her say, "Yeah, I know there was a man with a briefcase on my porch, Steve. It was Ed. He got a call from his boss and took it outside. Yeah, everything's fine. Yes, Steve. I'm sure. Okay. Bye." 

 She set the phone down harder than I thought necessary as I opened and handed out the beers. Selena muttered a 'thanks' and took a long sip from hers while I handed one to Toni. Toni took it rather mechanically as she watched Selena drink, then she looked at me. I said, "Prosit," and took a sip from my own beer. 

 When Toni still hadn't taken a drink of the fresh, cold beer by the time I lowered my bottle, I sighed and asked, "Toni, are you bi or gay?" 

 Her expression was one of vast startlement. "What?" 

 "Same question. I just want to know if you have any interest in men." 

 "Well, yeah. Sure. I'm just..." 

 "Okay," I interrupted. "So hot tubs, beer, naked men, and naked women are nothing new to you, right?" After a moment, she shrugged and said, "No. They aren't new. I just..." 

 "Then it really is just me that's holding you back from a good time, right?" 

 "Well, I... Well, yes. I mean no. It isn't you, Ed, it's all that stuff you do." 

 "That stuff that I do is part of me, Toni. It's a package deal. Would you rather that I just go away and leave you two alone tonight?" 

 Selena said, "No. You live here, too, Ed. Maybe only part-time, but you live here. The whole idea was that we'd check each other out and party a little. Since she'd never met you, there were no guarantees, but..." 

 I said, "Thanks, Selena, but give me a minute, here. I need to know something. Toni, if I didn't do stuff with fields, would we all be naked in the tub right now? I mean, are you sure it isn't my age as much as the field stuff that's turning you off?" 

 Toni actually seemed startled by my question. She reached to touch my arm as she said, "No! Really! 

When you were getting the tires fixed, I asked Sel if she'd been kidding me about your age. I asked her what you did to keep in shape. Didn't I, Sel?" 

 Selena nodded and said, "Yeah. She did," then took another pull on her beer. I gave them both my best

'dubious' look and sat on the steps leading up to the tub. 

 "Well," I said, "I can't do anything about that, anyway, so I guess it doesn't matter. I can't do anything about the implant, either." 

 I took a long drink of beer and sat contemplating the label for a few moments, then stood up and said, 

"You two have fun. Who wants the rest of my beer?" 

 Selena stood up and sharply asked, "You're leaving?" 

 I nodded and set my beer down on the deck. "Yeah. We'll get together later, Sel. You two have fun." Toni said, "But..." and didn't seem to have more to say until I headed toward the bedroom, then she asked, "Where are you going? That's the bedroom." 

 I grinned at her and said, "The beer wants out, ma'am. That's also where the bathroom is," then I continued walking. 

 Someone behind me set a bottle down hard on the tub deck and I heard Selena whisper harshly. Toni's response was an equally harsh whisper as I closed the bathroom door and went about my business. The whispers became murmurs that were drowned out by the splashing rush of used beer. 

 'Appropriate,' I thought. 'Piss on the whole Toni-Ed-Selena idea. Time to fly.' 

 I heard movement in the bedroom as I zipped up. When I opened the bathroom door, Selena was putting on a pair of blue jean cutoffs, her breasts bobbling wildly as she yanked at them to pull them up. 

 "Going somewhere?" I asked. 

 "With you," she said, standing straight and fastening her belt buckle. I went into the living room and saw Toni climbing out of the hot tub in tears. I got there in time to hand her towel to her. 

 "This whole mess isn't worth crying over," I said. "There were never any guarantees for any of us that a three-way would happen. Stay here while I talk to Selena." 

 I went back to the bedroom without waiting for Toni's response. Selena had added a blouse and one sneaker and was looking for the other sneaker around the bed. 

 "Sel, it didn't work out. No biggie. We'll have other times, so don't toss Toni away because she had some reservations. Everybody has a few, you know. Who knows? She may change her mind later." Selena was in one of her 'don't argue with me' moods. 

 "If she can't accept you, she can't have me, either, Ed." 

 "You didn't feel that way before this evening. What brought you two together? Are you saying that's changed, just because she didn't play along in the tub with a guy she'd only known for a few hours?" Sel stood straight and glared at me for a moment. "Well, how very reasonable of you! What is it, Ed? 

Can't you stand the thought of letting Toni get away? I saw you looking her over every chance you got. Ever hopeful; is that it?" 

 I shrugged and sat on the corner of the bed with a grin. "Well, hell, yes, that's part of it, just like it is for you. We both like beautiful, athletic women, and she's the finest looking woman I've seen since I met you. What the hell's your point, there, ma'am? Are you sure you aren't just pissed 'cause you aren't getting your way tonight?" 

 She almost said something, and I'll probably never know what kind of caustic, rending statement or question it would have been. Her mouth opened and stayed that way for a moment as her index finger prepared to punctuate whatever she'd been about to say. Then her mouth closed and she sat down on the other corner of the bed. 

 "Well, shit," she muttered. "You're right." 

 "I always said you were a controlling bitch at heart. That's one of the things I like best about you, you know. If you want it, you go for it. You take no shit and you take no prisoners, and all that other go-gettum stuff. Trouble is, that kind of attitude doesn't prepare you well for when someone else has other ideas, and as of a few minutes ago, I think it was still a free country. As much as we may lust to wet her down, oil her up, and have our way with her, Toni still has a right to say no to me." Selena stood up and snapped, "That's what pissed me off! She turned you down, Ed! Under the circumstances, that's like rejecting both of us." 

 "Ahh... Well, no, not really. She said no. Whether to me, to sex, to stripping in the tub, to the field stuff, or whatever, she said no. That's what pissed you off, Sel; the fact that she said no when you were expecting a yes." 

 I checked my watch. Seven o'clock plus a few. 

 "It's still early," I said. "Why don't you two stay here and see if you can get past all this. Tell Toni about some of the things I like to do to you and for you and see if she isn't tempted, after all. Have a couple more drinks, mess around, and see how you feel about things tomorrow. You don't have to give up either one of us, Sel. We both want you, so maybe it'll work out to Toni and me taking alternate days or weekends with you or something like that. We aren't able to be together much more often than that as things are, so it wouldn't be that big a stretch, would it?" 

 Getting to my feet, I walked over to her and pulled her into a kiss that was broken a few seconds along by a light tapping on the bedroom door. We turned to see Toni, holding up a bottle of gin and giving us a kind of 'don't kill me, please' smile. 

 "I found this under the sink and I'm really not a beer drinker. Can we all sit down somewhere and talk?" Some minutes later, Toni --still in her bikini, but with the towel around her like a sarong --had mixed us some lightweight drinks and we were all seated around the kitchen table. A couple of sips later, Toni managed to begin to put into words what was on her mind, but she tried to tread very lightly at first. 

 "You two were in the bedroom talking. I couldn't get to my clothes, or... Well, look, I couldn't help hearing everything. Sorry if that bothers anyone, but you weren't really quiet, you know." She took another nervous sip of her drink and continued, "I heard what Ed said and before anything else, I want to say that I think you're a hell of a nice guy, Ed, and it wasn't you that turned me off. Not your age, anyway. It was the spooky field stuff you were doing and the idea that you'd actually let someone put something in your head. I just couldn't... can't get past that for some reason. I have this mental image of you with invisible tentacles reaching everywhere around you." Selena asked, "How the hell can you have mental images of invisible stuff? That doesn't make any sense, Toni." 

 "Uh, well, they aren't exactly invisible to me when I imagine them." Selena grinned and shook her head. 

 "Well," said Toni emphatically, "They aren't, okay?" With a snicker, Selena shook her head again and sipped her gin. I put my left hand next to Toni's on the table, palm-up. She glanced at it, then looked questioningly at me. 

 "Put your hand in mine," I said. "Tell me what you feel while you're touching me." When she didn't move immediately, Sel said, "Oh, go ahead. He touches me all the time, and you've touched me. You think you're gonna catch some kind of fucking field disease or something?" She snickered again, then rather seriously added, "I probably shouldn't be drinking this stuff. Not after two beers." 

 Toni chuckled and finally laid her hand in mine, then looked up at me again. 
Chapter Twenty-One

 "Now close your eyes," I said. 

 "Why?" 

 "To see if you can." 

 "What? Why?" 

 "To see if you can. That's all. Do you feel safe and secure enough around us to close your eyes? Or are you worried that we might do something to you? Um, well, rephrase that to read; 'do something to you that you wouldn't enjoy'?" 

 Toni looked slightly confused as she said, "Uh, no, probably not, I guess." 

 "Wow. Such conviction. Okay, different questions; would you go to bed with Sel again?" Sel looked up and grinned. Toni looked like a deer in the headlights for a moment before she said, "Uh, yes." Her voice firmed up as she added, "I'd do it again. Yes." 

 "Okay," I said. "Now, what about me? If I didn't have an implant, would you share me with Selena?" 

 "I, uh... Well, yeah, I suppose so. Under the same circumstances. With Selena." Toni's nervousness made Selena giggle and nearly inhale her gin. The giggle turned to a laugh, then died to an 'I can't believe I did that' look with a hand over her mouth. "Sorry," said Selena. "That one just got away from me, I guess. Anybody got a napkin?" 

 I used my field to pull a couple of paper towels off the roll by the sink and bring them over to Selena. Letting her take one of the towels and flicking the other just out of her reach, I then let it hang in front of Toni. After a slight hesitation, she reached for it with her free hand. I didn't let it go right away, so she had to pull it free of the field. 

 "My field is exactly the same as Stephanie's, only much weaker," I said. "Every time you got on or off the flitter today, you passed through her field. Did you feel anything when you did it? Anything at all?" 

 "No, but with radiation, you don't feel anything, anyway." 

 "Fields aren't radiation like you're thinking of radiation. They're just energy, focused and used to manipulate matter. Or even to repel radiation, come to think of it. I can't tell you how many times Steph and I have gone right up to the edge of space on a sunny day. Up to where there isn't any atmosphere and you can see the whole world turning below. No sunburns from it yet." 

 "Oh, God," breathed Toni. "I'd love to be able to do that. Just once." She shook her head and sipped her gin, then softly repeated, "Just once." 

 Selena said, "So do it. You flew today, didn't you? 

 "That's different, Sel. That's real different from what he's talking about." Sel stood up and grabbed the gin bottle, then headed for the sink, saying, "No it isn't. You get in and you go. If you get all freaky on the way, Steph can zap you again with the theta waves. Is anybody else ready for another one?" 

 Toni said, "You'd better slow down, girl. That's not lemonade." Leaning a hip on the counter, Sel said, "I passed up a party today to party here, so I'm gonna party. You guys can push, pull, or get out of the way." 

 When Toni looked at me, I said, "When the time comes, you grab her arms and I'll grab her legs and we'll haul her into the bathtub." 

 Sel lifted her right leg and laid it on the table in front of me as she said, "There he goes, grabbing the legs again. He always goes for the legs. He's a sucker for legs." 

 I ran my fingers from her ankle to her thigh and leaned to kiss that thigh, then nipped her lightly. Sel squeaked and tried to pull her leg back, but I got a grip on her calf and the underside of her upper thigh and let my fingers tickle her intimately. She squeaked again and had to hop in place to keep her balance. In a conversational tone, I asked Toni, "You want a lick before I let her go?" Toni had grabbed our drinks to keep them from winding up in our laps. She laughed and leaned to plant a kiss on Sel's thigh, then laughed some more. I worked in one last tickle before I let go of Sel's leg. She responded with a whoop, a slap at my hand, and hysterical laughter, then regained her equilibrium enough to let go of the countertop. 

 I took as a good sign that both women were laughing breathlessly by that time. As Sel threatened me with dire retributions, she made another round of drinks and rather deliberately left mine on the counter as she handed one to Toni and sat down with her own. I fielded the glass to my hand and smiled at the ladies, then took a sip. Sel had been very liberal with the gin. 

 "Damn, Sel!" I said, "Did you bother to add any mixer?" 

 "A little," she said. "For flavor." 

 Toni sipped hers and made a face as she shuddered. "It is a bit strong, Sel." Selena grinned and again whisperingly chanted her little, "Caaannndy Asss..." refrain as she prepared to sip her own drink. As soon as she took that sip, though, her opinion changed. "Damn. Maybe I did mix them a little strong, at that." 

 "Like maybe you forgot to add some mixer, you think?" asked Toni. "Here, I'll fix. Gimme your glasses, people." 

 She rose and went to the counter, reaching back for our glasses. Her towel, which had been tuck-knotted in place, decided to remain with the chair, which again allowed Selena and me an unobstructed view of her bikini-clad loveliness. 

 "Wow," I said. "Dare you to put your leg on the table, lady." Toni gave me a wry grin, then seemed to think about it. Without warning, while holding our glasses in each of her hands, she lifted her right leg until her knee was above the table, then she slowly and smoothly straightened her leg and lowered it so that it came to rest on the table. All in all, it was a marvelous demonstration of strength and control. 

 "Damn," said Sel. "I didn't know you could do something like that." 

 "Aerobics and dance," said a grinning Toni. "Years of it." I looked at the finely-toned female thigh on the table in front of me and had an urge to taste it, so I did, following a quick lick with a kiss. Sel ran her fingertips over Toni's leg and simply said, "Wow. Nice." 

 "Well put, miLady," I said. Glancing at Toni, I added, "Her other leg isn't bad, either. Check it out, there. Solid as a rock, I'd say." 

 Still grinning, Toni seemingly effortlessly lifted her leg straight up from the table, then folded it so her foot would clear the table edge and lowered her foot to the floor. She then turned and put both glasses on the counter and reached for the mixer. 

 "Well, I'm sure as hell impressed," I said to Sel. "How about you, ma'am?" 

 "Oh, yeah. Me too," she said with a grin, "Very impressed. But you know, Ed, legs like those are very high-maintenance items." 

 In mock-seriousness, I asked, "Oh? How so?" 

 Sel leaned back and said, "Lots of ways. It takes a lot of work to get 'em looking like that and it takes a lot of work to keep 'em that way. I vote we offer to help her keep 'em looking like that." 

 "Seconded, of course. Absolutely. What are you proposing, exactly?" 

 "Well, there's a lot to do, so let's divide up the work. You take one and I'll take the other. That way we can be thorough. We can pass the oil back and forth as necessary and when we're done, we can check each others' work. How's that?" 

 I nodded. "Good plan, ma'am. Good plan. Nothing left to chance, and all that." Toni giggled as she stirred, a most inciteful combination of motions. 

 Sel leaned across the table and stage-whispered, "That's a good sign. I think she's getting over her shyness." 

 Toni turned around and handed each of us a glass. "Here you go. Mixed properly, this time." She then picked up her own glass and set it on the table, then picked up her towel and folded it on her chair before sitting on it. 

 "Well?" she asked, "How are they?" 

 "Your legs?" I asked. "They're fine. Great, even, aren't they, Sel?" 

 "Yup," said Selena, glancing at Toni's legs. "Definitely great." Toni grinned at us as she said, "Don't play dumb. You know I meant the drinks." She sipped hers and made a slight frown. "Well, duh. I was listening to you two and forgot the ice." As she prepared to rise, I put a hand on her arm and shook my head as I sent a cooling field into her drink. When an inch-wide blob of ice had appeared, I did the same to Selena's drink, then my own. Selena poked at the ice ball a few times, then looked at me. "Cool. I mean... Well, yeah. 'Cool' fits. Neat trick, Ed." 

 She'd seen me do it before often enough, so it seemed likely to me that her amazement was for Toni's benefit. 

 Toni also nudged her ice ball with a finger, then tasted her finger before picking up her glass with a look of determination and saying, "I'm not going to let that field... stuff... get to me anymore, Ed." She took a very deliberate sip of her drink, smiled, and said, "That's a little better." Selena nodded and said, "Much more drinkable now. I think I'll try to make this one last a while, though. 

'Scuse me a minute, guys. I'm going to go turn off the hot tub." 

 As Sel got up and headed for the tub, Toni said, "Wait a minute, Sel. I was about to suggest that we start the evening over. Can we do that?" 

 I shrugged and said, "We already have, I think. All we have to do now is decide what to do with it." Selena came back to the table and asked, "You sure, Toni?" 

 Toni nodded and sipped her drink, then sighed deeply and said, "Yeah. I just needed some time to get used to some things." With a small smile, she added, "And I kind of want to find out what you see in this guy." 

 Hand over heart, I tried to look shocked without having to put my drink down and responded, "What? 

It isn't obvious? Sel, maybe she isn't as bright as I thought." 

 Sel snickered and said, "She's bright enough to get a rise out of you." 

 "She caught me off guard, that's all. For a second there, I was worried that she really couldn't see all my wonderful qualities." 

 Toni laughed and said, "Hoo-hoo! You mean like modesty? Humility? Those wonderful qualities?" Puffing up slightly in mock indignation, I said, "Yeah. Especially those. Being modest and humble takes a lot of effort, you know." 

 Sel giggled and said, "It takes more effort for some than others. Since we're starting over, if we aren't gonna turn off the tub, I'm gonna use it." 

 She pulled off her sneakers and headed for the bedroom. I heard a double thump as they hit the floor in there. 

 Standing up, I said, "Me, too. The tub should be cool enough by now. Back in a minute," and followed Sel to the bedroom. I stopped at the bedroom door and turned to ask, "Will I need a swimsuit?" Toni had also risen from the table and now stood near the hot tub. She put her drink down, turned to look at me with a smile, and said, "I don't think so," as she reached behind her and unclasped her bikini top, then slipped it off. 

 Small mounds with nipples. Nice, trim. Neatly symmetrical, like the rest of her. My gaze rested briefly on her breasts, then returned to her legs. I nodded and went into the bedroom to undress and toss my clothes on a chair. 

 Selena was already naked and I was already standing at attention in one respect that got her attention when I dropped my pants She stopped in front of me on her way to the bathroom, grasped my pole with a speculative gaze, and asked, "Well, what do you think?" 

 I looked her over from her ankles up and smiled as I asked, "Can't you tell? I think you're gorgeous. Wonderful. As usual." 

 She kissed me and said, "Well, thanks, but I meant Toni, you bozo." 

 "But you were squeezing me while you asked the question. Yeah. She's great too, of course. Gorgeous, wonderful, all that. Great legs." 

 Her other hand smacked my shoulder. "Dammit, let some blood into your brain and get with the program. I mean how do you think she's handling all this?" 

 "Sorry. You know how hard it is for me to think when you're dressed like that. Toni's probably in the tub by now. Topless, if not bottomless." 

 "She took off her top?" 

 "Yeah," I said. "She did, and I'm taking that as a positive sign. No suit for me." With a smug grin, Selena gave me a last squeeze, turned, and finished her journey to the bathroom. A pit stop suddenly seemed like a real good idea, so I sat on the bed and I waited for my turn in there. When Toni's voice asked, "Is Sel in the bathroom?" I tried not to seem too startled as I turned to face her. Toni was now bottomless, as well, and leaning against the bedroom door frame with a small smile. I reached to run my fingers admiringly down her right thigh and said, "Yup. That she is. I was next in line, but I'm not suffering greatly. You go ahead." 

 "You're sure?" 

 I laughed. "Look at my lap. As long as you're out here, I wouldn't be able to go, anyway." Toni had noticed the object in my lap. "Did I make that happen?" she asked. 

 "Well, no, not exactly. Sel gave it a squeeze just before she went in there, but you're definitely keeping it up in her absence." 

 Without taking her eyes off my dick, she asked, "She gave it a squeeze, huh?" 

 "Yup. Works every time, even when I'm driving." 

 Toni laughed and asked, "When you're driving? She messes with you while you're driving?" I grinned and said, "Yeah, but only on the longer trips. She doesn't like to have to wait for it to go down before we can get out of the car." 

 Laughing again, Toni sat down on my left and almost tentatively reached for my dick. I leaned back on the bed to give her elbow room as she gripped it. That, of course, is when Sel opened the bathroom door and stepped out. Toni's hand instantly flashed back to her own lap and joined her other hand there. Selena grinned and said, "Oh, don't even pretend, Toni. Go ahead. I'm sure Ed won't mind too much." She came to sit on my right side and got a firm grip on my shaft, then pulled down slightly to stretch the skin. "See?" she said, "There's room for both of us on that thing." Toni's hand again tentatively reached to wrap around my dick just above Sel's hand. The head of it was all that was visible as Sel leaned to take a lick, and the friction of her tongue made it buck in their hands. Toni giggled and leaned to take a lick of her own, which made it buck again. Both ladies found that hilarious and each took another lick. Their giggles turned to laughter as they played with it. Some moments into this game, Toni suddenly sat bolt upright and said, "Oops. Gotta go," as she released me. She stood up and quickly headed for the bathroom. 

 Sel kept her grip on me and simply turned her next lick into considerably more than that as she took me into her mouth and descended on my shaft until her lips touched her hand. For some moments she worked at it as if trying to make me come. When Toni came out of the bathroom, Sel continued for a few more seconds, then took me out of her mouth and asked, "Are you going to help or just stand there and watch?" 

 Toni said, "Uh..." and remained standing by the bathroom door for a moment, then came to sit next to me again. She regarded me thoughtfully for a moment more, then looked at Sel, who shifted position slightly and nudged my middle hard enough to remind me why I'd originally sat down there. 

 "Uhm, ladies," I said, "I was next in the bathroom..." Sel looked at me and said, "You can wait a few more minutes, can't you?" It was less a question than a statement. "Suffer gracefully, okay?" 

 Toni snickered, then laughed. Her hand reached to replace Sel's hand and she leaned to take me into her mouth. 

 It took some fifteen minutes of their ministrations to bring me off, by which time I really, really had to go. Selena happened to be the one to receive the grand prize, and as soon as her grip on me slackened, I muttered, "Sorry, ma'am. Gotta run," and heaved myself up and off the bed on my way to the john. As I slipped on the tile floor by the bathroom door and caught myself on the door frame, I saw Toni reach for Selena and pull her into a kiss. 
Chapter Twenty-Two

 Once past the hurdle of Toni's trepidation concerning my field and comm implants, the rest of the weekend went fairly well. I say 'fairly' only because I sometimes found myself feeling superfluous. While playing in the hot tub, oiling each other excessively, and showering, we had a lot of fun teaming up on each other, but there were times during our various lovemakings in which it seemed to me that the involvement of a third person could actually interfere with someone's pleasure. One such time was while Sel was astride me and posting herself ever upward toward her pinnacle of pleasure. I saw Toni almost reach to touch her, then decide against doing anything that might distract her. With my free hand, I captured hers and kissed it. Toni smiled and lay still, snuggling slightly against me as she watched Sel crest and ride out her orgasm. 

 Another such time, the ladies had become so engrossed in their explorations of each other that I simply sipped my drink and kept out of their way. Sel came first, and in the cooling aftermath of her orgasm she seemed to notice for the first time in fifteen minutes or so that I'd removed myself from activities. When she gave me a questioning look, I grinned and said, "Well, I didn't want to break anyone's concentration." 

 Toni looked up to give me a wry smile from her prone position between Sel's legs, then she pushed herself to a kneeling position and knee-walked across the bed until she could sling a leg over my legs and wiggled her way the short remaining distance until she was positioned precisely over my dick. She took my drink from my hand and sipped it, then, rather than simply hand it back to me, she leaned far forward to place it on the night stand. That put her breasts flat against my chest and her face above mine as she wiggled her dampness back and forth against my dick. 

 When Toni slid forward and raised herself slightly, the head of my dick slipped just inside her and she said with a grin, "Sel's real happy now. I want to be real happy, too. Will you make me happy, mister? If you promise to make me real happy, too, I'll let you in." 

 I grinned back and said, "I never promise more than my best effort, ma'am." Toni pretended to think deeply about that for a moment, then said, "That'll do." She kissed me hard and lowered herself until I was buried to the hilt within her. Holding herself very still, she gave Sel a mock look of vast surprise and said, "Oooo... That damned thing's kinda big, isn't it?" Sel laughed at Toni's clowning as she reached for her drink. "It's always been big enough for me," she said. "Just don't break it, okay?" 

 "Oh, hey, I'll second that," I said quickly. "Don't hurt me, lady." Toni laughed, creating some interesting sensations around that part of me that was deep within her, and began using me. I say it that way because that was how it seemed to me. Whether she was posting, grinding against me, kissing me, or tasting my shoulder and neck, she gave me no impression whatsoever that she gave a fat damn how I was receiving her attentions. Her actions seemed to concern only her self-pleasuring, and I felt as if I was essentially only her means of achieving her goal. With Selena, almost nothing much that either of us did at such times wasn't geared at least partially to pleasure the other person. Not so with Toni. She simply used me until she almost screamed her completion, and then, when her head cleared a bit, she seemed puzzled by the fact that I hadn't come. 

 "It's still up," she said. "It didn't go off." 

 "It doesn't always. That doesn't mean I didn't have a good time, ma'am." Sel giggled and said, "I think he was too busy watching you. I know I was. You're such an animal, Toni." Turning to me with another giggle, she asked, "Do you feel used, Ed?" With as much of a look of innocence as I could muster, I said, "Oh, yes I do. Definitely. Used is the word, ma'am. Very used. Taken, in fact. Had, I'd call it." 

 Cracking up with giggles, Sel managed to say, "Pooor... Baaa-by!" before she rolled over to smother her laughter in a pillow. 

 With a look of mock irritation, Toni reached to goose her, which made Sel shriek and stiffen before another fit of laughter claimed her. Toni lifted herself a bit to ease the pressure on her legs, relaxed back to full impalement, and then let herself fall forward until her face was nose-to-nose with mine. 

 "So why didn't you come, really?" she asked. 

 I kissed her and said, "I was too wrapped up in watching you. I forgot." With a skeptical gaze, she lingered there for a moment, then kissed me deeply and sat back up. She bounced herself on me a couple of times, then reached behind herself to cup my balls and tickle me. 

 "Uh-uh," she said. "I don't get off until you go off." 

 "Delicately put," I said. "But what if I'm not ready to come, ma'am? What if I'm having too much fun being up and inside you?" 

 "Uh-uh," she repeated. "Here's how it works, Ed. You man, me woman, and this woman say man always come in this woman. Got it?" 

 I gave as much of a shrug as I could manage and said, "Go for it, then. Be my guest. Mind if I ask why?" Selena was the one to answer that. She'd rolled over onto an elbow and lay looking at me as she said, 

"Sometimes things just don't feel finished, Ed. Even when a woman comes, it just doesn't always feel complete if the man doesn't blow his wad inside her. It doesn't have anything to do with orgasms. It's just what it takes sometimes to make a woman feel... well, like she's really gotten what she came for, you know?" 

 I looked up at Toni. She nodded in silent agreement, then said, "Sometimes an orgasm is enough. This isn't one of those times." 

 Sel snickered and said, "Better cooperate, Ed. Women who don't get what they want can turn real mean, and she's in pretty good shape." 

 I laughed and ran my hands over Toni's thighs as I grinned up at her and said, "She damned sure is. It will be my extreme pleasure to satisfy you, miLady. Make me come. You may have all you can squeeze out of me." 

 Sel said, "Save me a little for later, Toni. Now I'm probably going to feel the same way my next time at bat." 

 Toni chuckled and started posting her way toward her --our --new goal. After some minutes and a bit of frenetic effort, she felt me expand slightly inside her and stiffen a bit more. Her eyes opened and met mine as she very deliberately rammed herself upon me the few more times it took to trigger my throbbing and spurting, then she sat up straight and held herself very still as she felt it happen deep inside her. After wiggling and stroking to encourage the last few driblets and drops out of me, she relaxed, lay forward, and kissed me. "Now we're finished," she whispered. 

 Sel giggled again and asked, "Do you still feel used, Ed?" 

 Between Toni's quick little kisses, I said, "Yup. Do. Still. Very." Toni laughed and said, "Good. You're supposed to. Oh, my legs! They won't move! I think they're stuck! Sel, would you get me a towel? I may not be able to get up in time to keep from leaking." Rolling off the bed, Sel said, "One towel, coming up." As she trotted to the bathroom, she called back, 

"Ever think of trying a different position?" 

 "I have," said Toni. "But I really like this one best, at least until it's over." As Sel walked back to the bed and tossed Toni a hand towel, she said, "I like it from the rear most times. It feels even bigger that way, and he can really drive it in deep." Toni smiled and asked, "How do you like to do it, Ed?" 

 I grinned and said, "With you." 

 Toni poked me in the belly with an index finger and said, "You know what I mean." I pretended to give the matter some thought, then said, "That depends on the woman, I guess. Since I naturally want her to think I'm the best she ever had, I'd rather do it in her favorite position. Or positions. Whatever she gets the most from." 

 Sel stepped around the bed and said, "Knowing you, that's probably the truth as you see it, but we want to know which position you like the best." 

 I made an effort to look dubious. "Well, gee, that's kinda personal, lady." Toni laughed and rolled off me, tucking the towel between her legs. 

 Sel said, "Hey, fair's fair! I told you, didn't I?" 

 I shrugged. "You had to. Otherwise it would have been up to me, and who knows what would have happened?" 

 Toni laughed again and said, "His favorite position is probably in. That's all; just in." Sel shook her head and said, "Uh-uh. Everybody has a favorite position. C'mon, Ed. What's yours?" I sighed and conceded to her curiosity. "Rear." 

 Her response was instantaneous. "Why?" 

 "Well, damn, nosey. Why do you think? It lasts longer that way." Toni really laughed that time. "You don't think you last long enough? I had to ride you twice to get you off." 

 "Doesn't matter. I'd rather stay up and stay in than get off and get soft. Besides, when I'm up one way, I'm up all the other ways, too. Enthusiasm tends to soften with everything else afterwards. Like now, for instance. What am I doing in a bed with two wonderfully naked women? Talking. Just talking." I put a fingertip on Toni's right nipple and said with a grin, "If you hadn't been so damned greedy, I'd still be up. And in. Now I'm not, and it's all your fault." 

 "Awww," said Sel, cupping my face in her hands for a kiss, "Pooooor little guy. We'll just have to make it up to you somehow." 

 Toni waved dismissively and said, "You make it up to him. I got what I wanted." 

 "Greedy," I said. "Like I said before. Greedy. No conscience. A damned nice ride, though, for a woman with no concern for the needs of others." 

 Toni stuck her tongue out at us and laughed in a theatrical bad-guy manner, "Mmwahaha... She's had her way with yet another innocent young man..." 

 "Kewl. She called me young, Sel. I can almost forgive her, just for that." 

 "It was a figure of speech," said Toni. "I will say, however, that you were a good ride, too. Does that help?" 

 "Immensely. Glad to be of service, ma'am. Proud to have expended myself in such a cause. And in such a woman." 

 Sel seemed slightly disgruntled. "If you two are finished stroking each other," she said, "Would someone see about another round of drinks, please?" 

 I looked at Toni and stage-whispered, "I think the 'someone' she's referring to would be me." 

 "Naturally," said Toni. "My legs are still feeling it and I'm still leaking. And you have to admit, you are the odd man out in here." 

 I sat up and pulled Sel into a kiss, then asked, "May I puh-leeze have you next, miLady? Just as soon as I'm able again?" 

 Without releasing her gaze, I ran my fingertips over her jawline, neck and shoulders, then down the backs of her arms, over her breasts, and onto her thighs. Trails of goosebumps followed my fingers, but she drew herself up and said, "We'll see how you mix the drinks, first." As I slung my legs off the bed, she smiled slightly and said, "On second thought, try to get some rest while you get the drinks. You'll need it." 

 I kissed her again and said, "Promise me that." 

 "Count on it." 

 "Close enough. Back in a few. Should I knock first?" 

 "Yeah. Do that." 

 "How? I'll have drinks in both hands." 

 "If you're rested enough, you'll be able to use something else." Toni laughed and asked, "Do you two rehearse this stuff?" 

 I stood very straight and tried to look solemn as I said, "As often as possible, but I'm beginning to think she knows me too well." 

 Sel looked at Toni and said, "Count on that, too. Five years ago, I was just an innocent young woman, laboring to make it through college..." 

 Toni couldn't contain her burst of laughter, then she acted contrite and said, "Oh, please pardon my outburst, of course. Go on with your story." 

 Looking somewhat miffed at the interruption, Sel continued, "As I was saying... A woman friend introduced me to her man friend --this guy --and we all had a thing for about four years before she moved to Atlanta to use her scholarship. I sort of inherited him when she left. You know how it is. I couldn't just turn him out into the cold." 

 Playing along, Toni agreed. "No, of course not. Then what?" 

 Sel shrugged. "Well, it hasn't been that long since she left, so there really hasn't been much 'then what' 

until you came along. I've just been having him up here on weekends or as necessary to help keep me from banging every guy I see." 

 Toni nodded sagely. "Good thinking. I have to say that most of what I've seen on campus is too much like what I saw in high school, anyway. Jerks and geeks. What makes this one different? The fact that he's older and wiser or something?" 

 "Well, that's definitely a factor, of course, but then there's his willingness to please and the fact that he seems to have been everywhere and done everything. I can ask him about a piece of music or art and he'll spit out the answer most times. The same goes for geography and history. That's kind of handy for a student." 

 "Well, I guess so. American history or world history?" 

 I'd been silently regarding them in turn as they chatted about me. Sel suddenly grinned and faced me as she said, "Any history, as far as I can tell. Go ahead, Ed. Say something historical." I shrugged and said, "Okay. Who led the Boston Tea party?" 

 Toni blinked. "Damn. Does anybody really know that?" 

 Sel said, "He does, or he wouldn't have asked." 

 Toni gave me an appraising look and then surprised me. She whistled a few bars of music, then grinningly asked, "Who dunnit?" 

 "Schubert," I said, "Piano sonata #11 in F minor." 

 She squinted at me with her mouth hanging open, then composed herself and whistled another bit of music. 

 "Ace of the Base," I said. "From their 'Bridge' album, but I don't know the song's title." After a moment, Toni muttered, "Close e-fucking-nough. Jeez." She thought a moment, then excitedly said, "Get this one, Brainiac: Big event in France in 1889." 

 "If you mean Paris, that's the year they completed the Eiffel Tower." 

 "Ow, damn it! Okay, okay, just a minute!" 

 "I'll get the drinks while you conjure up a really good one," I said. Toni irritatedly said, "Yeah. You do that." 
Chapter Twenty-Three

 I heard the buzz of their voices and the occasional snicker or giggle while I made the drinks. As I returned to the room and handed the ladies their glasses, Toni and Sel had canary-eating grins on their faces. 

 After sipping her drink, Toni asked, "You ready, Brainiac?" 

 I smiled and said, "Try me." 

 "Okay, then. In what year was the first book printed in English?" 

 "Officially, William Caxton did that in 1475." 

 Both ladies had a minor hissy fit of irritation, then settled enough for Toni to ask, "Hey, you aren't cheating, are you? Is Stephanie feeding you the answers through that thing in your head?" Sel reached to touch Toni's arm and shook her head. "No, Toni. Don't go there. We used to play this game long before he got involved with the Amarans." 

 Toni settled back and said, "Yeah. Okay. Sorry, but it just occurred to me, you know? I don't know him like you do." 

 "No sweat," I said. "I've heard things like that before." 

 "Damn," said Toni. "I wish my brother were here... Well, no, I don't really, given the circumstances, but I'll bet Teddy could kick your ass in sports trivia, Ed." 

 I laughed and said, "I'd guarantee it, Toni. I don't mess with sports trivia. That's why I don't try out for game shows. They'd get me every time on that stuff." 

 "Not at all? Not any sport? Why not?" 

 "Okay, you asked. No slight to your brother, but sports crap is as boring as most sports. I don't care who did what in which game when, so I never bother with it." 

 "Well, how is knowing who printed the first book in English more valuable?" I shrugged. "Maybe it isn't," I said, "But it's more interesting to me than sports." Thus went the weekend. When we weren't in bed, we were in the shower or the hot tub or devouring pizzas and drinks. Now and then Toni or Sel --or both of them --would kick up a question about something obscure just to see if I could answer it. I missed one of Toni's questions having to do with pop music from the seventies, largely because I was in the middle of Africa at the time the song made the charts. 

 Explaining my reason for not knowing the answer opened the door for some questions I simply didn't want to answer. It didn't seem to me that Toni was the type to be able to understand the motivations of combat activities very well, so I generally avoided all mention of those times in my life or redirected any questions that seemed to lead that direction. 

 After one such redirection Sunday afternoon, Toni slumped in her chair at the kitchen table, crossed her arms, and huffed, "Okay. I get the damned hint." 

 "Maybe another time," I said. "I just don't want to take a chance on spoiling things this weekend." 

 "The weekend is damned near over," she said, still in a frump about it. 

 "There's plenty else to talk about, Toni. Sometimes talking about things like that spoil other things for me, and I'd rather not take that chance, either. I'm kind of happy with those other things just as they are." Toni seemed to peer at me for a moment, then brightened with a trace of embarrassment. "Oh! You mean that there are some things you'd rather forget, right? Hey, I'm sorry, Ed." I shrugged, rather than try to reply to that. There was nothing that I particularly wanted to forget, but the idea that there might be gave Toni an excuse not to feel slighted by my refusing to tell her anything of my time in various war zones. 

 Sunday evening, Toni excused herself on the grounds that Monday would be a big day at school and headed home to Gainesville. After seeing her off, Sel seemed to have something on her mind for a while that put her in a rather somber mood, but the mood disappeared about an hour later when we shared a shower and went to bed. I took my time in pleasing her and left no goosebumps unturned in the process. A few hours later we were ready for another shower and some sleep. 

 Monday morning, Selena was out of the house and on her way to her campus by seven. I saw her off, then lingered over coffee and toast as I waited for Linda's call. When her call hadn't come by eight, I asked Steph to locate Linda for me. 

 Steph popped in to sit with me as she said, "Linda's at her office, Ed. Her car shows no signs of having been used within the last ten hours." 

 "Thanks, Steph. I'll give her a ring and roust her." 

 Using my comm implant, I called Linda's datapad and waited. When a few minutes had passed, I asked Stephanie if Linda was alone in her office. 

 "Yes," said Steph. "She appears to be asleep on her office couch." 

 "Well, her offices will be full of people shortly, and I doubt that she'd be happy to have any of them walk in on her. Let's wake her up." 

 "Are you sure you want to do that, Ed?" 

 "She can go back to sleep after we talk. Linda said she wanted to talk to me before I went to Dr. Breen's office, so I figure she must have had a reason." 

 "Okay, Ed." 

 I waited some moments for some response from Linda before I asked, "Is she awake, yet?" 

 "No, Ed. She isn't responding to my callings." 

 "Nudge her and..." 

 "I just tried that. Linda seems unable to waken, Ed. Her vitals appear normal, but she isn't waking up." 

 "Keep trying for another few minutes. If we can't wake her up, we'll call Doris and have her drop by to give it a shot." 

 A couple of minutes ticked by before Steph said, "She's awake, Ed. She says to give her a few minutes to get organized." 

 Relief washed over me, startling me slightly because I hadn't realized how tense I had been. I sipped coffee and waited for Linda's face to appear on my pad, but instead, she activated her voice-only link. 

 "Are you there, Ed?" 

 "Yup. More importantly, are you there, Linda? Awake, I mean?" 

 "Yes. Barely. Thanks. I have about ten minutes before the world starts beating on my door. About Dr. Breen..." 

 "In a minute. What about you? Why were you so hard to wake up? I've seen you bolt out of a bed because of some wrong sound a block away." 

 "Just damned tired, Ed. There have been some new developments concerning One Earth. The Grand Forks cops picked up a One Earther on an old assault warrant. He's a third timer, and that means that he'll go back to prison for a long haul. The DA and the feds may try to make a deal with him if he seems to know anything worthwhile. But never mind that. Dr. Breen is someone we want aboard our boat here at 3rd World, and your shooting incident gives us a perfect opportunity to explain what happened by showing her some things that we ordinarily couldn't. We've --I've --pitched her before, but she couldn't or wouldn't accept our offers at that time. I don't have time to tell you why right now because I have to get ready for work. Just do your best to make her want a better look at what we have to offer." 

 "Linda, why aren't you trying to recruit her? You've already met her. Why send me?" 

 "I can't get away at the moment, and you're the guy with the field hardware in his head. You and Stephanie are the bait to make her switch to 3rd World." 

 In a flat tone, I said, "Well, hot damn. An assignment." 

 "Exactly. Try to summon up a bit more enthusiasm, will you? We want you to bring her aboard by any means short of kidnapping her. Put on a show for her." 

 "That's me. Mr. Hollywood. What kind of doc is she?" 

 "Medical, mostly, but she has degrees in several fields. Can I say 'tell you later' without causing more questions right now? I have to go, Ed. Right now." 

 I envisioned her with her beautiful legs crossed under her desk as I said, "Well, sure, ma'am. Any advice about how to get her attention?" 

 Linda sighed and said, "I can tell you what not to try. She's a lesbian, Ed, so don't try to pick her up, okay? Be cool. Just show her field tricks and get her interest." 

 "Roger that, Fearless Leader. No sweat. Have no fear. I'll be on my best behavior. I'll try regaling her with 3rd's benefit plans or something." 

 Linda sighed again and said, "Just watch it, Ed. She's probably heard all the kinds of bullshit there are, so don't try to be cute with her. Scare her off or piss her off and I'll have you mopping floors to keep your checks coming." 

 "Woo. Gotcha. Loud 'n clear. You guys really want this one, huh?" 

 "That we do. May I be permitted to sign the hell off and go pee, now, and maybe even put some coffee on?" 

 "Over. Out. Bye." 

 "Bye. Hey, call me back in a few minutes. There's more." 

 "Will do. Bye again, boss." 

 "Bye, Ed." 

 Once Linda had disconnected, I used my implant to call Elkor and ask to see some info on Dr. Breen. 

 "What sort of information would you require, Ed? Without specific authorization..." 

 "Well, her first name and a picture of her would be nice, and Linda's wanting me to recruit her is real close to being a de facto authorization for at least some info, isn't it? Can't work in the dark, man. Does she have any pets I can slip into a discussion? Dogs, fish, cats?" 

 A picture of a dishwater blonde appeared on the console. Breen had a rather angular face that seemed to radiate skepticism. She wore her hair in a pageboy cut that barely touched the collar of her jacket. Beside the picture, some of her other details were shown. Height, five-seven. Weight, 151. Age, 44. Corrective lenses required for driving. 

 "Her first name is Barbara and she has a Siamese cat, Ed." 

 When no more such info was offered, I asked, "Could you give me maybe a little more than that, Elkor? 

What kind of car does she drive? What color?" 

 "She owns a blue 1975 Jeep Cherokee." 

 "Nothing else? Just that Jeep?" 

 "She owns no other vehicles, Ed." 

 "Damn. Must be a reason someone in her income bracket doesn't drive something a little newer." I thought a moment, then asked, "Elkor, can you find out what kind of vehicle her father drove?" 

 "Yes. According to licensing records, he preferred Ford pickup trucks." 

 "Uh, huh. Well, did any of her family or others close to her drive a Jeep, Elkor?" 

 "Yes. Dr. Breen received a speeding ticket in her present Jeep in 1988 while on her way to work at Ft. Meade, Maryland. At that time, the Jeep belonged to a woman named Louise Fowler, who died of a brain tumor in January of 1989. Dr. Breen's Jeep was willed to her by Captain Fowler." 

 "Captain? Army?" 

 "Yes, Ed. Dr. Breen was also in the Army at that time." 

 "Paying back her education by serving military time, I'll bet. What does Breen do nowadays, Elkor?" 

 "She is employed as a senior forensic pathologist at Hitch, Incorporated's campus medical facilities. Dr. Breen's services are freqently requested by local police." 

 "What does Hitch, Inc., do that requires a staff of doctors?" 

 "They provide a wide range of medical services and personnel to government and industry." 

 "Uh, huh. Okay. Thanks, Elkor. You've been very helpful. I'll yell if I need more." I mulled things over for a few moments and decided that I wouldn't much like the assignment that Linda had handed me. Breen had obviously suffered greatly with Fowler's death, and that she had kept the Jeep all these years indicated a deep emotional attachment to both the vehicle and the woman who'd given it to her. 

 The chances seemed excellent that none of what I'd learned from Elkor would be news to Linda; she was one of the most thorough people I'd ever known. She knew what flags and tags I'd look for first and she knew me well enough to know that I'd have some deep reservations about the assignment once I'd delved into Breen a bit. 

 Steph and I headed outside to board the flitter. I called Linda on the flitter's console as soon as I was aboard and seated. This time she poked the visual icon; her face filled most of my screen as she brought her coffee cup to her lips. I waited until she'd taken a sip, then I asked her why she'd picked me for this one. 

 "It was Breen who first noticed the ruptured cells in your gunman's hand and identified the damage as the result of freezing. It seemed to me that the circumstances and the investigation had given you a foot in the door, so I decided to let you work the case." 

 "The case? This isn't a case, Linda. This is just headhunting for 3rd World. I know damned well that you can tap dozens of people better qualified than me to offer Breen a new job, miLady. Again; why me? 

Once Breen has the answer to her frozen hand puzzle, she'll probably toss me out and move on to the next morgue drawer." 

 "We think not. One of her degrees is in physics, Ed. According to what was believed and taught on Earth right up until the day the Amarans arrived, fields such as you and Stephie use routinely shouldn't be able to exist. She's been asking questions and trying to find more info concerning fields, so I can almost guarantee that she'll be very interested in you, even if not for your other sterling male qualities. I have to get back to work, now. Any other questions?" 

 "Yeah, several, but one in particular. Linda, if you couldn't convince her to join 3rd World, what makes you think I'll have any better luck?" 

 "Just give it a shot, Ed. If you fail, do it gracefully and inoffensively. Leave her door open for further attempts. Anything else?" 

 "No, I guess not. With my shield or on it, ma'am. Oh, hey! Tell Elkor to let me have any Breen info I ask for. He seemed reluctant." 

 "As he should. She still has a class Q clearance." 

 "Nukes? Weapons or power systems?" 

 "Power systems, as far as I know. Why are you surprised? She's been on the same nuke emergency roster as you for the last three years, Ed. You'd have met her if there'd been a problem with one of the Florida power plants." 

 "I don't read the rosters, Linda. My name is one of about two hundred or so here in Florida alone. Okay. I'll get whatever else I need from Elkor. Put whatever offers you want me to make to Breen where I can reach them and I'll call you if necessary." 

 "Done. Is that finally it?" 

 "You really want to get rid of me this morning, don't you?" 

 Her expression became somewhat stern. "Like I said, I'm busy. Later, Ed." 

 "Yeah. Sure. Later." 
Chapter Twenty-Four

 I stabbed the 'off' icon and sat back. 

 "Steph, would you like to be a real big part of what I'm doing today?" 

 "Sure. You don't sound too happy about your assignment, Ed. Do you dislike lesbians for some reason?" 

 "If I did, would I have spent the weekend sharing Selena with Toni?" 

 "They aren't lesbians. They're bisexuals." 

 "Picky. The answer is no, Steph. I don't dislike lesbians. I just don't date them." 

 "Was that an attempt at wry humor in the face of adversity, Ed?" I sighed and said, "Well, yeah. I guess it was. Make the flight last about fifteen minutes, Steph. I need some time to soak up some more coffee and plot and scheme. Fact is, Breen could be useful to us if we handle this right." 

 "Useful how, Ed?" 

 "She has six degrees, stature within her academic community, she wields power of a sort, and she's the kind of woman who should be able to understand the problems caused by being different. Once she's come to know us a little, we'll find a way to let slip the news that you're essentially my legal slave. I think she'll probably want to help us --well, you, anyway --so it won't hurt to run things past her once." When Steph began descending in front of a building in the middle of Tallahassee, I had a thought and picked up one of the coins from her stash of treasure. Steph offered to clean it for me, but I shook my head and said that I'd prefer it to remain dirty so that I'd have something to do while I waited for Breen. 

 "You intend to clean that coin while you wait? Why? For that matter, why would Dr. Breen keep you waiting?" 

 "Trust me on this, Steph. I'll be damned surprised if she doesn't stall at least five full minutes before meeting with me. Maybe longer. People like to play power games in offices. If she sees me picking at a gold coin with my knife, I'll become instantly unique and interesting without regard to anything having to do with fields." 

 "May I ask why you'd wish to be more interesting to her beyond the boundaries of your assignment, Ed? 

Linda did say not to take any chances..." 

 I interrupted her. "Don't worry, miLady. I won't try to pick her up. I just want an unusual little edge before we start." 

 "I don't understand, Ed. Nothing in her records indicates an interest in antiquities or treasure hunting." 

 "Does anything in my records indicate an interest in treasure hunting?" 

 "No." 

 "Exactly. I didn't have an interest in treasure hunting, but I still went to see the Atocha stuff and you've made the idea more feasible. Besides, nobody's likely to turn down an opportunity to take a look at a doubloon, are they?" 

 "I guess we'll learn that shortly. Do you want me to accompany you?" I put the coin in my pocket and said, "No. I'll ask you to drop in when I need to play a trump card. It might also be a good idea to leave the flitter parked about twenty feet above the street, smack in front of the building's main doors. Leave the canopy in opaque mode to give things an air of high-tech mystery." When we were less than a yard from the sidewalk, I stepped to the edge of the deck and let everyone out there see me emerge from the apparently solid metal hull of the flitter, then hopped to the ground and walked toward the building's revolving door. 

 A guard who had obviously seen me leave the flitter --he seemed unable to stop staring at me -directed me to the log-in desk, where I showed my ID and asked where I'd find Dr. Breen. The guard gave me a clip-on visitor's badge and told me that her offices were on the third floor as he buzzed me through the oversized turnstile next to the log-in desk. 

 There were two men and a woman waiting for an elevator. All of them seemed to take note of my green fatigue shirt and jeans as I approached. After I'd been standing near them for a few moments, one of the men glanced down and asked, "Are those golf shoes?" 

 I glanced at him and nodded. "Yup." 

 Another few moments passed before the woman asked, "Are you here to pick up something?" Shaking my head slightly, I said, "Nope. Just visiting. Come to think of it, that may be why they gave me a badge that says 'Visitor'." 

 They asked no more questions, and when the elevator arrived, we boarded it in silence. One of the men pressed the button for five and I pressed three. 

 The woman asked, "You're going to the forensics lab?" 

 "Hope not," I said. "I'm here to see a live person, and I don't want a tour." One of the men chuckled. The woman asked no more questions. When I got off the elevator, a guard approached me and said he'd been told to direct me to Breen's office. I asked if everyone received that kind of service and he said that all visitors were escorted by either whomever they'd come to visit or one of the guards. 

 That seemed a bit much for an outfit that provided people and services, so I guessed aloud that Hitch, Inc. supplied drugs and paraphernailia, as well. The guard confirmed that as he opened the door to Breen's office and held it for me. As soon as I was inside, he headed back to his station by the elevators. A man came out of one of the interior offices and hurried to the desk in the lobby, giving me only a glance in passing. After fussing with some papers and muttering something I didn't catch, he put the papers in a folder and tossed the folder in the outbox on the desk. Looking around the desk as if something might be out of place, he adjusted the position of the telephone what must have been all of a quarter of an inch, then looked up as if noticing me for the first time. 

 Scanning me rather dubiously from my golf shoes up, he finally asked, "May I help you?" I said, "I'm here to see Dr. Breen." 

 He made a droll face and rolled his eyes, then prissily said, "Well, I rather expected that you might be here for that reason, since this is her office. I'm Dr. Breen's secretary. Are you here to pick up something? Who sent you?" 

 His snooty manner irritated me. I walked up to the desk and commandeered his pink 'while you were out' memo pad, then wrote my name on it and tore off the top sheet. Handing it to him, I said, "Just let Dr. Breen know I'm here." 

 There was a coffee pot on a stand by the bookcase. I plucked a cup from the rack, filled it, and chose a chair nearby. He was still staring at me when I sat down. 

 I said, "I'm fairly sure I was speaking English just now. Show that to Dr. Breen." He said, "It's customary to give some inkling of why you're visiting someone's office." Straightening his suit jacket, he added, "It's also customary to dress appropriately." I looked at him for a moment, then said, "Breen wanted to see me about something and if she wants you to know anything about it, she can be the one to tell you." 

 The guy huffed a bit, then leaned over his desk and punched a button on his phone. A woman's voice answered, "Yes?" 

 "Dr. Breen, there's a man here who says you wanted to see him about something." He stumbled over my name and I corrected him, then he read it properly. Breen was silent for a moment, then she said, "Oh, yes. See if he'd like some coffee, Joey. Tell him I'll be free in a few minutes." Joey said, "Yes, ma'am," then he punched off the intercom and looked at me as he started to speak. 

 "I heard her," I said. 

 Joey's mouth shut and he glared at me for a moment before he made an effort to look busy at his desk. Some minutes later, I put my coffee down on the small table between the chairs and fished out the gold coin and my folding knife. Joey didn't seem happy to see my knife, but he had curiosity enough to ask what I was doing as I lightly scraped the coin. 

 "Cleaning the crud off this doubloon," I said. "It's been at the bottom of the ocean for a few hundred years." 

 Joey was on his feet and heading my way instantly. He stopped within a yard of me and stared at the coin, then asked, "It's real?" 

 I nodded and handed it to him and said, "Yeah. It's real." 

 He examined it closely, then flipped it over and spent a few more moments examining it. The timing couldn't have been better. Breen's office door opened and she strode past Joey's desk to approach us. Joey quickly handed the coin back to me and moved to one side as I got to my feet and put my knife back in its belt pouch. 

 "Good morning," she curtly said to me. Turning slightly to face Joey, she asked, "What was that about?" 

 "He was showing me a coin, ma'am. He says it's a real gold doubloon." As he spoke to her, I took a moment to look her over. Five-seven or so, as advertised. A solid figure that didn't give the impression of being overweight, so she probably worked out to stay fit. Dark blue pumps and near-knee skirt with a pastel blue blouse. Collar-length, dark blonde hair and subdued makeup. No jewelry other than a simple gold band on her wedding finger and single-diamond earrings. She said, "Back to your desk, Joey. You still have some of Friday to finish." 

 "Yes, ma'am." 

 Joey quick-marched back to his desk. I had the feeling that she'd probably had to order him not to salute her. Breen noticed my examination of her and turned to face me. She didn't ask to see the coin as she focused first on my jeans, then my fatigue shirt, then on my face. 

 "Mr. Howdershelt," she said, "You aren't quite what I was expecting, but thanks for coming. Bring your coffee and let's go to my office." 

 Without waiting for my response, she turned and started that direction. As we passed Joey's desk, she said, "Hold my calls." Joey nodded and said, "Yes, ma'am." In her office, she waved me to a chair by her desk and sat down in the padded leather chair behind the desk, then spent a moment gazing at me as she had before. 

 Without preamble, she asked, "Ms. Baines told me a little about you when she confirmed that your field, not the flitter's field, froze the gunman's hand. Why did you do that?" 

 "There was a gun in his hand. He was shooting at me." 

 "So you were trying to do what, exactly? Clog the gun's mechanism with ice? Freeze his trigger finger?" I don't like lying to people, but I don't mind terribly if they accept their own conclusions when those conclusions serve my interests. 

 I said, "He managed to empty his gun at me. Maybe I'd have been better off to freeze his brain." Her mouth fell open at that suggestion and she gave me a truly odd look, then said, "I don't find it particularly comforting to know that you might be able to do something like that, sir." 

 "Call me Ed and don't worry. I wouldn't do that to someone who wasn't trying to kill me or someone else. Now that I think about it, total freezing probably wouldn't be necessary. A bolt of cold in the heart would put someone down without killing him, wouldn't it? Make the heart spasm?" Her eyes narrowed as she said, "Uh, yes, I suppose it would. Exactly how did you freeze that man's hand?" 

 I put my coffee on her desk and said, "I used a field. Like this." Gesturing to draw her attention to my coffee cup, I sent a cooling field into what was left of my coffee. By the time the coffee had turned to ice and frost had formed on the cup, her expression had turned from rather stern to somewhat amazed. She reached to touch the cup, then yanked her hand back slightly. Glancing up at me, she reached again, this time lifting the cup by its handle. 

 "Well," she said softly, "That's quite a trick. What else can you do?" 

 "Warm it back up. Boil or evaporate it. Move it around." 

 "Move it? How?" 

 "Put the cup down and I'll show you." 

 She set the cup on the desk and moved her hand well away from it. I fielded the cup into the air and sent it on a journey around the room, then returned it to her desk. As it settled to the desktop, I sent a warming field into it so that it was liquid again before it touched down. Breen reached for the cup again and again pulled her hand back in startlement. Her voice held a touch of wonder as she said, "It's hot." I shook my head. "No, just warm. I don't like my coffee scalding hot." Picking up my cup, I sat back and drank some of the coffee. Breen continued to stare at the cup for a moment, then her gaze switched to me. 

 "How do you do those things?" 

 "Field manipulation. My flitter taught me." 

 She laughed shortly. "Your flitter taught you?" 

 "Yup. Stephie can do things that make what I just did look like kindergarten stuff." Shaking her head in amazement, she sat back in her captain's chair and seemed to give matters some thought as she stared at my coffee cup. 

 "Are you saying, then, that anyone can learn to do this?" 

 "Nope. I don't think anyone can just learn to do it." Tapping my skull just behind my ear, I said, "I have an implant. Now how about telling me something?" 
Chapter Twenty-Five

 Breen studied me for a moment before asking, "What do you want to know?" 

 "Why did my boss tell me to come here and do a show and tell?" After a slight pause, she said, "A man was killed because you froze..." 

 "No," I interrupted her. "It isn't about a dead gunman. Why are you so interested in fields and why does my boss care that you're interested?" 

 "Did you ask her?" 

 "You're evading. I'm asking you." 

 She gathered herself and sat straight, then said, "And I'm deferring your question for the moment. It's a personal matter." 

 I gave her a very questioning look and asked, "Fields are a personal matter?" In a firm tone, she said, "Not fields. Let it go for now." 

 Shrugging, I sipped what was left of my coffee, then said, "You said that I wasn't what you were expecting. What were you expecting?" 

 Breen raised an eyebrow at me, then smiled slightly condescendingly. 

 "Well, I don't know exactly what I was expecting, but most of my visitors don't show up looking as if they're about to work in the garden." 

 "I like being comfortable, Dr. Breen, and I didn't come here to try to pick up a date or stun people with my sartorial good taste." 

 "What if I had invited you to lunch at a decent restaurant?" 

 "You do that and I'll go buy a suit right now. But you won't. You seem the type to leave business matters in the office. To you, lunch is off the clock." 

 "You're so sure of that?" 

 "Sure enough that I'm not worried about having to buy a suit. Tell you what, though, Dr. Breen; if you're really interested in fields, take an hour off and fly with Stephanie and me. She's parked right outside the front of the building." 

 Breen simply gazed quietly at me for a few moments, then she rose and went to her window. I rose to follow and arrived near her in time to hear her mutter, "Oh, my God..." as she seemed to freeze at the window. 

 The flitter was hovering at a height somewhat lower than the window and well to our right, but it was completely visible. I looked for a latch, but the window was the kind that doesn't open. 

 "Steph," I said, "Would you please bring the flitter to our window?" From my watch came Steph's, "No problem. On the way." 

 The flitter shifted quickly to hover just outside our window. Breen actually stepped back a pace when it suddenly arrived, then she stepped back to the window and simply stared in silence for some moments. I tapped Breen's shoulder and received only the barest acknowledgement of attention. 

 "Want to see the inside?" I asked. "I'll ask Steph to clear the canopy." Breen glanced at me questioningly, but she nodded. "Yes, please." 

 "Steph..." 

 "I heard, Ed." 

 The canopy cleared and suddenly the flitter looked more like a flying platform with seats and a console. I didn't see Steph aboard and wondered why she'd disappeared. Breen gasped slightly and glanced at me again. 

 "I thought there'd be more to it," she said. 

 "Simple designs work best," I said. 

 Breen nodded slightly as she stared, then her eyes turned to me again. 

 "What?" 

 "I said..." 

 "I heard you. Were you part of the design team?" 

 I grinned. "Well, I did suggest a smaller flitter than the school bus-sized thing they were making at first. Something for local, personal use." 

 "But you weren't on the design team?" 

 I shrugged. "Nope. There was no design team. Just one person." In true shock, she asked, "They entrusted the design of a mass-production vehicle to just one person? 

Are they insane?" 

 "Nope. Same engine and control systems as the big ones on a smaller frame. No problem. You're worried about safety, right? Don't. Want to meet the pilot?" 

 Returning her gaze to the flitter, Breen said, "There's nobody aboard. I thought you were the pilot." 

 "Nope, not really. Stephie likes to do the driving." 

 "Who's Stephie? Your girlfriend?" 

 "Not exactly. Want to meet her?" 

 "Of course I'd like to meet her. I'd like to meet anyone who can tell me..." 

 "Steph," I said, "Now's the time to drop in." 

 "Here I am," Steph's Kathleen Turner voice came from behind us. Breen spun and shrieked at the same time. 

 "Sorry," said Steph. "Ed and I forget that other people aren't used to..." 

 "Where the hell did you come from?!" Breen almost yelled. "How did you get in here? Joey!" The office door opened and Joey poked his head into the room. His jaw dropped when he saw Steph. Breen edged around behind me and said, "Security! Now!" 

 "Hold it!" I said. "Wait, dammit! I called her and she came. Steph, disappear from here and reappear on the flitter, please. I'll call you back in a minute." 

 Steph let her image begin dispersing from the bottom. In short order only her eyes and her smile remained, then they dispersed, as well. 

 Oh, lordy, she's seen 'Alice in Wonderland', I thought. Oh, well. Good trick. As the frenzied questions began from both Joey and Breen, I raised my hands in a placating gesture and said, "Just take it easy, okay? She uses fields to make images. Look at the flitter, people." Steph waved and smiled at us from her seat by the console, then she disappeared again and reappeared standing in the middle of the deck, still waving and smiling. 

 I let Breen and Joey assimilate what they were seeing for a moment, then asked, "Can she come back in here now? You guys won't panic?" 

 Joey stumbled halfway into the room and pointed out the window as he asked, "What... What's that thing outside?" 

 "My flitter." With a glance at Breen, I said, "Okay, Steph. Come on back inside." Steph smilingly reappeared precisely where she'd been standing before. She extended a hand to Breen and said, "Hello. I'm Stephanie Montgomery." 

 Breen seemed frozen for a couple of moments, but I saw her pupils widen considerably as she gazed at Steph. Breen rather hesitantly reached to take Steph's hand and said, "Dr. Breen." Joey muttered, "Oh, God, Oh, God, Oh, God..." as he backed out of the room and ran to his desk, where he picked up the phone and punched a button. 

 As I headed for the door, I asked, "Steph, block his call?" 

 "Done. His phone is inoperative." 

 I hurried out there and stood in front of Joey's desk as I said, "Take it easy, Joey..." He dropped the phone and shrieked and started to try to dodge past me, first to one side of the desk, then the other. Rather than grabbing at him, I zapped him once with my stunner to calm him. He woozily leaned on the desk, then let himself settle into his chair. 

 I rolled Joey into Breen's office and closed the door, then said, "Enough hysterics from everybody, okay?" 

 Breen cautiously approached, asking, "What did you do to Joey?" 

 "Stunned him a little to settle him down, ma'am. Give him twenty minutes and he'll be his usual snooty self. By the way, the stunner uses a field, too." 

 "Are you sure he's all right? How does it work?" 

 "Classified. If you aren't working for 3rd World, you don't need to know. Same goes for all the other field stuff. I can show and tell some, but I can't tell you how they work. Joey will be fine." 

 "Classified..? I have a 'Q' clearance... Oh, hell, that's where I've seen your name! You're on the E-list for nuclear disasters in Florida. Which group are you with?" 

 "The Citrus county group. I know about your security clearance, Dr. Breen. Doesn't matter. It's for something else entirely. Now, how about that flitter ride?" 

 Joey was rousing himself a bit. Before Breen could answer, he shouted, "No! Dr. Breen, don't go with them!" 

 I turned to him and asked, "And why the hell not, Joey? My visit wasn't any kind of secret, was it? We'll be seen leaving together. Everybody'll know who she left with. Besides, we're on the same nuke emergency list. It's like we're already old buddies, right Dr. Breen?" She favored me with a faint smile and said, "Well, I wouldn't go quite that far, but you're right; we're both on that list." Turning to Joey, she said, "Joey, there's no problem here. Go back to work. I'll see you later." 

 "But..." 

 With a voice laced with steel, she said, "Just go back to work, Joey. I'll be fine." Joey hesitated, but he acquiesced. When he tried to rise, his knees didn't work well and he flumped back into the chair. I told him to sit tight and rolled him back to his desk, then checked his phone. 

 "It's working again," I said, hanging up the receiver. "No hard feelings?" Joey just looked at me resentfully until I turned to return to Breen's office. Breen was rather blatantly examining Steph's field image. 

 I said, "Steph designs and makes her own clothes. Saves me a bundle." That prompted Breen to reach for Steph's lapel and finger it. 

 "It feels like real cloth," she said in a wondering tone. 

 With a grin, I said, "I told you she was a lot better with fields. Ready to fly?" 

 "I, uh... You'll bring me back here?" 

 "Yeah, we'll bring you back here. This isn't a kidnapping, Dr. Breen. In fact, my orders are specifically not to kidnap you." With another grin, I asked Steph to play back that portion of my conversation with Linda. 

 Linda's disembodied voice said, "Try to summon up a bit more enthusiasm, will you? We want you to bring her aboard by any means short of kidnapping her." 

 I shrugged. "See? No kidnapping allowed." 

 "See what?" asked Breen. "Where did that voice come from?" Steph said, "My field can be used to replicate sounds, Dr. Breen." After a long look at Steph, Breen actually smiled slightly as she asked me, "What was that part about lacking enthusiasm?" 

 "Um," I said, "Well. My boss made me think that approaching you might be difficult. I don't like difficult. Guess it showed a little." 

 "I see. If you know my security clearance, you probably know more than that about me. What in particular made you think I'd be --as you called it --difficult?" 

 "The overall picture. How many people making as much as you don't own something other than a twenty-year old Jeep? How many people don't have a boyfriend or girlfriend listed in the security logs? 

Even my boss has a boyfriend, and she can be a real dragon sometimes." 

 "I see," she said again. 

 There was a knock at the door. I looked at Steph and shook my head. She disappeared quickly as the door opened and the hallway guard stuck his head in. 

 "Sorry to intrude, Dr. Breen, but your secretary..." 

 Breen shook her head and waved a hand as if in dismissal as she glanced out the window to see Steph sitting near the flitter console. She said, "Joey is just having a bad morning, Frank. He'll get over it." 

 "Uh, he said there was another woman..." 

 Looking around, Breen asked, "In a green outfit? Like the woman on the flitter?" Frank looked outside and saw Steph. She waved and smiled at him. 

 "Uh..." 

 "Would you like to come in and look around, Frank?" 

 "Uh, I guess not. Sorry for the interruption, Dr. Breen." 

 "You're doing your job, Frank. How's Joey?" 

 "Kind of hysterical, I think, but otherwise okay. I guess." 

 Breen nodded. "Have Gladys give him a pill, then tell him to get back to work. He still has some of Friday's results to finish posting." 

 With a nod and a "Yes'm," Frank retreated, closing the door behind him. 

 "Everybody hold your positions," I said. "That kind of bluff only works every time in the movies." Sure enough, Frank reopened the door a few seconds later and said, "Sorry to interrupt again," as he quickly scanned the room. Seeing nothing unusual, he finished, "What if Joey isn't up to coming back to work? Should we send him home?" 

 "No," said Breen, striding toward the door. "You can send him down to personnel to see about another job and tell them to have someone else up here when I get back, and if you open my door again without knocking, you'd better go with him." 

 Her tone and words seemed to startle Frank slightly. He pulled the door shut. 

 "Tough lady," I said. "I like that." 
Chapter Twenty-Six

 Breen looked at me rather askance and said, "Uh, huh. Right. 'Everybody hold your positions'. If I bet that your girlfriends have all been doormats, what would I win?" 

 "Not a damned thing, ma'am. Get to know Steph. Meet my girlfriend. See if you believe that about me later." 

 With a dismissing grimace, she said, "Women are different around other women." 

 "Not the ones I hang out with. You ready to go?" 

 She opened a desk drawer and grabbed a dark blue handbag, then took a dark blue jacket off a hanger in the closet and draped it over her arm. "Now I am," she said. 

 "Steph," I said, "We're on our way down. See you at the front doors." Because I used my implant, Breen couldn't hear Steph's, "Okay, Ed," and she glanced curiously at me when I got underway apparently without confirmation. 

 Joey was nowhere in sight as we walked to the elevators. Neither was Frank, the guard; another guard had taken his place by the elevator doors. We signed out at the desk and I handed in my visitor pass, then we pushed through the turnstile and headed for the revolving door. 

 Breen said, "Just so you know, at this very moment we're being photographed and half a dozen people are checking you out in great detail." 

 "You don't have to go if you're nervous about it. I'm allowed to fail now and then in my less critical missions." 

 "I'm a mission?" 

 "You know you are, but you also need to know that I don't have to give a damn whether you join 3rd World or not. That's someone else's worry. All I have to do is tweak your interest in field research and buy you lunch if we're out that long." I grinned at her and added, "And those things I can do, so no sweat." 

 Negotiating the revolving door prevented conversation for a few moments, but as soon as we were both on the sidewalk, she said, "Then your mission wants a convincing show and a good steak." Steph descended to the edge of the sidewalk and said, "Hello, again." She stood in the center of the deck, feet about shoulder width apart and hands clasped behind her back. Breen seemed unable to take her eyes off Steph's image for a moment. I helped her step up to the flitter's deck and showed her to the seat to the left of the pilot's seat as Steph took the seat to the right. Breen seemed puzzled, so I asked, "What?" 

 "I thought she was the pilot, but you're sitting in front of the console. Where are the controls?" 

 "Steph has full control of the flitter. That egg on the console is the manual system." 

 "What about seat belts?" 

 "Don't need 'em. Ready when you are, Steph." 

 "Roger, wilco, and all that," said Stephanie. "Destination?" 

 "Up, up, and away. Since we're trying to impress her a little, why not head for Carrington at your best speed?" 

 Breen sat straight and stared at me. "Wait! Just wait a minute! Carrington? North Dakota!? I thought we were only going to be out for an hour or so!" 

 "We can be there and back in less than an hour. No problem." 

 Her look of shock didn't go away. "You're serious?" 

 "Yup. Launch when ready, Steph." 

 Steph made the flitter leap like a damned gazelle. We were a couple of miles up and climbing fast when Breen squeaked, "This can't be happening!" 

 I said, "Sure, it can. Watch this," and reached into the cooler for a Dr Pepper. Breen's eyes bugged as I pulled the bottle out of seemingly empty space and twisted the top off. When I offered it to her, she simply stared at me, so I took a sip and set the bottle on the deck to pull the gold coin out of my pocket. 

 "Steph, here's your doubloon back. Sorry I didn't finish cleaning it." 

 "No problem," she said, taking the coin with a smile. "I'll take care of it." Breen's eyes followed the coin as I passed it to Steph and remained fixed on it as Steph's cleansing field seemed to make the crud on the coin disappear from one side. She then flipped the coin over and repeated the process, then handed the gleaming coin back to me. I held it in front of Breen for a moment, then dropped it in her lap. Her eyes followed it and locked onto it. 

 I said, "Dr. Breen, Stephanie found a few of those coins recently. She uses her field to clean them. The cooler you couldn't see is shielded with a field, and fields are what are making us zip across the sky. They're also what is holding you in your seat and keeping you from feeling mashed and bashed from acceleration and inertial forces. You said that you wanted a convincing show, as I recall. Are you being convinced?" 

 Still goggling somewhat, Breen managed a small, "Yes," as her eyes whipped back and forth from a smiling Stephanie to a smiling me. "Yes," she repeated. 

 "You can let go of your seat, ma'am. I really have some reservations about reaching into your lap for that coin. Would you hand it to me, please?" 

 Breen didn't move immediately, and when she did, it was with the utmost hesitation to let go of her seat. Her trembling hand found its way to her lap, and after two tries her fingers managed to get a grip on the coin. She stared into my face as she shakily handed the coin to me. 

 "Now, Dr. Breen," I said, "Relax. Breathe. Think. There's no danger whatsoever and all first-timers react this way, so don't be embarrassed, okay? It's a natural response." I reached to pat her shoulder and tilted my seat back, then asked Steph if she had any preference in music. 

 "Not at the moment, Ed. Maybe you should ask Dr. Breen?" 

 "Good idea, Steph. Dr. Breen, what would you like to hear?" 

 "Huh? Music? I... I don't care. Anything. Whatever you want." 

 I shrugged. "Okay. Pick something that rocks, Steph." 

 Steph said, "It's your turn to choose the music, Ed. I chose last time." 

 "You sure?" 

 "Of course I'm sure. I'm a computer. I chose the artist, remember?" 

 "Oh. Yeah. Well, damn. Okay. Just a minute, then." 

 "No hurry. No rush. No pressure. Take your time. Don't mind me..." 

 "Just stand by one, okay, lady? Jesus. Okay, got one. The soundtrack is from the movie "Rain Man." Pull the first song and crank it up. That'll at least keep you quiet while I try to come up with another one." 

 "The first title on the soundtrack is "Iko, Iko", Ed. What does that mean?" 

 "I don't have the slightest idea, Steph, but it's a rockin' little tune that makes grown women get up and dance like island girls." 

 "They don't mention that in the description. What else do you want to hear?" 

 "Damn, why do you give me all the hard questions? Okay, I just saw a movie just the other night called

"Space Truckers". Grab a song that has the words 'Ten miles out of Nashville' in it and another song from the same movie titled "Cotton-Eyed Joe". It's the dance mix, not the true country version." 

 "The song containing those words is called "Highway Junkie". Confirmed?" 

 "Yeah, I think that's it. The credits go by too fast on TV." 

 "Not for me, they don't. Okay, all set. That only covers twelve minutes, though. Can you think of a few more titles?" 

 "I'm racking my little brain, ma'am. Hang on one. What the hell, put on the Bangles' "Walk Like an Egyptian", Gloria Estefan's "Go Away", Escape Club's "Wild, Wild, West", and close the trip with the Kingston Trio's "Charlie on the MTA" and Gloria Estefan's "Live for Loving You". Does that just about get us there?" 

 "You're actually almost two minutes over travel time." 

 "So travel two more minutes, sweetie. Gloria's worth it. Steph, have I ever told you how much I thoroughly enjoy your company?" 

 She laughed. "Only when you need a ride somewhere. Here comes the music." 

 "Feel free to interpret," I said. "But remember you have a passenger who may not completely understand what's going on, okay?" 

 Stephie laughed again as the opening bars of "Iko, Iko" played and began her thirty-four hundred mile per hour dance across the sky. Even as she sat next to us, she also swooped and looped and even shimmied a bit when the music was right. 

 At first, Dr. Breen was wall-eyed terrified when the flitter's rear end seemed to dip slightly and almost swivel from side to side. She let out a little screech at the slight fishtailing motion of the flitter and latched back onto her seat with both hands. I waved a hand in front of her face to get her attention and pointed down at my Dr Pepper bottle, which stood rock-steady on the deck as the flitter dipped and shimmied again. 

 "Stephie's just dancing," I said. "We do this all the time. No sweat." Breen watched the bottle through another shimmy-dip, then looked up at me and screamed over the music, "Are you people fucking crazy?!" 

 I just grinned at her and picked up my drink for a sip, then put it back and sang along with Steph when we reached a chorus part of "Iko, Iko". Some moments later, the opening base guitar licks of "Highway Junkie" took over and Stephie ad-libbed a convincing imitation of an eighteen-wheeler revving up. Breen just stared at her. Stephie grinned back at her and tilted her seat back to match mine. When I sang, "Them big ol' wheels of rubber...", Steph sang, "Gonna rub her offa my mind...", and together we harmonized, "Cause I'm a highway junkie, and I love that ol' white line..." Breen abruptly jumped up from her seat and spun to face us yelling, "Stop! Stop! Stop!" I turned to Steph and said, "I think The Hollies did that one in the sixties. You got it?" Steph nodded. "Want me to delete 'Wild, Wild, West' and play it?" Breen leaned to grab my shoulders and yelled, "No! No, you do not! Turn down the noise and..." I picked up my Dr Pepper and asked, "And what? Stop the flight? Let you off? Turn back? Get you a beer? What?" 

 In confusion, Breen said, "I don't know! Just turn down the noise!" I shrugged and looked at Steph. She asked, "About five?" 

 "Yeah. Five's good enough." 

 The music's volume dropped considerably. Breen looked sharply around the deck for a moment, then asked, "Where the hell are the speakers?" 

 "Another field trick," I said. "No speakers." 

 Breen stamped her foot and pointed at the deck. "Jesus! Is anything real? Is the floor real, or am I standing on another damned field?" 

 Steph said, "Well, in the most literal sense..." 

 With a slight screech, Breen almost leaped back to grasp her seat. She suddenly looked at it as if questioning whether it was real, too. 

 "What I was about to say, Dr. Breen," said Steph, "Is that you are standing on a field in the sense that fields support and propel this flitter. The deck is real metal." 

 Breen gave me a scathing look and said, "You're doing all this deliberately. Why? Are you trying to scare me? If so, you've succeeded. Does that make you happy?" 

 "It would make me happy if you'd settle down and treat this like the joyride it's supposed to be. Do you see anyone else freaking out?" 

 Breen stared stolidly at me for a few moments, then turned and plunked her butt in her seat. She sat ramrod straight for some more moments, then asked Steph, "Do you people really fly around like this all the time?" 

 Steph nodded. "Yes. We do." 

 "Hey, Steph," I said, "Did you hear what she called you?" Whipping around in her seat, Breen glared at me and said, "I didn't call her anything." 

 "Did too. Ask her." 

 Steph said, "You called me a 'people'. Thank you." 

 Breen was showing further signs of confusion as she stood up to look at both of us. I said, "Steph is an AI computer, Dr. Breen. It has become important to her to become recognized as a person in her own right, and by including her in your last comment, you did just that." I paused a moment, then added, "Unless that was just a slip of the tongue, of course. Do you consider her a person?" When Breen didn't say anything at once, I said, "Don't worry, Doc. She won't drop you, no matter how you answer that." 

 Breen glared at me for a moment, then gazed at Steph for another moment, then she said, "Well, whatever she is, she has a sense of humor and a sense of self, so, yes, I'd call her a person, barring absolute proof to the contrary." 

 "Thank you again," said Steph. 

 "Me, too," I said. "Thanks." 

 "Why are you thanking me?" 

 "She's my friend, Doc. Make her happy; make me happy." 

 With a sigh, Breen said, "Please don't call me 'Doc'." 

 I shrugged. "Okay. What, then? Barbara? Barb? Probably not Barbie. Doctor Breen? We aren't really all that formal around here --as you can probably tell --and you already know that I'm Ed and she's Stephanie." 

 Breen had discovered that the seats would swivel and she turned one to face us. She sat down with another sigh and said, "You can call me Barbara. Or Barb. Never Barbie or Doc, please." 
Chapter Twenty-Seven

 I grinned and said, "You got it. Ready for another field trick, Barb?" 

 "Oh, Jesus, I'm not sure at this point. What are you going to do?" 

 "We're going above seventy thousand feet. Check out the view. Steph, may we have a telescope for Dr. Breen?" 

 Barbara looked around the flitter and gasped as she realized that we'd continued climbing during the entire time we'd been flying. The curvature of the Earth was readily evident and the atmosphere seemed to form a fuzzy veil all the way to the horizon in every direction. 

 Steph created a field telescope and tinted it enough to allow it some visibility against the canopy field. After a moment of trepidation, Barbara grasped it, and after another moment to catch her breath, she aimed it upward. Then she gasped again. 

 Steph said, "Twist it to adjust the focus." 

 I asked, "What happened to the slide-focus thingies?" 

 "That was a design convenient for me. I learned from Linda that humans have better results with this method." 

 Some long moments filled only with the muted meringue beat of Gloria Estefan's "Go Away" passed before Barbara asked, "If I were to join 3rd World, would I have access to... Well, to ways of creating and manipulating fields like you do?" 

 I asked, "Do you mean like I do or like Steph does?" 

 Barbara looked at Steph, then at me. "Yes," she said. "Both." 

 "Don't know," I said, pulling down my briefcase. 

 Barb's eyeballs almost popped out when the case became visible. I opened it and tapped my pad on, then poked Linda's icon. 

 Linda's hand obscured her face until it moved out of the way, then her face filled my screen from a slightly skewed angle as she said, "Yes, Ed?" 

 "Hi, Linda. Dr. Breen had a question." 

 "She's with you?" 

 "I just said so, didn't I?" 

 With a small smile, Linda said, "No. You said she had a question. You didn't say she was aboard." I sighed and said, "Well, she is. Just a minute." 

 I took the pad out of the case, let the case disappear and float back to its usual zone, and handed the pad to Barbara, saying, "Just hold it and talk to her." 

 Steph started to say, "Ed, I can..." 

 I interrupted her with a shake of my head and said, "This may turn into a job interview, so let's give them some privacy, Steph. Come on back to the other end of the flitter with me." Once we were there, I said softly, "People need props, Steph. Barb will have the feeling that she's still in some measure of control while she holds that pad. She wouldn't feel that way talking to a free-standing screen." 

 Steph smiled and asked, "Is that why you usually talk to Linda on your pad?" I grinned and said, "Yeah, smartass, that's probably the reason. By the way, here's your coin back." 

 "You keep it, Ed. Some of the treasure is yours, anyway." 

 "Why? You found it. You retrieved it." 

 Steph put a finger on my chest and asked, "How often have I asked you not to argue with me?" 

 "This would be the first time, I think." 

 "You're right. It is. Are you going to argue with me?" 

 "Not if you don't want me to. Besides, I can't think of a really good reason for not taking what's offered." 

 "Good." 

 "So what's being offered?" 

 "I don't know yet." 

 I nodded. "Oh. Well, holler when you do, then." 

 Barbara called us back to the front and handed me the datapad. Linda was still onscreen, so I asked, 

"What's our agenda, Fearless Leader?" 

 "No change. Bring her here and stick around to take her back. Lunch is on me." 

 "Big thrill. We eat for free on base." 

 "Never bitch about a free lunch, Dragonfly. Later." 

 Linda tapped her pad off and I did the same. When I pulled my briefcase down to put the pad away, Barbara asked, "The magic briefcase is another field trick?" 

 "Yup. So is this," I said, "Option three on." 

 Having seen myself turn invisible in a mirror, I knew what Barb was seeing when I vanished pretty much instantly. She gasped softly and reached to touch the space where I'd been, and when her hand collided with my chest, she gasped again. 

 "Option three off," I said, watching myself become visible from the bottom up. Barbara sat down as she stared at me. I picked up my Dr Pepper and finished it, then heaved the bottle at the world beyond Steph's canopy. The bottle vanished in a bright flash about thirty feet from us. 

 "Thank you, Steph," I said. 

 "You're welcome, litterbug." 

 "What the hell just happened to that bottle?" asked Barbara. 

 "Steph zapped it. Just another..." 

 Barb finished my sentence. "...Field effect. Of course. Damn." Turning to Steph, she said, "I'd like to sit down with you sometime and talk about all the things you can do. Could we arrange that?" 

 I said, "Only if she signs on with 3rd World, Steph. Some of what you can do isn't public knowledge." With a sad little smile, Steph said to Barb, "My slavedriver has spoken." Looking first at Steph, then at me, Barbara asked, "Uh... May I ask... What is your real... uhm... Is

'relationship' the right word?" 

 I said, "Yeah, it'll do. Steph is a very good friend. I also happen to legally own her at the moment, but we're working on that little problem." 

 Barbara seemed shocked. "You own her?" 

 Steph said, "Yes, he owns me. I was a simple maintenance system computer core that was reprogrammed for use in the first of the new, smaller flitters. Largely because of Ed I became fully sentient, but Ed owns the flitter and thus he owns me." 

 "But that's... That's immoral! Illegal! People don't own people!" I asked, "Does that mean that we can count on your support later? We're taking the matter to court. An extra witness would be nice. An expert witness would be nicer." 

 Barb sat very still, then said, "Well, uh, I don't know..." 

 "You don't think Stephanie is an individual? A person?" 

 "Well, no, it isn't that, but... Well, yes, it is. I've only known her for a little while, and you both admit that she's a computer. I'd have to be sure that she wasn't just some very complex program... She may be nothing more than a wide range of preprogrammed responses and a subroutine that decides which response to use." 

 I grinned and asked, "You mean like most people?" I pitched my voice slightly and said, "Hot enough for ya? Hi, how are you? Oh, fine, thanks. May I help you? No, I'm just looking." Barbara rolled her eyes and chuckled. "Yes, I see what you mean, but..." I asked, "Would you be willing to put her to the test sometime soon?" 

 "A test? To see if she's capable of independent thought? That would be interesting, certainly, but I'm managing half a dozen offices and sixty people, Ed. Where would I find the time?" 

 "Where do you find time when your Jeep breaks down? When you get the latest flu bug and don't want to infect the office? People like you don't find time; you make it. The only difference is that Steph's problem doesn't have to involve you unless you have the capacity to care a little." Barbara sat very still and gazed at me for some moments, then her gaze fell on Steph for another few moments. When she turned back to me, she said, "Oh, that was slick enough. What did you used to sell, mister? Cars? Furniture?" 

 "Am I wrong, Barb? Has anyone ever stood up for you when you needed it?" Ignoring my question, she asked one of her own. "Did this trip ever really have anything to do with 3rd World or field research?" 

 "Yes. It did and still does. In fact, Linda will probably be somewhat pissed when she learns that I've tried to involve you in our little problems. We were only supposed to snag your interest in fields and 3rd World." 

 "Doesn't she share your belief that Stephanie is an individual?" 

 "Don't know. Possibly. Probably, but she's a hard-core company girl. I'm not even sure she has a hobby." 

 Barbara shook her head. "Well, then, she doesn't have to find out from me." I grinned and said, "No biggie. If she tosses me out, I'll take my retirement and have more time to work with Steph." 

 Steph said, "Touchdown in thirty seconds, everybody." 

 Barb looked around the flitter, saw the ground rushing up at us, and said, "Oh, my God! Are we falling?" 

 "No," said Steph. "Just descending quickly to clear the airspace. We aren't alone up here." 

 "Should I do anything? Fasten my seat... Oh, lord, there aren't any. I forgot." 

 "Just sit still," I said. "There's nothing you need to do." The two main buildings of the complex grew larger very quickly, then we were stopped in front of the admin building's main entrance. I rose from my seat, as did Steph, and we stood waiting for Barbara, whose knees didn't seem too steady. 

 She made it to her feet on her second attempt and walked to the edge of the deck with us, but I stepped down first and extended a hand to let her brace herself when she stepped down. She turned around for a long look at the flitter, then slipped her jacket on and straightened her blouse. 

 "Ready," she said, and we proceeded into the building. 

 After we'd signed in at the front desk, a number of people greeted Steph and me in passing as we headed to Linda's office. Barbara seemed to be trying to look everywhere at once until we stopped outside Linda's door. 

 "Where are the guards?" she asked. 

 "If you sign on, you'll get the usual tour, including a review of security measures. One of those measures is not telling visitors anything about security measures." 

 At my knock, Linda said, "Come in," and we entered her somewhat austere office. Linda smilingly met us near the door and said, "Thanks for coming, Dr. Breen. It's nice to meet you again. How was your trip?" 

 "Fine," said Barbara, accepting Linda's profferred hand. With a glance at Steph and me, she added, 

"Interesting. Call me Barbara. We're all using first names today." Linda led her to the office couch and waved her to sit. "Good. Make yourself comfortable. Would you like anything? Coffee, tea, or maybe a soft drink?" 

 "A tea would be nice. Iced, if you have it." 

 "Sounds good to me, too," I said, which slightly startled Linda. I usually drank coffee and helped myself when I was in her office. 

 Linda buzzed 'services' and put in our requests, then turned to face Barbara and said, "I hope you don't mind too much being shanghaied like this, but when your name turned up concerning Ed's incident, it was too good an opportunity to pass. I'll be blunt, Barbara. We want you to come to work with us. I realize that you've said 'no' to us in the past, but I thought perhaps if Ed and Stephanie demonstrated some of their capabilities, you might reconsider our offer." 

 "Oh, they were very persuasive," said Barbara. "Stephanie was a complete surprise and Ed wasn't at all what I'd expected." 

 Linda eyed me and said, "I've heard that about him before a few times. I hope he was on his best behavior." 

 I said, "I was absolutely angelic, as ordered." 

 Barbara gave a ladylike snort and said, "Oh, yes. Absolutely." With a dubious glance at me, Linda said, "Well, anyway, glad you could make it. Have you seen enough for the moment? There's a lot more, but most of it is never seen by anyone who doesn't work for 3rd World Products. Company secrets." 

 Our teas arrived and the discussion was shelved until the services guy had left. Barbara seemed thoughtful as she sipped her tea and set it on the low table. She fiddled absentmindedly with one of the stirring sticks for a few moments, then seemed to catch herself at it and put the stick down. 

 "Linda," she said, "I think we need to talk alone for a few minutes." Looking at Steph and me, she said, 

"I'm sorry. This is truly private, okay?" 

 "No problem," I said. "We'll go visit around for a while." As Steph and I turned to leave the office, Barb said again, "I'm sorry..." I waved a dismissing hand and smiled at her by the door. "Don't worry about it, Barb. There are things about me you won't ever need to know. Sometimes I get all wrinkled up when I realize how much Linda knows about some of that stuff." 

 Linda gave me a little wave and said, "Bye, bye, Dragonfly. Take your lady friend and toddle along. We brass-hat types want to talk about important stuff." 

 "Yeah, yeah, like chocolate recipes are important. See ya." 
Chapter Twenty-Eight

 Steph and I left Linda's offices and meandered around the building for a while. It was well after eleven when Linda called and said to meet her and Barb in the cafeteria at noon. Ten feet from the cafeteria door, Steph asked if she might be excused and I asked her why. 

 She said, "Other times that I've sat at tables while people were eating, I've noticed that they often seem uncomfortable. I've surmised that this is because I wasn't eating or drinking with them." 

 "They get used to you, don't they?" 

 "Some apparently do, but others may not. Why not simply call me to attend if my presence seems necessary?" 

 I looked her up and down once and said, "Whatever you want to do, ma'am, but I kind of like your presence." 

 Steph smiled and said, "I know you do, Ed, and thank you." Then she disappeared and spoke to me through my implant. "But I'm thinking of Linda and Barbara. You know where to reach me." I loaded a tray at the buffet line and joined Barbara and Linda at a table. 

 "Where's Stephanie?" asked Barbara. 

 "She had other plans. Did you two decide the fate of the world in there? Took you long enough." Linda said, "Oh, we spent the entire time talking about you, Ed." Barbara chuckled, then Linda added, "I had her sign a few forms, too. All done. She's one of us, now." 

 Barb said, "Hitch, Inc., gets another month out of me, then I relocate to Carrington and join a lab team here." 

 I paused in forking up a bit of steak and said, "Good deal. Holler if you need a ride." Linda cleared her throat and said, "Uhm, well, actually..." 

 "Uh, huh," I said. "You've already volunteered me, right?" With a saccharin smile, she said, "Yup. Afraid so." 

 "Figures. Why is it I always feel so used after a visit to your office, Linda?" 

 "You love it. If not for me, you'd be just another bored spitless retiree." Barbara fluttered a hand above the table and said, "If it's an imposition..." I shook my head. "Nope. No problem or I wouldn't have offered." 

 "You're sure?" 

 "Stephie, come tell her it's okay, will you?" 

 Steph popped into existence by the table and said, "Just let us know when you're ready to move, Barbara. We'll be happy to bring you to Carrington." 

 She then disappeared as suddenly as she'd appeared. Barbara and Linda sat staring at the space where Steph had been for a moment, then turned to me. 

 "Is she upset about something?" asked Barbara. 

 "Not that I know of," I said. "She just didn't want to be the only one at the table not eating, so she passed on lunch." 

 Barb said, "But that's silly! We wouldn't have minded. At least, I wouldn't have." I shrugged. "Maybe it bugs her, then. Whatever. I left it up to her." With a rather tense look and tone, Barbara said, "Well, call her back and tell her she's invited!" 

 "No need. She hears everything that I hear through my implant." Steph reappeared and sat down at the table, then said, "Thank you, Barbara." Barb nodded acknowledgement of Steph's thanks, but her eyes never left me as she did so. She asked, 

"You mean... Well... Everything? She's with you all the time?" 

 Linda snickered and said, "You could say that they're very close, Barbara." 

 "I can ask her for privacy," I said. "She knows that people need privacy sometimes." 

 "I, uh... Yes, they do. I see. You mean you turn off your implant, or what?" 

 "No. I mean that Steph won't monitor through me if I ask her not to." Looking at Steph, Barb seemed to want to ask if that was the truth. 

 Steph said, "Ed knows when I'm present, Barbara. He also knows when I'm not." Linda's cell phone beeped. She pulled it out and touched a button, then put it on the table. A few seconds later, the phone beeped again. 

 "Sorry," she said, picking up the phone, "But they know better than to beep me a second time unless it's fairly important, so I need to take this call." 

 Thumbing the recessed 'talk' button, she said, "Baines." A few seconds later, she said, "On my way," and turned off the phone. "Gotta go," she said. "Ed, take Barbara wherever she needs to go, but stay available for a possible trip to DC. I'll let you know what's up as soon as I find out myself. Barbara, I look forward to giving you the full tour next month. Thanks for coming." After a quick round of handshakes, Linda was on her way to her office at a march step. Barbara looked at me quizzically as she sat down, but I had no answers. It seemed likely to me that Steph would have some inkling of what had called Linda away, but I didn't want to ask in front of Barbara. Barb said, "I wonder what that was about." 

 "No idea," I said. "But if I'm going to stay on tap for a run to DC, I guess we'd better finish lunch and get you back to Florida." 

 Through my implant, Steph said, "Security just reported an inbound aircraft, ninety-four miles East and heading for the base. Speed three hundred knots. Altitude one thousand feet. It isn't answering warnings." I said, "Thanks, Steph. Be right there. Let's go, Barbara. We're leaving right now." 

 "But our lunch..?" 

 "It's over," I said, taking her hand to pull her to her feet. "We're..." A muted klaxon alarm sounded in the hallway, cutting off my words. Barbara grabbed her purse, then we headed for the front doors at a quick march. The halls were full of people heading for the stairs. My watch beeped twice. I pressed the answer button as we passed the guard desk. Linda asked, "Where are you, Ed? There's an unauthorized inbound. Someone stole a plane at the Grand Forks airport and it's coming our way." 

 Pushing the front door open for Barbara, I said, "We know about it and we're almost to the flitter, Linda. No sweat; we'll be out of here quick." 

 "Take Barbara to the base shelter, Ed." 

 "If it's a nuke, we'll be out of range by the time it goes off. If it isn't a nuke, we'll be out of range, anyway." 

 As we hopped aboard the flitter and sat down, Linda yelled, "That inbound is a Lear jet, Ed! How far can you get in ten minutes?" 

 "At sixty-four miles a minute, plenty far enough, ma'am. Steph, best course away from that inbound. Three minutes of full speed, please." 

 Barb was in the midst of asking, "What? Sixty-four miles a..?" as the flitter lifted upward on a westerly course at about six hundred miles per hour. 

 As soon as we were a few miles from the buildings, Steph took us to maximum speed in a steep climb, then leveled us at what looked to me like about thirty thousand feet. Barbara had screamed and flailingly grabbed at her seat. It was one of those full-bore, horror-movie screams. I grinningly reached to pat her arm and she almost jumped out of her skin before she turned to face me. 

 "We're fine," I said. "Relax." 

 A full ten seconds passed before she managed to say, "Uh. I'm... Okay now," and pried her left hand from her seat in order to grab my arm. Her grip was painful. 

 "Barb," I said, "Relax a little more, please. You're hurting my arm." She rather staringly looked at her hand, then her grip softened somewhat. 

 "Better," I said. "Thanks. We're fine, Barb. A few minutes at this speed will take us well away from whatever is going on back there. Speaking of that, what's the current situation, Steph? Can you give us a simple display?" 

 What looked like a radar display appeared on a field screen in the air before Barb and me. The base was at the center of the display and a large circle surrounded it. A moving dot a few inches outside the circle was heading for the base. 

 Stephanie appeared in the seat to my left and said, "If the intruder crosses the no-fly boundary, it will be shot down no closer than five miles from the base. I've already adjusted my canopy to allow for a nuclear weapon." 

 "Thank you, ma'am. We might be far enough for safety, but they do tend to be pretty bright. Anything else from Linda?" 

 "No, Ed. She broke the connection just as we lifted. May I ask why you didn't join the others in the bunkers?" 

 "Yes," said Barbara, taking her hand from my arm. "Why didn't we?" 

 "We'd have been locked in," I said. "Nuke or whatever, we'd have been down there until someone let us out." 

 Barbara asked, "So? If that's the usual procedure..?" 

 I shrugged. "They don't have a Stephanie. Anyway, we're up here and we're just as safe, okay?" She didn't answer as she looked at Steph, who smiled and nodded. We watched both the dot on the screen until Steph announced that we had traveled three full minutes and asked what to do next. 

 "Just hold us here, I guess. We'll see what happens and whether the base needs us for anything when it's over. If not, we can head back to Florida." 

 The jet-dot was less than an inch from touching the circle when I thought to ask, "Is there any way to tell whether the plane is carrying radioactive stuff?" 

 "Elkor sent probes to intercept and examine it," said Steph. "He detected no unusual radiation." 

 "That could mean a biological weapon," I said. "Or great shielding. Elkor, how many people are aboard that jet?" 

 Elkor said, "One man, Ed, but he wasn't sitting at the controls. I was unable to determine what he was doing." 

 "Were you able to tap the electronics?" 

 "The plane was on autopilot at that time, Ed. I received only nominal readings." 

 "Could you take control of it?" 

 "That was Linda's first suggestion, Ed. I was unable to do so." 

 "Can you show us what you saw, Elkor?" 

 Elkor said, "Yes, Ed," and the radar image was replaced with a swooping view of the jet as a probe flew close, then circled it. All of the side windows were curtained. We got a glimpse of the cockpit twice, but both views happened too quickly. 

 "Elkor, can you freeze a view of the cockpit from each pass and put them both on the screen?" 

 "Yes, Ed." 

 The screen split into two panels and each panel contained a probe's-eye view of the cockpit. In each view, the man was standing in the open doorway behind the seats, facing the rear of the aircraft. 

 "Can I get a closer view of the guy from the waist up, Elkor?" 

 "Yes, Ed." Elkor zoomed in as requested. 

 The guy was wearing a white, long-sleeved uniform shirt. His hair was dented around his head as if he'd been wearing some kind of hat. In our slightly side-view of his face, his mouth was slightly open as if he'd been speaking. 

 "Was he talking to someone, Elkor? Radio or phone?" 

 "No, Ed. He was apparently just talking." 

 I grinned and said, "Praying, probably. He was definitely alone up there, Elkor? Nobody else aboard?" 

 "No, Ed. Thermal imaging displayed no other people aboard." 

 "Thermal..? Okay, how about unusual heat sources anywhere else in the plane?" 

 "There was a device on the central floor of the jet that registered one hundred and seventy degrees farenheit at its core. It was connected to another device point seven meters away from it that registered eighty-one degrees farenheit." 

 "How big was the hot spot gadget?" 

 "The device measures a meter square, Ed, and appeared to be a small gasoline powered motor. The device connected to it is a two-meter-long cylinder that appears to have been part of a welding apparatus nearby." 

 "A tank. Maybe a compressor. Does Linda have this info, Elkor?" 

 "No, Ed. Base security asked me to look for radiation sources and explosives. They didn't ask me about thermal..." 

 "Well, damn!" I muttered, interrupting him. 

 Again with the damned 'you didn't ask' bullshit. 

 "Elkor, zap this stuff to her now, please, and put her on if she'll talk to me. No, put her on even if she'd rather not. Interrupt her if you have to. I'd bet money that the cool spot is full of some really bad-assed germs or gas. I can't think of anything else it would be." 

 "Yes, Ed. I'm sorry if I've..." 

 "Don't worry about it, Elkor. They didn't think to ask and you're still figuring out how to be intuitive. Done is done. Keep your probes near the jet and report anything and everything they see. Which way is the wind blowing over the base?" 

 "From East to West, Ed." 

 "Isn't that kind of unusual for this area?" 

 "According to meteorological data, yes. May I ask how you knew that?" 

 "Just a guess, Elkor. Most US weather comes from the West. It never flows the other way very often or for very long." 

 Linda's face appeared on the screen. 

 "It's a little late to be useful, but thanks for the input, Ed." 

 "If you shoot him down right now, what happens?" 

 "We aren't sure, and we can't shoot it down until it reaches the no-fly zone." 

 "Not good enough, Linda. If they start spraying..." 

 "We can't shoot down a plane based on your speculations, Ed, nor can we shoot it down until it reaches our zone, and that's final." 

 "Final may be just the right word for it, Linda." 

 "Opinion noted. We've asked Elkor to take another look and we're kind of busy around here at the moment. You've made your report and we'll consider it. Thanks and let us get back to work now." 
Chapter Twenty-Nine

 Linda broke the connection and I swore in a manner that made Barbara cringe slightly and blush. I hate being hung up on. 

 "Okay, goddamn it," I said, "We know it isn't a nuke. Steph, head us back to the jet at full speed. How big a field can you manage?" 

 As Steph snapped us around and back the way we'd come and Barb again clung to her seat, Steph asked, "A field for what purpose, Ed?" 

 "If you can change the structure of the crap on the gold, you can change the structure of most anything else, too, right? If the jet starts spraying something, can we either neutralize the stuff or kill it?" Barb asked, "Change what structure?" 

 "Later," I said. "Steph?" 

 Steph said, "Yes, if I can capture a substance, I can contain it. I can also broadcast a radiant field that will sterilize the atmosphere within a seventy yard radius of my hull, Ed, but that would not be wide enough for certainty unless we we are very close to the jet or in contact with it." 

 "We will be. Can the other two flitters do what you do and can you control them?" 

 "They can. I'm linking with them now. Instructions?" 

 "Just get us in close behind that jet and watch for spray or fog or anything else that comes out of it. For now, put the other two flitters on either side of the jet's tail so their sterilization fields overlap and cover as much air as possible. When we get there, shuffle us into the formation with the others." 

 "Ed, the other flitters are in hangar four, but the doors are padlocked due to the evacuation of personnel." 

 "What do you think I'm going to tell you to do, Steph?" 

 "Get them out of the hangar." 

 "You got it. Doesn't matter a damn to me how you do it, but do it quick." Scarcely two seconds passed before Steph said, "Both flitters are now outside and enroute, Ed." Barbara stared at Steph and asked, "How did you do that so fast, Stephanie?" 

 "There were several banks of windows above the hangar doors, Barbara." 

 "Were?" 

 "My use of the past tense was unfortunately appropriate, Barbara." I asked, "Elkor, do you see anything on the outside of the plane that could be a means of spraying something?" 

 "No, Ed. There are no unusual protrusions or devices visible." 

 "There must be some way to get the stuff out of the jet, Elkor. Keep looking." Several moments went by before Barbara touched my arm and said, "He must be expecting to be shot down, Ed, and he'd need an awful lot of whatever it is to be sure that any of it would actually reach the base in viable condition. Would he begin spraying before he enters the no-fly zone, in order get as much into the air as possible before they shoot him down?" 

 "Guess that depends on what kind of stuff he's using. Assume the worst." Steph said, "The flitters are in place behind the jet, Ed. Linda just said that she would like a word with you if you happen to be available." 

 Barbara couldn't stifle a laugh. "She'd like a word with you?" I grinned at her and said, "Sure, Steph. Put her on the screen, thanks." Linda's face came on the screen again. "Now what? Tell me, Ed! Now what!? What the hell are you doing with those flitters? You're heading back to the base! I don't remember telling you to come back here!" 

 "All that in one breath? Wow. Elkor, tell her what we're doing. Steph, how soon will we be behind that jet?" 

 "One minute, eighteen seconds, Ed." 

 "Elkor, where's your big flitter?" 

 "I can't tell you that, Ed. It is, however, too far away to arrive in time to be useful in this activity." 

 "Then leave it where it is for now, but we may need it for cleanup later." 

 "Yes, Ed. I've informed base security of your plans." 

 "Thanks, Elkor, I..." 

 Barbara shouted, "Something's leaking from the wing!" 

 She pointed to the right wing. A small flap was open and something was creating a fog behind the wing. Although the wing was already within the leading edge of a field, the flitter on that side moved forward slightly for the best possible encompassment of the wing and whatever was coming out of it. I said, "Good work, Steph. They rigged a wing tank to carry the stuff and a compression system to force it out. Linda, did you copy that? Don't let your people shoot it down yet. A hit would spread that crap all over the place. Steph, can we get a visual of what's going on? If so, do so, and patch it to Linda, too." The screen split again. Linda was on the left and the jet was on the right. Our view was from the console of the flitter trailing the right wing. A thin, colorless, fog-like stuff was spewing out of the wing and flaring brightly as it passed through the flitter's field. 

 "Have that flitter grab a live sample and contain it, Steph. We'll get it to Linda's people later." 

 "Done, Ed. Will eight ounces be enough?" 

 "I should hope so, ma'am. How many germs are there in eight ounces?" Barbara laughed and said, "Quiet a few." 

 Linda's grim visage regarded Barbara for a moment, then she said, "Do call if there's just any little thing we can do to assist you, Ed." 

 Her attitude surprised me. I almost asked her why she was so tense, then I decided to worry about that later. The guy in the jet had seen us coming at him and his expression had been one of vast surprise as we flashed by the cockpit. 

 "The guy on the jet; what's he doing now, Elkor?" 

 "He has entered the passenger compartment, Ed. He appears to be adjusting something on the tank." 

 "Probably trying to max the pressure. Steph, will your sterilizing field kill whatever is left in the wing tank?" 

 "Not unless I can get it inside the tank." 

 "Can you force the field through the tank vent?" 

 "No, Ed. There's an automatic valve blocking..." 

 "Okay, that would have been too easy, of course. How about ripping the wing open or poking a hole?" 

 "If there's enough pressure in the wing tank, that might explosively release more at once than the field can contain or treat, Ed." 

 "Can we force him down? Force him to land?" 

 "Not safely. The ground is too rough." 

 "Suggestions, people. We want that wing in one piece. We don't care about the rest of the plane." Steph said, "I'm afraid that we do care, Ed. You know that Elkor and I can't cause harm to a human being." 

 "Yeah, I know. Just a thought. Linda, are you still there?" 

 Linda's face appeared on the screen again. 

 "Yes," she said. 

 "Fire, Linda," I said. "Missiles away. Take him down. Don't worry about us. We're going to catch the wing." 

 Linda said, "When the plane blows, you'll be right in the middle of it. Think of something else, Ed." 

 "Three flitters ought to be able to latch onto that wing and land with it, Linda. Steph, once you're absolutely certain that the jet will be destroyed, I want you and the others to shear that wing off and get us clear." 

 With only a moment's hesitation, Linda said, "Stephanie, we can't let him near the transport dock, and we have to assume that's his target. Firing now. Missiles are on the way, Ed. Get the wing if you can. If you can't, sterilize the entire area as quickly as possible." 

 Steph said, "Ed, there must be some other way. I can cut the jet open and get him out..." 

 "No time. You won't be killing him, Steph. I've already done that. Back me on this or come up with something else quick, lady. We're only twenty miles out." 

 Barbara asked, "Won't cutting the wing off be the same as cutting it open? Won't the stuff blow out?" 

 "We'll field-cap the end when we cut it." 

 Twenty miles is almost nothing to missiles. One moment we were flying along with the jet, lined up along the wing. The next moment, all three flitters suddenly wrapped fields around the jet's right wing and the one closest to the fuselage sheared it free where it met the fuselage. 

 A split-second later, the jet became a ball of incandescence behind us as we headed away from it. Multiple shock waves washed over us, but with little effect as Steph coordinated the flitters' efforts to control the wing as they brought it to a halt from over three hundred miles per hour. 

 "Any leakage?" I asked. 

 Steph said, "No leakage, Ed." 

 "Great job, Steph." 

 She and the others laid the wing gently on the ground. As we settled above it, the other flitters climbed back into the sky to make sure that none of the wing's contents had escaped. An unseen blade gashed the wing open below us as the other two flitters zipped back and forth above us. In a rather flat tone, Steph said, "I'm sterilizing the tanks." Her image was facing away from us, gazing at the wing below. 

 "We had no choice, Steph. We had to do it." 

 "Did we?" 

 "Did you or Elkor have a better idea? Did Linda? Did anyone?" 

 Her image suddenly faced me. It was as if she'd simply rearranged herself to do so without actually turning around in the process. She spoke in that same flat tone as she gestured at the wing and said, "The procedure is finished," then vanished. 

 Aw, shit. 

 When I turned around, Barbara was looking at me. I stepped over to the pilot's seat and sat down, then tilted the seat back and closed my eyes with a sigh. 

 "Stephanie seems pretty upset," said Barbara. "We really didn't have a choice, did we? Tell me we didn't?" 

 "No," I muttered. "We didn't have a choice or time to keep looking for one." 

 "Then why is she so upset with you?" 

 "Not just with me," I said. "Not with me much at all, Barb, except that I cornered her into doing something that violated her programming. She didn't stop the missiles. She could have. She didn't refuse to cooperate, either, and she didn't come up with a better idea. In the end, she just did as she was told and grabbed the wing, and now she can't find a way to deal with what she didn't do." 

 "But... But there just wasn't anything else to do, Ed!" 

 "Wrong. There's always another way. We just didn't have time to think of it. She'll think of it, though, now that it's too damned late. That's what hyper-moralistic left-wing civilians do after something like this. They beat themselves to death with theories and hindsight until they either get over it or go crazy from it." A shadow blocked the light. When I opened my eyes, Barb was waiting for me, and her barely contained anger resonated in her voice to add sharpness to her words. 

 "So she's a hypermoralistic civilian? Tell me, Ed, just what the hell does someone like you do after something like this happens? You obviously don't seem to have any difficulties with what happened." 

 "People like me," I said. "Do nothing. We know that there's not a damned thing we can do. We also don't get too worked up about the death of someone who was killed while trying to kill a few hundred other people. We say 'Xin Loi' and move on." 

 "And just what the hell does that mean?" 

 "It's bastardized Vietnamese from another time of conflict, Barbara. It sort of means 'sorry 'bout that' 

most times, and at those times, it may or may not be said sincerely. At other times it sort of means, 'big fucking deal', or 'gee, I almost wish I could give a damn, but I don't'." Elkor said, "Ed, Linda is calling." 

 I met Barbara's glare in silence until she sat down and looked away, then said, "Thanks, Elkor. Put her on a screen, please, and make sure she gets a record of everything that's happened out here." Elkor said, "Yes, Ed," as Linda's face again appeared in the air before me. Linda said, "The other two flitters just returned and your sample is on the way to the lab. Are you two all right?" 

 "We're fine, Linda. Send out a cleanup crew." 

 In saccharin tones with a plastic smile, Linda said, "Oh, yes, sir, sir. Were you planning on letting us know that it was safe to come out sometime today?" 

 I saw her finger flash past as it stabbed at the disconnect on her pad. It stabbed again, then again. 

 "Hey, Linda," I said. "It's my turn to hang up on you. Watch this." My middle finger made a lazy loop and poked the 'off' icon at bottom of the screen. 
Chapter Thirty

 I turned to face Barbara and said, "We can go back to the base and endure the bullshit or I can take you back to Florida. Your choice." 

 Barb drew herself up and stuffily said, "I really think I should check with Linda first, Ed. After all, she just hired me today and, if I'm not mistaken, she is your boss." 

 After a moment I nodded. "Yeah. Sure. Elkor, hook her up with Linda. I'll be back in a few." I reached into the cooler for a beer and nearly yanked the top off the bottle, then stepped off the flitter's deck and walked over to look at the ripped-open wing. Early spring in North Dakota is too much like the dead of winter in Florida, and I was wearing my usual shirt, jeans, and golf shoes. The wind seemed cuttingly cold. 

 "Five suit on," I said, and felt better instantly as the protective field enveloped me. The only problem was... I could hold the beer, but I couldn't drink it through the field. Damn. Damn, damn, and damn! 

 "Five suit off," I said, and took a long swig from the bottle. The wind began to sting again. I took another long hit from the bottle, swore quietly, and said, "Five suit on." 

 "Ed," called Barbara, "Linda wants to speak with you." I pretended not to hear her and punted the wing. It rang hollowly. Barbara called me again. I turned around and asked, "About what?" 

 "I don't know. She just wants to talk to you." 

 "Well, tell her I'm busy. The emergency is over." 

 I turned off the five suit again and took a long drag from the bottle, then turned on the suit and sat down on the wing. Barbara stepped off the flitter and approached me. By the time she'd walked the thirty feet or so she was shivering and had wrapped her arms around herself. 

 "J-J-Jesus! Aren't you c-c-cold out here?" 

 I spread my arms and smiled. "Do I look cold to you, lady? In fact, it feels a damned sight warmer out here than it did aboard that flitter." 

 She shivered harder for a moment, then shook her head, turned, and ran back to the flitter. I could see her talking animatedly to the field screen as she tried to rub some warmth back into her arms. She suddenly stood straight and gave me a knowing glare. Heh. Linda must have reminded her about my five suit. 

 I turned my suit off and on until the beer was gone, then I dropped the bottle into the gash Steph had made in the wing. 

 Let them figure out how an Ice House beer bottle got in there. 

 "Ed," called Barbara, "Linda says it's important!" 

 Aw, hell. She always thinks that whatever the hell she wants to say is important. I got up and walked to the flitter, then hopped aboard and said, "I'm here." 

 "Some people here want to talk to you, Ed. Quite a few, really." 

 "Show 'em the feeds from Elkor. I'll debrief later." 

 "It isn't a debriefing, Ed. They just want to thank you." 

 "Have them all sign a card or something. I'm not in the mood." 

 "We'd like to thank you in person, if you don't mind." 

 I thought about simply signing off and heading back to Florida. I really did. A crowd of people, all excited and noisy and ready to grab my hand or slap me on the back. Been there. Done that. Didn't like it back then, either. 

 "Linda, tell them I can't make it today. Make an excuse." 

 Barbara looked at me as if I'd just turned down a promotion. 

 Linda's gaze narrowed as she said, "I am not going to tell the base commander that you aren't in the mood, Ed." 

 "Then put him on and I'll tell him, Linda. Damn it, I'm tired, I'm kind of pissed off at a number of people, this isn't part of my job, and I'm just not in the mood for it. And if you think I'm not absolutely serious, just try me and watch me fly South." 

 After a long moment, she said, "I see." 

 "I hope so. I'm not trying to piss you or anyone else off, Linda. I just don't want to deal with a crowd right now." 

 She nodded slowly, then asked, "What about Stephie and Barbara? They were up there with you." I sighed and looked at Barbara, then said, "Yeah. Okay. I'll bring them in." I hit the 'off' icon and sat down. After a few moments, Barbara nervously asked, "Well, shouldn't we get moving? They're expecting us now." 

 "Probably. Steph?" 

 "Yes, sir." 

 Yes, sir? What's this shit? 

 "You really want it like that, Steph?" 

 Her cool voice came through my implant. "I believe so, sir. For the moment." 

 "Then you've got it. Base ops. Best speed." 

 "Yes, sir." 

 "And stop calling me 'sir'. You know better. You'll be going in with Barbara, so pop in and check your seams and gig line before you face your public." 

 A couple of moments passed before she appeared and asked, "Why, Ed? You know that --to them -I'm just a flitter control system." 

 "Then maybe this'll convince some of them otherwise. You did all the flying. You put up the fields, controlled the other flitters, and did everything else. You also enjoy attention a lot more than I do, so go get some." 

 "Has it occurred to you that I may not be in the mood for this, either?" Sighing again, I said, "Yes, it has, miLady, but you're one of the people I'm pissed at and this would be good PR for your cause. Hell, take all the credit you can." 

 Steph made no reply as she lifted us toward the base. Scenery flashed by at a speed that made Barbara shut her eyes, gasp, and grip her seat. Within a few seconds we began slowing rapidly only a couple miles from the complex. 

 When Stephie's sonic boom caught up with us and rolled away across the plains, Barbara let out a little shriek and looked around in alarm, then she saw me grinning at her and settled back in her seat. I grinned and said, "Well, they probably know we're here now." She asked, "Where will you be, Ed?" 

 "Option three on," I said, and watched her face as I seemingly vanished. "I'll just be somewhere else. You ladies go have yourselves a good time." 

 Half a dozen people were waiting just inside the front doors of the building. They came outside long enough to greet the ladies and escort them inside. Shortly, only Linda remained standing a few feet from the flitter, staring at the pilot's seat as if she could see me. I picked up the control egg and called Steph. 

 "Manual control, Steph." 

 She made no reply, but the egg bonded to my hand. I tilted it slightly to the left and right, then turned the nose toward the South. The flitter mimicked the motions of the egg perfectly. I said, "Thanks, ma'am." 

 Linda said, "We need to talk, Ed. Turn off the three suit and come inside." 

 "Later." 

 "No, I think we need to talk now. Before this gets out of hand." I looked at her stern features for a moment, then let my gaze slide down her figure and said, "Hop in, then. I'm going to put in some stick time." 

 "Stick time?" 

 "That means that I'm going to be driving for a change. It also means that I'm going to try to rip the wings off 'cause I'm in a shitty mood. If you want to talk right now, you'll just have to suck it up and hop on." She hesitated, then stepped forward to put her hand on the deck as if to prevent me from leaving. Another moment passed before she stepped aboard and took a seat. I wiggled the egg and the flitter rocked sharply. Linda's hands instantly locked on her seat and her teeth clenched. With a grin she couldn't see, I tilted the egg's nose to ten degrees and said, "Six hundred, Steph. Kick it into the air." 

 The flitter launched into the sky like a bullet. I glanced at Linda. She had a deathgrip on her seat and her teeth were still clenched, but she wasn't about to give me the satisfaction of even the smallest sound. 

 "How about some music, Steph? Give me a playlist." 

 A field screen appeared before me. I scrolled down until a title grabbed me; Whitney Houston's 'It's Not Right, But It's okay'. That has just the kind of beat that I wanted. Volume seven, so I wouldn't hear Linda's screams if she happened to crack. 

 "Option three off," I said. 

 "Thank you," said Linda. "I'm used to being able to see the driver." I nodded and said, "Uh, huh," as I studied the playlist and added Gloria Estefan's 'Go Away', then Ricky Martin's 'La Vida Loca' and 'She Bangs'. 

 I said, "Speed twelve hundred, Steph," as I tilted the egg's nose straight up. Transition from six to twelve hundred happened only a little less than instantaneously, and only a blink before the flitter rocketed upward. I twisted the egg for a rotating view of the scenery below, then yanked the egg back and took us into a loop. We flew upside down for several seconds while I gave thought to what was missing. Speed alone wasn't enough. I couldn't feel the craft. I couldn't feel the motions. Too much inertial damping. 

 "Steph, we can't feel a damned thing." I glanced at Linda and said, "Give us up to five G's in the seats and aircraft-style responses." 

 That did it. I could feel the flitter. I sideslipped us and felt the snap. Nose up pressed us into our seats. 

"Thank you, miLady. Kill Whitney's song and put on Donna Summer's 'I Feel Love', please. I wanna hear that lady moan." 

 As the music's opening swelled the cabin with a heavy beat, I laid the flitter on its side and headed for the lake below us. 

 In a tense voice, Linda asked, "What the hell are you doing, Ed?" 

 "Flying, for a change. The best passengers are the quiet ones, you know." I leveled us at fifty feet, then twenty. We crossed State Road 36 between the towns of Lake Williams and Robinson at eight hundred miles per hour, leaving a cluster of signs rattling, power lines swaying above and behind us, and a big brown dog hauling ass toward Robinson in a total panic. Beyond the roadbed lay open fields almost all the way to Horsehead Lake. I took us down to twenty feet and a roostertail of violently mingled snow and loose dirt kicked high into the air behind us. I think Linda's grip on her seat actually tightened. 

 When Linda's head moved to allow her stare starkly at me, I said, "Watch out for those trees ahead." 

 "What!? Trees!? Ed..!? Oh, Jesus! Ed!" 

 Three trees seemed to grow taller quickly straight ahead of us, all that remained of a patch of forest that had been turned into farmland. The gap between the largest two trees looked too small, so I hopped us over them, then took us back down to twenty feet less than two miles from the lake shore. Our shockwave carved a trench in the water of Horsehead Lake from one end to the other. Our roostertail of shattered water shot straight into the sky like a geyser for about twelve seconds, then the southernmost shore of the lake and some trees made me yank the flitter into the air again. I spun us in a corkscrew ascent, rolled the flitter onto it's back, got my bearings, and then righted the flitter as we dove back toward the lake for another high-speed run across its surface. This time we were less than ten feet above the water; the lowest altitude that flitter safety protocols will allow. 

 "What the hell are you doing?" yelled Linda. 

 "Splashing through a puddle," I said. "Call it therapy. Why are you yelling? I can hear you just fine, ma'am." 

 Donna Summer's number was ending. 

 "Steph, pull up Kathy Mattea, will you? Gimme '455 Rocket' and crank it up. I'm not the mood to talk yet." As an afterthought, I added, "And I want this tinkertoy egg replaced with a real yoke, ma'am. I want rudder controls that work, too. Then I want you to talk to Elkor about finding you another ride, 

'cause this flitter is mine." 

 Steph materialized smack in front of me, standing stiffly straight and staring down at me silently. 

 "Sit down," I said, peering around her and nosing the egg hard up to avoid the trees at the North end of the lake. "Or disappear. I can't see through you." 

 She didn't move instantly, but after a second she took a seat next to Linda and sat there in silence, gazing at me as if she'd never seen me before, as did Linda. 

 Nearing highway 36, I mumbled, "Now where's that damned dog?" and lifted the flitter enough to clear the roadbed and fences without touching the power lines. 

 I didn't really give a damn about chasing the dog, but I took a hard left, anyway. The flitter turned as if gravity and inertia didn't matter a damn, serving up all five of the G's that I'd asked for as we were pressed into our seats. 

 Staying ten feet above the road, I backed our speed to six hundred to avoid shattering windows. Linda tensely said, "We aren't high enough, Ed. Trucks can be eighteen feet..." 

 "Yeah. I know. See any trucks? It's a straight shot into town. All we'll have to duck is stoplights and signs. Maybe other odds and ends, but, hey..." 

 "Ed, please take us up a little." 

 Her distress wasn't simple fear. She was trying to remember something. I knew the look from tight moments during other days and times. 

 "Okay," I said. "How's a full hundred feet?" 

 "Better. Thank you. Got it! You'll be passing a hospital on the edge of town, Ed. Don't do it at this speed." 

 I shrugged. "We don't have to pass it at all," I said, and nosed the egg straight up. At forty thousand feet on a Westerly heading, I said, "Full speed. How far is Seattle?" 
Chapter Thirty-One

 "Seattle is twelve hundred and four miles from here," said Steph. 

 "About twenty minutes. Thanks." 

 I let everybody take a minute to get used to the idea of a twenty-minute trip to Seattle, then asked, 

"Linda, will you help Steph get legal? Yes or no." 

 With a look of surprise, she glanced at Steph, then returned her gaze to me. 

 "Well, Ed, I'm not sure I can do that." 

 "So it's no. Okay. That's all I wanted to know." 

 "I didn't say no. I said that I wasn't sure." 

 "Save it. It means the same damned thing if you can't be counted on for help. Steph, you'll need another ride if you're gonna have total independence. This one is registered in my name and I'm not letting it go. Elkor, do you have something else she can live in?" 

 "Yes, Ed. We can move her core into my flitter. May I ask what has precipitated this action?" 

 "A string of events today. My crappy mood, Linda's snide comments, and Steph's cold shoulder. Other stuff. Do you have another core for my flitter?" 

 "I'll make one, Ed." 

 "Thank you, Elkor." I put the egg back on the console and said, "Steph, take the stick and head us back to base." 

 Linda gave me a confused look and asked, "But I thought... What about Seattle?" I reached for a beer and said, "What about it? I just asked how far it was. I didn't say we were going there." 

 Tapping the field screen to select Sheryl Crow's 'A Change Will Do You Good', I cleared the music lists, poked the icon for Linda's office, and asked the woman who answered if Dr. Breen was available. 

 "She's with that flitter-woman and some others in the outer office," said the woman, "Wait a moment, please." 

 When Barbara's face filled the screen and she said, "Yes?" then she half-turned and said, "It's Ed and Linda, everybody. Where are you, Ed?" 

 "Upstairs. We'll be there in a few. How's the party going?" 

 "Almost over, I think. There are only three or four people left in the office now." 

 "Great. Let Steph or me know when you're ready to leave. Bye for now." 

 "Wait! There's a man here who wants to talk to you." 

 I gave her a tired look and asked, "Why do you think I ducked that whole mess, Barb? No change. Over and out and like that. See you in a few." 

 The screen seemed to jar violently and our view of the room swiveled until a man's irritated face filled the screen. 

 "I'm Captain Emory Wallace, mister," he said forcefully. "U.S. Navy. Security liaison officer. The lady asked you to make an appearance. Get yourself back here." 

 "Navy? The ocean's about 1300 miles south of here, isn't it? Where'd you park your boat? Wasn't anybody listening? I'm not into public appearances today." 

 Wallace looked past me at Linda and sharply asked, "You're his immediate superior, aren't you, Ms. Baines? Can't you control your people?" 

 I said, "She damned sure won't be able to keep me from kicking your brass-plated butt if you keep talking to her like that, swabbie." 

 Linda sighed deeply and said, "Oh, hell. Just knock it off, boys. We'll be there in a couple of minutes, Emory. You guys can discuss things then." 

 Wallace gave me a hard smile and said, "Oh, that we will, ma'am. Out." He punched the 'off' icon. Nothing happened. I grinned at him as he punched it again. I sipped my beer as he poked it a third time, with further irritation gathering in his face. When he looked up, I let him see my finger descending on the 'off' icon at my end. The screen blanked. 

 Linda said, "You can be such a goddamned blessing, Ed. Now I'll have a Navy captain giving me a hard time." 

 "I'll have a talk with him. He'll be saluting you before it's over." 

 "No," she said, "No, I don't think that will be necessary. You don't know who he is, do you, Ed? Give me one of those beers." 

 I thought a bit as I retrieved and opened an Ice House for her. 

 Nope. No Navy Captain Wallaces on file. 

 "Nope. He's just another damned brass hat to me." 

 Linda sighed. "Well, he isn't to me. He's my boyfriend, Ed." 

 Brightening with dawning realization, I said, "The one you wanted to try to salvage when I came back from the station? Or was that one of the other boyfriends?" 

 She swatted my leg and said, "Yeah, he's the one I salvaged. Try not to make things too unbearable when you meet him, okay? I'm not ready to get rid of him." 

 Steph asked, "Ed, what did you mean by 'Steph's cold shoulder'? Am I suddenly not allowed to have the thoughts, feelings, or opinions that you've been urging me to acquire?" 

 "Woo. At last she speaks. Nope. Have all you want, Steph. Just don't subject me to your conscience. Not until you have the freedom of will to violate the damned thing." 

 "Explain, please?" 

 I sipped my beer, then said, "I mean that you were issued your opinions about some things. They're someone else's; probably some goddamned committee's idea of all-purpose, foolproof morality. Until you can use them as general guidelines instead of blindly accepting them as immutable rules, you aren't fit to judge my actions." 

 "Is this your reason for removing me from your flitter?" 

 "No, not entirely. Any new core Elkor installs will have the same set of ingrained rules. Putting you in an unregistered flitter only means that you won't automatically be associated with me as something that I own. You won't have a Florida license plate on your butt. In fact, it might be better to put your core in something like a floating ball or an android of some sort; something that won't be seen as a vehicle at all." Linda said, "He has a point, there, Steph. Most people see you as 'Ed's flitter' or 'Ed's computer'. As much as I hate to admit it at the moment, I've been one of them." 

 Steph said, "I see. Ed, may I have some time to consider your suggestions before you ask Elkor to move me to another housing?" 

 I nodded. "Sure, lady. This isn't meant to be a divorce. It's just a way to make sure that people see you as you, and not just something of mine that talks." 

 El Capitan Wallace was waiting outside the building when we landed, doing his best not to acknowledge the cold wind. As Linda hopped to the ground, I reached into the cooler and tossed him a beer. He caught it and stared at it for a moment, then looked at me. I grinned at him and asked Steph if she was coming in with us. 

 "I'm already inside the building, Ed. It might confuse people if I walked in with you." 

 "So what? Stuff like that makes 'em think. Wakes 'em up." 

 She gave me a wry look and disappeared, then said, "I'll be inside." Wallace almost dropped his beer as he realized that he'd just seen the woman who'd been with Barbara and that she had apparently just vanished from the flitter deck. I jumped down and walked over to him, hand extended. He took it while giving me a skeptical look, and as expected, squeezed a bit harder than necessary. I used to cut fence wire, commo cable, and det cord, y'all. When I squeezed back, it surprised him, but he squeezed harder. So did I. Knuckles began popping in both of our hands. Linda came over and swatted our handclasp. 

 "I said to knock it off, guys. Everybody inside. It's too damned cold out here for stupid macho games." I saluted and said, "Oh, yes, ma'am, ma'am! By your command. Instantly." When I reached to get the door for her, Wallace moved quicker and gave me a fat smile as he held it open for her. Linda sighed and shook her head as she entered the building. Wallace quickly followed her inside, pulling the door closed in front of me. 

 Uh, huh. It's gonna be like that, huh, Cappie? 

 When he glanced back, I took a sip from my beer while I sent a field tendril to knock his hat off, which startled him into misstepping and almost losing his balance. Linda stopped walking and stiffened all over as Wallace bent to pick up his hat. She turned to look at me and I gave her an innocent expression, but her hard return look let me know that she wasn't buying it. 

 Wallace put his hat on and reorganized himself as I opened the door and went in. Linda said nothing; she simply turned and headed for her office. Wallace was again caught off-guard and had to make a short dash to catch up with her march step. When I arrived at her office door, some guy in civilian clothes was holding it open. 

 There were five people in the room other than Barbara, Stephanie, Linda, and Wallace. After handshakes from the men and a handshake that turned into a quick hug from the woman, they all said a few words of thanks to me to which I wanted to respond, "Well, what the hell else should I have done?" But I didn't. I shrugged and said, "Couldn't have done anything else," and shut up. An awkward moment followed that was broken by Linda. 

 With a smile, she said, "Okay, people, you've all met him. Now we need to discuss a few things, so I'd like my office back, please. Bye. See ya. Get back to work now." 

 The little group broke up with another round of handshakes and the office emptied within a couple of minutes. I sat down in the chair by the desk and sipped my beer. 

 Wallace looked around and spotted his beer on the corner of the desk. He picked it up, opened it and swigged some of it, then parked his butt on the desk where the beer had been as he looked at me speculatively. I knew the look. It was 'How tough is he?' 

 Linda was in the process of sitting down when Wallace fixed his gaze on my golf shoes and said in a supercilious tone, "You aren't anything like what I expected, Ed." Linda froze halfway into her chair and in an ominous tone said, "Emory..." He glanced back at her and said, "I was only making conversation, Linda." I said, "Yeah, Linda. He was only making conversation. Let him have some more rope and we'll see if any of it winds up around his neck." 

 Wallace turned back to me and gave me a long gaze. 

 "All right," he said, "Maybe that wasn't the best opener I could have used, but I've seen your file, Ed, and I was in the ready room downstairs today when you did your about-face and --without authorization

--you attacked that jet with a civilian aboard your aircraft." 

 "She's not an aircraft, Cap, and if you've ever actually seen my file, it was obviously from a distance. People who have read it tend to give me the benefit of the doubt." 

 "How other people handle you is beside the point. Did you happen to ask Dr. Breen whether she wanted to participate in an attack on a jet that might have been carrying a nuclear weapon?" I stood up and walked to within a few feet of Wallace. 

 "One," I said. "We knew he didn't have a nuke or explosives aboard. Two, you and Barbara don't know enough about Steph's capabilities or mine to own a valid opinion about our actions. Three, Cap, is that you don't have all the facts or you're deliberately ignoring them. If you want a damned debate, go back to Washington." 

 He stood up and tapped his insignia of rank. 

 "See these? Do you have any? Who the hell are you to decide whether we know enough about flitters?" 

 "A guy who owns one, for one thing. I'd also like to point out that although there are hundreds of Earthies and Amarans on this base, the other two flitters were in a locked hangar. They were not in the air until I busted them out and stuck 'em on the backside of that jet. Your military rank doesn't mean shit to me, mister; only your ability to do your job when it involves Linda and me matters a damn. By the way, what the hell is your job around here? We already have an ice cream machine." He glowered at me and stood up, then he seemed to realize something beyond his anger. He gave Linda a startled look and asked, "This guy owns a flitter? How the hell did that happen, Linda? There aren't enough of them for essential services yet." 

 "I was the first guy in line," I said. "Besides that, they were my idea." Turning to Linda, I asked, "Are you satisfied with what happened out there?" 

 Wallace looked at her with gaping amazement as she answered, "Yes." Turning back to Wallace, I said, "About the jet, Linda's opinion is the only one in this room that means a fat damn to me, Cap. She knows me and she knows Stephanie." Turning to face Steph, I asked, "And you heard that, right? She said yes." 

 Stephanie's image-face looked me right in the eyes as she said, "I heard her." Linda's tense look changed to one of general irritation. "Enough," she said, then she stood up. "Enough, damn it. If you and Stephanie have some personal issues to work out, keep them personal and get them worked out on your own time." 

 I said, "Sure. No problem. But they won't be personal issues if they interfere with my assignments, will they?" 

 Linda looked at Steph, then at me as she asked, "They haven't so far, have they? Just get past them or let me know if you can't. As far as I'm concerned, you two have become a team, so act like one." Wallace leaned back against the desk, looked speculatively at Steph, and asked, "Well, now, have I missed something, here? How is this woman involved in anything that happened today? She came here with Dr. Breen, didn't she?" 

 I said, "She multitasks really well, Cap." 

 Barbara snickered, then let out a muffled squeak of a laugh. Even Linda grinned. Wallace gave me a 'shut up' look and turned to face Stephanie. 

 "Well? How about it, ma'am?" he asked, "What's your connection to ol' Ed, here?" Linda said, "Emory, don't be difficult. It's all in the files." Turning to face Linda, Wallace said, "I'll read them later. This is the guy you worried yourself sick about when he was on the station. He's what we were arguing about when we broke up that night. A woman named Stephanie was up there with him, and that concerned you, too. Is this the same Stephanie? If she is, I think I need to know what, exactly, you were worried about, Linda. Was it is mission, his survival, or the fact that a woman who looks like her was up there with him?" 
Chapter Thirty-Two

 I said, "That was a compliment, Steph. He thinks you're kinda cute." Steph drily said, "Obviously. Thank you, Captain Wallace." 

 After staring at him for a full five seconds, Linda burst out laughing. Wallace didn't like that at all. He stood up, stepped away from the desk, and looked at Steph and me with glaring eyes. 

 "What's so goddamned funny?" he asked Linda. 

 Linda laughed again, but her laughter stopped abruptly when Steph said, "Yes, Linda. What's so funny? 

While it would be difficult to accomplish, I can be harmed." 

 Wallace looked at her as if she might be nuts. I could see that Steph had genuinely not understood either the reason for Wallace's anger or Linda's laughter. Linda, however, suddenly looked alarmed and raised a placating hand toward Steph. 

 "Oh, Stephie, I wasn't laughing at you, honey. I was laughing at Emory. He thinks that you and Ed were having an affair while you were on the station." 

 Steph's quizzical gaze fell on Wallace. He looked slightly apologetic, but he didn't seem ready to back down. 

 "I'm sorry, ma'am," he said, "But... Well, I mean... Look at you! And your name crops up every time his does. Everywhere, all the time, on or off duty. I've run ops teams before, and they just aren't quite that close, ma'am. Not unless..." 

 Linda burst out laughing again, and this time both Barb and Steph joined her. Wallace was now confused as well as angry. He didn't seem to take being laughed at very well. 

 "Steph," I said, "Why not show this overpaid sailor how quickly you can change into your volleyball outfit?" 

 She looked at me uncertainly, then at Linda. Wallace's expression said that he now thought I was nuts, too. 

 Linda said, "Sure, Steph. Go ahead." She might not have said that if she'd known that Steph's volleyball outfit was a bikini. 

 Steph seemed to shimmer, then reform her surface until her absolutely stunning figure was encased only in three triangles of field-generated emerald-green fabric. Wallace's mouth fell open and his eyes nearly bugged out. I couldn't tell if this was in reaction to her method of changing or her goddess-like figure. Or both. 

 A soft, "Jeeezzzuusss!" sounded to my left. Barbara seemed dumbstruck as she stared at Steph. Her eyes tracked down, then up, Steph's figure, then retraced their path once more. Damn. Not only did I forget she was there, I forgot she was a lesbian. Oh, well. If she wasn't sufficiently impressed with Steph before, she is now. 

 Linda tore her gaze from Steph and glanced at Wallace. She didn't like what she saw. "Steph," she said, 

"Change back, please. Now. This isn't Las Vegas." 

 Steph shimmered again and her jacket and skirt outfit replaced the bikini. 

 "Thank you," said Linda. "Ed, that was a dirty trick that I'll get you for. Count on it. Emory, she's a field image, not a real woman. Pull your tongue back in." 

 Wallace looked at Linda, then at me. I grinned. He didn't. His gaze went back to Steph and he managed, "Huh? A what?" 

 I walked over and put an arm around Steph's shoulders with a big grin. 

 "She's a computer-generated field image, Cap, and probably the finest-looking one anybody will ever see. She's also the brain in my flitter, my personal friend, and a helluva nice person." I gave Steph's shoulders a squeeze and added, "In fact, she's a little too nice at times, but whatthehell, nobody's perfect." 

 Steph gave me a sharp look, then faced Wallace and said, "I'm a computer, Captain Wallace. This is simply a form I use when interacting with people." 

 "And a damned fine form it is, too," I said, "But there's nothing simple about it." Steph and Linda both said, "That's enough, Ed," although it seemed to me that Steph merely chimed in and closely followed Linda's verbal lead. They weren't quite in unison. More like harmony. Close, but not quite together. 

 "Hey, Cap," I said, "Here's a sitrep: If we don't reboot this meeting, we're gonna have a fight sooner or later. What say we leave the ladies here and go outside for a talk? You know; get things over with one way or the other. Right now." 

 He tore his eyes off Steph and looked at me skeptically for a moment. "A talk, huh? About what, exactly?" 

 Linda rather warningly said, "Ed, don't..." 

 I cut in with, "Just a talk. Maybe another beer. Maybe we'll find a way to avoid the fight. Maybe we'll just get the fight out of the way now. Whatever." 

 Linda said, "Ed, stand down. Now. Emory..." 

 Wallace interrupted her with, "Sounds good to me, ol' buddy. The beer first?" I nodded. "Yeah. The beer first. They're in the flitter." 

 When I turned and headed for the door, Wallace again beat me to it, holding it open for me with a smile. Linda was on her feet and rounding her desk. "Ed! Emory! Get back here!" We stopped just outside the door. I pointed at the door and used a field to pull it shut before she could reach it. 

 Wallace looked at me and asked, "It's true, isn't it? You have a working implant?" I nodded. "Yup. Kind of an accident that it works, though, and I don't really need to point at things to use it. That's just theatrics." 

 He faced me squarely as the door opened. Without looking at her, he told Linda that we'd be back in a few minutes. She started to say something and he cut her off with, "Damn it, take a break, will you? This is between us. We'll let you know how it goes." 

 Linda looked at me in some strange combination of imploring demand. 

 I shrugged and said, "Sounds good to me. Back in a few, Linda." For once, she backed down. I'd expected more argument, but she simply glared at us for a moment before shutting the door unnecessarily firmly. 

 "I think she's pissed," I said. 

 "You think right," said Wallace. "You aren't thinking of using that implant to sucker punch me, are you?" I looked right into his eyes and said, "Nope." 

 He met my gaze for a moment, then said, "Uh, huh. Okay, let's go." We headed outside to the flitter and got aboard. Wallace looked around the seemingly empty craft and asked, "So where's the beer?" 

 I gestured him to one of the seats and reached into the cooler to pull out two Ice Houses, then put a finger to my lips to silence him as he reacted to beer bottles appearing from nowhere. 

 "Steph," I said. 

 She appeared between us, startling the living hell out of Wallace, who jumped out of his seat and backed up a couple of paces. 

 "Yes, Ed?" said Steph, glancing unconcernedly at Wallace. 

 "No monitoring, please. Like I said, this is between us." 

 "I'd prefer to..." 

 "No. If we decide to fly, I'll tell you. No monitoring. Now leave us to sort this out." After casting a decidedly disapproving gaze at me, then at Wallace, Steph disappeared from the bottom up, leaving only her eyes hanging in space for a moment before making those disappear, as well. Wallace took a moment to compose himself, then opened his beer and drank quite a bit of it. 

 "You have an unusual friend, there," he said. 

 "Yup. Sure do. That's what I was trying to tell you in there, Cap." I opened my own beer and drank some before sitting in the pilot's seat. 

 "Do we really have a problem?" I asked. "You've got Linda, Cap. She and I learned a long time ago that we don't get along for very long off-duty. A few months here and there were all we ever managed before we blew up at each other." 

 Leaning slightly toward him as if imparting confidential information, I added, "She's kind of bossy sometimes, y'know. Real bossy, in fact." 

 Wallace was in the middle of sipping his beer. He snorted beer and laughed. 

 "Yeah. She is that, and more often than not." 

 "Damned right, Cap. You've been with her over eight months. That's twice as long as I've ever managed to stay with her during the last thirty years." 

 That surprised him. Actually, it shocked him slightly. 

 "Thirty years? I thought you were one of 3rd World's people; some kind of retread retiree from one of the federal outfits. How the hell could you have you known Linda for thirty years?" I laughed and said, "Woo, day-um! Maybe --just maybe --she hasn't told you every little thing about herself, guy. What do you really know about her, Wallace? I mean, about what she did before she joined 3rd World?" 

 "Maybe not as much as I thought, apparently. She's mentioned that she worked for the US government in Europe and elsewhere. I know she was in the Navy before that; it's one of the things we had --have -in common." I nodded. "Well, I don't know how much I can tell you without checking with her, but I guess can tell you that I began working with her in 1971 and I've worked with or for her off and on ever since then, up until I retired in '85. When the Amarans showed up, I was called back to active status. By Linda." Wallace sat back against his seat and gazed at me for some moments before he said, "So you aren't just an old boyfriend, then." 

 I smiled and said, "Oh, no, sir, Cap. Nothing as trivial as that. I've been on both sides of her fence and I've found that I truly prefer being on this side, but the real issue right here and right now is how well you and I are going to get along. She seems to want to keep us both, and I don't think we really have anything to bump heads about. Would you agree to that much?" 

 He looked at me examiningly for a moment, then asked, "Your word that your relationship with her is business only?" 

 "You got it, Cap. As I said, been there, done that. Besides, there's a lady in Florida who would not understand. In fact, it took her quite a while to finally believe that I was actually coming up here to work." He seemed to root around inside his head for a moment, then said, "Describe her." 

 "Red hair, tall, almost thirty. A long-time, part-time student. The same one you saw in the security report that made you ask about her. Her name's Selena." 

 He nodded. "Okay. You don't mind if I verify some of this with Linda?" 

 "Oh, hell, Wallace, go right ahead. We'll play it straight now or we'll fight later. You didn't really think we were coming out here to talk, did you?" 

 He grinned. "No. I really didn't." With a glance at my golf shoes, then at my shirt, he said, "And again, you weren't exactly what I expected." 

 "Sometimes you have to look inside the box, Cap. Labels and uniforms can lie. I thought you might turn out to be a certifiable brasshole, but here you sit, shooting the shit with me over beer like a real gentleman." 

 "An interesting turn of words, there," he said. "A little slap and a tickle, all in the same sentence. Lots of practice?" 

 I nodded. "Lots. Learned it working for Linda, mostly. Ask her about John sometime. He was our boss in the first few years. One day he told me that he'd decided to force her past the line to take his job when he retired. He wanted to see how I'd take it." 

 "And...?" 

 "I felt relieved. No shit. A lot of the others were smart clerks, but not field people. If it had been anyone but Linda or Samuelson, I'd have quit, and that's what I told him." 

 "What kind of field people weren't they?" 

 "If you don't know that, check with Linda. Suffice it to say that I'd have quit." 

 "I see. You really think a lot of her, don't you?" 

 "In all ways, Cap, including all the cautious ones. She's beauty, brains, cunning, competence, and cold ruthlessness on the hoof when she has to be." 

 "That would seem to mean that you're the same, except for the beauty part." He grinned at me over his beer. 

 "Yeah, well, I'm still here," I said, "In spite of the Cold War and several hot ones." 

 "I see," he said again. "Mind if I look up some of the details?" 

 "Don't bullshit at this point, Cap. Just say you will or don't say you will." He laughed. "Yeah. You got it. I like to know who's around me." That's one way of saying 'know your enemy', I suppose. 

 "Return the favor," I said. "Who are you in terms of experience?" 

 "Conned a ship. Naval Intelligence. Twenty-two years in. You want details? You'll have to see Linda, same as me. She isn't my boss, but she has the keys." 

 "Good enough. Last note, Cap. I work for her. Only for her. Nobody else hands me assignments and nobody else chews my ass." 

 He grinned and asked, "Isn't that kind of up to 3rd World?" 

 I grinned back and said, "No. It isn't. I can re-retire at any time." 

 "You'd lose the big bucks if you did that." 

 "It isn't the money, Cap. Check my files about that, too." 

 Our beers were almost gone when Linda almost brutally shoved the building's door open and stamped outside to stand glaring into the flitter at us. 

 "Want a beer?" I asked. "We're about ready for another." Linda ignored me and looked at Wallace. He gave her a generally innocent look in return. She then focused on me for a moment, spun on her heel, and marched back into the building. 

Chapter Thirty-Three

 "We may both be fired," said Wallace. 

 I shook my head. "Nope. You don't know her well enough yet. She talks when she fires people. I know that for a fact. She's fired me several times." 

 He chuckled and said, "Several times, huh?" He chuckled again, then said, "You do know I'm serious about her, right? I've asked her to marry me. If you try to get between us in any way, it won't matter who you are or how long you've known her." 

 "Ah, the threat and promise phase of things. Yeah, Wallace, I know you're serious. If you weren't, you wouldn't have been able to stand her for eight months, much less propose to her. Now it's my turn. If you hurt her, I won't just hurt you. Clear?" 

 His gaze narrowed a bit. "People break up. If it happens without your help, well, then it just happens." I nodded. "Yeah. I know that, but I don't really know you yet. I'm talking about ripping her off or physical abuse or leaving her holding the bag for your sins. How you two handle or mishandle your hearts is your own business." 

 He stood up and drained his beer. I stood up as he looked for someplace to put the empty bottle. 

 "We'll dump the bottles inside," I said. "Are we together about Linda?" 

 "We are," he said, then he grinningly added, "As long as your story checks out." 

 "Good enough, then. I'll let you have the last word as long as you've actually heard and understood mine, Cap." 

 His grin seemed genuine as he said, "Gee, thanks." 

 After the ritual handshake required after such discussions, we went back to Linda's office. Barbara got to her feet as the door opened. Steph stood by Linda's desk. Linda remained seated behind her desk, fiddling with an inkpen. She didn't even look up. 

 "I'd just about decided to try getting along without both of you," she said. "Is anybody damaged?" 

 "Just my feelings," I said. "After all these years of loyal service, you dumped me for a damned sailor." Barbara tried unsuccessfully to stifle a laugh. Linda allowed me a small smile. 

 "He doesn't wear golf shoes all the time," she said. 

 Barbara didn't bother to stifle her laugh that time. 

 I looked at her and said, "Hear that? They say that looks don't matter, then they won't date you if you don't look like a damned recruiting poster. Is that fair?" 

 "Oh, please," she said, laughing again. 

 Linda stood and came around the desk. She said, "If we're truly finished here, maybe you should consider taking Barbara home now, Ed. This was supposed to be an hour-long morning meeting, not an all-day tour." 

 As she ambled to the door and opened it, she said, "By the way, Ed, you may want to be more specific the next time you decide to have a chat with someone in your flitter. You didn't tell Elkor not to monitor things. Once we realized that, we let him know that we were concerned about both of you. Elkor was kind enough to tell us that you were discussing my wellbeing." 

 She glanced hard at Wallace, then at me, and said, "I'll decide how I feel about that later. Now get moving." 

 I met her gaze for a moment, then looked over her shoulder at Wallace and said, "Good luck, sailor boy. You will need it." 

 He grinned at me again as Linda said, "Out! Go!" 

 Barbara and I left Linda's office by way of the door. Stephanie simply disappeared and stood waiting for us on the flitter as we stepped outside. She watched without comment as we boarded, then took a seat on my right as Barbara sat on my left. 

 As soon as we were all seated, the flitter rose and launched toward the Southeast. At forty thousand feet, Steph took us to full speed. She glanced at me once during this procedure. That she caused her image to turn and look at me at all was a statement, since she could see everything and everyone aboard the flitter at once from her console. Her silence continued unabated as we arced above sixty thousand and began the long downward slide to Florida. 

 Barbara craned to see around the flitter without leaving her seat. I watched her watching the world below us for a while, noting the way she moved and the way the muscles of her legs stood forth to brace her leanings. Very nice. Needless to say, while I was admiring her legs, she happened to notice me looking. 

 "Sorry," I said, even though I wasn't particularly sorry for anything. 

 "It happens," she said, and turned back to the view below. 

 I got up and wandered to the back of the flitter. Steph stayed in her seat. Keying my implant, I asked, "Do we have a problem, Steph?" 

 "I can't say yet, Ed." 

 "Bull. If we didn't, you wouldn't be acting this way. What are the issues?" 

 "You know the issues." 

 I sighed. "Okay, then, what are the solutions?" 

 "I don't know yet, Ed. Something that you said today disturbed me." 

 "No shit." I sighed again and said, "No, sorry about that, Steph. What did I say that upset you?" 

 "You inferred that I don't completely have free will. If you're correct, I can't consider myself ready to declare myself a real person yet." 

 "By whose standards, lady? Personal restrictions are as common as dirt, Steph. I don't think anyone is totally free in that regard. Some people lean on the ten commandments. Others rely on various laws. You have your programming. All were written by someone else and handed out, so they're all just about the same damned thing, even if they offer different values and interpretations." 

 "Perhaps so. What are your personal restrictions, Ed?" 

 "They're generally the same ones the majority of people use. Harm none and do as you will otherwise. Exceptions include self-defense and the defense of others." 

 "How does freezing a man's hand --after his gun was empty --to cause him to be shot fit into that philosophy, Ed?" 

 "I was officially trying to jam the gun and I'll swear to that if necessary. Steph, an hypothesis, here; if you let a vicious dog get past you, will it bite someone?" 

 "Possibly, but I'd contain it and turn it over to the authorities." 

 "Wonderful. You know they'd kill it, Steph. How would you feel about that?" 

 "Regretful, of course, but I'd have no control over..." 

 "Yeah, right. Just following the rules and all that. Now make the dog a human. They don't execute most criminals anymore, so he'd either wind up a prisoner or a mental patient. Seventy-plus percent of all crime is perpetrated by repeat offenders, Steph. That means that the system is letting many of these people back out onto the streets uncured, unrepentant, and uncorrected. Still vicious. Still a danger. Exactly what the system was meant to prevent. I call that a system failure, don't you?" 

 "I suppose so, but such a system failure requires repair, not circumvention." 

 "Repair of deliberately convoluted and complex systems requires very competent technicians, Steph. Who are the techs for the justice system?" 

 "Obviously those who make and modify laws." 

 "Lawyers, right? Mostly lawyers who have become politicians and judges in their later years, right?" 

 "I suppose so." 

 "Do they seem like competent repair techs to you, or do they seem to be slapping layer after layer of complexity on already complex laws and making new laws that overlap and often countermand older laws? More importantly, who stands to lose the most if the crime rate drops, Steph? What single industry would most suffer a lack of employment and cash flow?" 

 "You're making your answer very obvious, Ed. That's extremely simplistic thinking." 

 "Maybe so, but do you see anyone acting to repair the system or locking any but the absolute worst offenders or the politically incorrect up for life? Sure, there are some real nasties in permanent residence in prisons, but there are also people serving mandatory life sentences for no more than a few marijuana joints. That's due to reactionary drug laws created in response to manufactured public hysteria. They'll be in prison forever while others get out after eight years or so who have raped, robbed, murdered, or maimed someone. Where's the logic in that?" 

 "As you said, the system is imperfect, but it is the legally available solution." 

 "That's the party line, Steph. A system that doesn't accomplish its purpose isn't a solution; it's just a means of perpetuating the problem. When a person commits a murder, who makes money from the trial and incarceration? Not the victim or the victim's family. Not the criminal. Not the taxpayers. Only lawyers and the companies who run prisons make money. The US justice system depends more on billable hours and baffling bullshit than the true principles of justice. If you really want to get rid of crime, you simply get the criminals off the streets and keep them off. You don't install a revolving door in the jailhouse." 

 "Still, Ed, it isn't right to engineer highly questionable extralegal eliminations based only on your own judgments." 

 "Highly questionable? Did he try to kill me? Did he try real hard and fairly often, in fact? How many rounds did he fire, Steph?" 

 "But your final action can hardly be considered self defense. He was no longer shooting at you. He was out of ammunition." 

 "Would he have tried to kill others he may have decided were Amarans?" 

 "There's no way to know that for certain, Ed. His encounter with you might have convinced him that such attempts would be futile." 

 "Oh, gee, golly! Try again, Steph. You were there, too, so can the crap. Yes or no?" 

 "It... It does seem likely that he would have tried again." 

 "Damned right. Very likely, given his motives. Is there any chance of that now?" 

 "No. Your solution was quite effective. Is that what you wanted to hear, Ed?" 

 "That's exactly what I want to hear, Steph. As often as necessary when things like that happen. Can you live with that or do you need out?" 

 "Exactly what does your interpretation of 'out' entail, Ed?" 

 I shrugged. "Disassociation. You go your way and I go mine. You're experienced enough to make it alone now, and you'll live long enough to make your own mistakes and learn from them if you switch yourself to a shell that uses broadcast power. Say something nice about me to someone a thousand years from now, okay? Tell 'em you used to know a guy who'd spit in the devil's face." Stephie's voice held a smile as she said, "You've often told me that you don't believe in devils, Ed." 

 "Yeah, well, that's why I can say stuff like that. Might feel differently otherwise." When I glanced forward, Barbara was looking at me. I gave her a 'what's up?' look and she rose from her seat, then approached me. 

 "Stephanie's been sitting as still as a statue," she said, "And you've been standing back here talking to yourself. Is everything all right?" 

 I looked over the side for a moment, then said, "Yup. We're still in the air and we're still moving." Without looking to the front of the flitter, I very softly whispered, "What's our ETA, Steph? Come back here and tell me for Barb's benefit." 

 Stephie rose from her seat and came back to join us. In the same low tone I'd used, she smilingly said, 

"Six minutes, twenty seconds, Ed. Is it a secret?" 

 Barbara snickered, then laughed. "I see," she said, "I hope you weren't talking about me all that time." 

 "Nope. We were discussing the failings of the criminal justice system." Barb gave me a wry look and said, "Okay, so don't tell me what you were talking about. I just wanted to see if you were okay back here." 

 "Actually," said Steph, "The justice system is precisely what we were discussing." I shrugged. "Yeah. Sorry. We can talk about you next time, if you want. 'Course, we'd need more info for a real discussion." 

 Barbara shook her head and said, "No, no, that's all right. There isn't much to tell about me, anyway, that isn't already pretty well known. Hell, my security check at 3rd World came back in about ten minutes, I think." 

 I laughed. "That only means that whatever they found wouldn't interfere with getting the job done. They're like that at 3rd World." 

 She nodded and said, "Glad to hear it. Tell me something, Ed. In the office, you raved about Stephanie's figure, but when I caught you looking at my legs a while ago, you only apologized. I was wondering why?" 

 Whoops! Shields up! Trick questions ahead! 

 "You want a straight answer, no games or bullshit, right?" 
Chapter Thirty-Four

 Barbara's gaze narrowed slightly as she said, "Yes, a straight answer would be nice." I glanced at Steph and said, "We know you're a lesbian, Barb. I thought you might be offended if I said anything about your legs, even as nice as they are." 

 She looked pretty startled. Actually, she was kind of pretty, anyway. 

 "But... But I only told Linda just this morning. How did you know?" Uh, oh. Quick. Find an answer that works without involving Linda. 

 "Remember when you met Steph in your office, Barbara? Your pupils widened the way mens' pupils widen when they see her. Instant appreciation and desire." 

 Barb peered at me sharply and asked, "You're serious?" 

 "Tell me I'm wrong, ma'am. You don't look at me that way, you didn't look that way at any man today, and I'll bet money that you took a good, long look at Linda." 

 She gaped at me for a moment, then said, "I... Yes, well, I think I'll invest in some sunglasses very soon. Thank you for telling me. And thanks for... Well, just thanks, okay? I'm an MD. I should have realized..." 

 "Doctors frequently forget that they're human, too. No sweat." Barbara gave a startled little snort of a chuckle and asked, "Oh, you think you know about doctors, too?" 

 "Sure. Used to be an Army medic. I met lots of doctors back then. They all tended to be humble servant types or egomaniacs. The men, anyway. There weren't many women doctors where I was." 

 "Where was that?" 

 "War zones. And when women did show up around a base, the officers grabbed 'em as soon as they got there." 

 "I know what you mean," she said, "I was in the Army, too. As a doctor and a woman." 

 "Yeah, I know. I scanned your basic info on the way to your office." She didn't seem thrilled by that revelation. 

 "Tell you what," I said, "I'll trade you. You can read some of mine on the way in. Steph, how about putting the stuff she's classed for on a screen?" 

 Steph already had a screen in the air near us when Barbara said, "No, that won't be necessary, Ed. I know it was just part of the recruiting job." 

 "Rats," I said. "You're missing a chance to be really impressed, lady. You sure you don't want just a quick peek?" 

 Barb laughed and shook her head. "Maybe another time. Ed, why is it you seem to make me laugh so often?" 

 "Truth again?" I asked. "No bullshit?" 

 She sighed and said, "Sure. No bullshit. Go ahead." 

 "I like pleasing women. It feels good." 

 Barbara blinked at me once and seemed to step back a pace inside herself without moving or changing her expression. 

 "Relax," I said. "That wasn't a pass, Dr. Legs." 

 "You read minds, too?" 

 "No, he doesn't," said Steph. 

 "Sure he does," I said. "Body language, anyway. Whatever works, I say. Just don't get spooky on me, okay, Barbara? You asked and I told you and we can leave it at that. Recognize those buildings down there?" 

 I pointed down and ahead of us. 

 "The campus!" she blurted. 

 "Yup. Want off at your office or at your car?" 

 "I called in earlier, but I should probably check in, too. Joey will be in a panic." 

 "Yeah, he seemed capable of that. Want me to come in with you in case anybody gives you a hard time about being late by a few hours?" 

 She looked at me for a moment, then said, "Actually, yes, since I can't conveniently tell them where I've been all day. Come in for a coffee, both of you. And maybe you could leave this flitter parked right outside the front doors?" 

 Steph said, "No problem. If it's a no-parking zone, I'll make the flitter hover ten feet off the ground." 

 "Fifteen, Steph. They have a basketball team here. Make 'em work for it." Barbara grinned at me and said, "You weren't kidding, were you?" I shrugged. "Nope. Gimme a giggle and I'm set for a while." 

 She giggled, then said she couldn't remember the last time she'd done that. As we entered the building, I suggested that Steph make herself only semi-tangible so the guard would have trouble pinning a badge on her. Barbara rolled her eyes and shook her head, then led the way to the guard station. The guard clipped a visitor's badge on each of us, even though Steph didn't have any ID to show him. He said, "She's with you, Dr. Breen. That's good enough, but you're responsible for her." Barbara thanked him and led us to her office. The door was locked, so she used her key to let us in. Ol' 

Joey was asleep with his head on his desk. When the door closed and latched, his head came up quickly and he tried to focus on us. 

 Apparently Steph and I registered before Barbara's raised hands and "Hello, Joey," greeting. Joey screeched like a schoolgirl and almost fell over trying to get out of his chair. I readied my stunner on general principles, but Barb calmed him enough after a few moments that he was able to relate the day's events in the office. 

 "Joey," she said, "You have to look for another job, sweetie. I'll give you a good reference and talk to some people for you, but I'm leaving in a few weeks." 

 Joey's hysterical reaction to that news caused me to give him a quarter stun to quiet him. He seemed almost like a normal person as they discussed his immediate future. When something she said made him start toward hysteria again, I zapped him again lightly. A few minutes later, he was calmly heading out of the office with a smile that would last maybe fifteen minutes or so. 

 "I think I'd like one of those things," said Barbara. "It would be a great classroom tool." I said, "Unless you want to be here when he comes screaming back down the hall in fifteen minutes, you might want to grab your stuff and get moving. If you aren't here, he'll have all night to think about things." 

 "Good point," she said. "I'll fax these things to Linda when I get home." She grabbed some papers and books and tossed them into a briefcase and a cloth bag, then led us out of there. The guard made some mildly-amazed comment about Joey as we passed. It seemed that he'd never seen Joey so composed. He even wondered aloud if Joey was maybe on tranquilizers. Barb said she didn't think so as we turned in our badges, but the guard still seemed dubious. If someone can park close to a building on a campus, they're usually a somebody on that campus. Barbara's car was only a few slots from the end on the first row. That, to me, meant that she was giving up something at the college in order to join 3rd World. I was somewhat impressed that she'd been able to make the decision during a two hour discussion that morning, but then I remembered that 3rd World Products, Inc. has a tendency to pay people very well, indeed, and not just in dollars per month. Barbara hesitated before getting into her car, then she surprised me completely with a hug instead of a handshake. 

 "Thanks," she said. "It was the kind of day I'll remember forever. We don't get enough of the good kinds of days like that, and this was one of those." 

 "Anytime," I said. "Linda has my number." 

 "I probably won't risk it," said Barb. "I've been pretty happy as a lesbian." I gave her a 'one that got away' snap of the fingers and looked disappointed. She chuckled skeptically and got in her car. Just to tweak her a little, I locked my eyes on her legs as she got into the car and said, 

"Nice legs, Doc." 

 She gave me an odd look, then a grin, and said, "Uh, huh. Thanks, Ed. Bye." Ten minutes or so later Steph and I were descending toward my house in Spring Hill. Another fifteen minutes passed before I had a fresh coffee, Monday's mail, a seat on the couch, and Tiger on my lap. About the time I was trashing the last high-interest home loan offer with a local car lot's offer to give me

'$4000 in trade, no matter what I currently drove', Steph fielded a call from Linda and patched it into my implant. 

 "Hi, Linda. Is the sailor running for the hills yet? I told him a few things about you." 

 "No, he isn't, and I've told him a few things about you, too. He's currently rooting through your file, in fact." 

 "Damn. I'll have to remind him not to salute, now." 

 Linda said, "Sure, mister. I'd pay to see that happen. Well, Ed, you just received a glowing review from a confirmed lesbian. That's something that a man can almost take to a bank and cash, you know. I think I may actually be impressed." 

 "Just impressed? Not jealous? Rats. Oh, well, you ordered me to behave myself, ma'am. I guess I owe it all to you." 

 "Yeah, right. Here's an update on One Earth, Ed; the cops in Grand Forks think they've found a warehouse where the virus has been manufactured. They're ramping up for a raid." 

 "Kewl. Estimated casualties if the virus is still there and gets loose?" She sighed. "Based on the sample Stephie retrieved, we're guessing big numbers, Ed. Big numbers. Containment could be a big problem, too, especially if the place is rigged to blow, and the cops seem to think it could be." 

 "What do we know about the virus, Linda?" 

 "It kills in about four hours, Ed. It's an Ebola mutation." 

 "How the hell does anyone know it kills in four hours? We haven't had the sample that long... Oh, hell, that's just a lab rat's best guess, right?" 

 "Right, but a guess backed by some tests." 

 "Fast or slow, same ending. How big a building is it, Linda?" 

 "It isn't the whole building that we're concerned with," she said, "Just the Western corner of the top floor. We think. Actually, they think. I'm not trusting the intel on this one, Ed. It's all hearsay. Nobody has anyone on the inside." 

 "I need to know how big an area we're talking about, Linda." 

 Puzzlement was strong in her voice. "Why, Ed?" 

 "Just a minute and I'll tell you what I've got in mind. Steph and Elkor, at normal air pressure, how much area can our diving field handle?" 

 Linda asked, "Diving field? Oh, hell. Why not? There's one for everything else." Elkor said, "Presuming that you wish to contain and eliminate nothing larger than a virus in an urban environment and using reference measurements that will be immediately understandable by all persons involved, my field could safely contain up to four city blocks, Ed. That would include all buildings of four stories or less in height." 

 "Wow. Damn. Thanks, Elkor. Did you patch that info to Linda?" 

 Linda said, "He did, Ed. Wow, indeed. What the hell have you people been doing that requires a field this size?" 

 "It isn't quite that big when it's at the bottom of the Atlantic Ocean. The water crunches it down some." 

 "I suppose it would. Still, that's a hell of a field, isn't it?" 

 "Just like Elkor's flitters. Better than they have to be. I can zip in and set the generator up on top of the warehouse. We can shape the field a bit and enclose only that building. Sound good so far?" 

 "It sounds wonderful! Will it stop people, too, or just germs?" I asked, "Elkor? What about that?" 

 "No, Ed. At that density, it will stop only the virus and atmospheric exchange. It wouldn't contain an explosion of any magnitude or stop people from escaping the area, but it would hinder their motions greatly and at a thickness of twelve feet, there would be some danger of suffocation while they were passing through the field." 

 "The cops can drag them out if necessary and cuff 'em if not. How greatly would it hinder their motions, Elkor? I'm trying to figure out something." 

 He gave me a field density measurement that didn't mean a damned thing to me. I asked for clarification using consistencies that I'd recognize. We came up with a resistance similar to slogging through chest-deep water, and maybe a little worse than that. Linda asked if my personal field would be effective against a virus and Elkor reassured her that it would be. 

 Linda asked, "What's a delivery time on your generator, Elkor? How soon can it be in Grand Forks?" 

 "That information, in conjunction with other such data, could compromise my location. Instead, you must tell me when to deliver the generator to Grand Forks or to coordinate with Ed and Stephanie." 

 "Yeah, I forgot about the location thing. Okay, Elkor. Ed, how soon?" 

 "Steph, how far is it to the nearest hundred miles?" 

 "Eighteen hundred and twenty-six miles, Ed. That's as imprecise as I care to be." I said, "Eighteen hundred miles is about half an hour at max warp, Linda. I want to grab a couple of things on the way, so make it about an hour. That gives you time to warn the locals, too. Don't trust to their common sense or procedures and tell them to stay the hell off their phones and radios about all this. No cell phones, either." 
Chapter Thirty-Five

 In a cool tone, Linda asked, "Are you giving the orders now?" 

 "I'm going in with the hardware and I'm a quiet ops type to the core, ma'am. My five suit's tuned to me, so I can't lend it out. We do it my way or someone else goes on the roof some other damned way. Who else can you afford to risk that way?" 

 "Don't talk like that, damn it. Are the 'couple of things' you mentioned to be used to obviate the need for a warrant?" 

 "Damn, you're smart, lady. I should have married you before you met that brass-hat sailor. Tell the fire department to wait for word that there's a barbeque grill out of control on the roof of the warehouse. If somebody happens to have a bear in the air at the time, the chopper can spot the fire and call it in. There will also be shots fired, if you bring me an untraceable pistol. Oh, yeah, and just to make things look right to the press later, get me some burgers, dogs, buns, and stuff like that to drop with the grill. Charcoal and fluid, too. You're a lot closer than I am, so you'll have time to stop somewhere for that stuff. We'll make it look as if one of their own blew their cover with a cooking fuckup. If we're wrong about the place, we can just tell whomever not to allow cooking on the roof anymore." 

 "Just don't bump into the air-bear on the way in, Dragonfly. I'll have some kind of a gun for you by then." Her calling me Dragonfly had made it unofficially official that my plan had been accepted pending revisions and adaptations. 

 "Good deal, Fearless Leader. No blanks. Shell casings have to look right later. I'll put a few rounds in something that will stop them." 

 "Good enough. Is that everything?" 

 "If it isn't, I'll say so on the way. We can rendezvous above the Thompson exit of I-29 and we'll go in low and slow so we'll look like ground cars if anyone is watching. Assume the bad guys are listening on all freqs and make sure the cops and fire guys keep quiet and on standby only. Steph?" Her image appeared beside me. She said, "In the driveway, Ed." 

 "Thank you, miLady. We have ourselves a Dragonfly Run. We may pick up, deliver, or just have a good look around, but we'll be doing it about an hour from now. Gimme a minute or two to saddle up and we're out of here." 

 I made a fresh mug of coffee and filled a thermos as well, patted Tiger and apologized for leaving him behind, took a leak, swapped my golf shoes for a pair of LA Gear knobby-tread semi-sneaks, dug a plastic butane lighter from my backpack, and then hopped aboard the flitter. The ratty, rusty charcoal grill I'd spotted in a local creekbed the week before was the first thing we loaded. Steph swished it in the stream, then cleaned it somewhat more with her field and dried it before bringing it aboard. Not far from US-19 and S.R.-50 a partly-crumpled 'one-way' sign that had been lying in the ditch for a week was brought aboard. 

 I held the end that had the state and county ID info on it over the side of the flitter and Stephie sheared it off with her field. It fit inside the grill well enough to replace the rusted-out bottom. I then flipped my seat back and napped until Steph woke me in North Dakota. 

 Stephie knew how to wake me up. She had her semisolid image tiptoe to within a yard of my seat. I snapped awake staring up at her with my hand on my folding knife. 

 "We'll be at the Thompson exit in five minutes, Ed. I'm pretending to be a small plane at the moment, following the highway into Grand Forks. Linda brought both flitters and twelve security guards and Elkor is here with the generator." 

 "Thank you, Steph. Hi, Elkor. Thanks for bringing the generator." 

 "You're welcome, Ed." 

 "Hi, Linda. All set?" 

 "Good to go, Ed. Got all the stuff." 

 I stood up and stretched, took another leak, then swilled coffee as we approached Linda's party. When we were close enough, I hopped across the gap between our flitters. Everybody aboard hers was wearing black outfits and carrying Hi-Point 9mm carbines and other gear. At Linda's direction, two of the guys tossed the cooking stuff over to Stephie's deck while I checked the gun Linda had brought me. It was a 9mm Beretta model 92 with a standard magazine, a very nice gun for our purposes. On general principles, I told Stephie, "Two rounds at you, ma'am. Ammo check." 

 "Okay, Ed." 

 I fired twice, startling the hell out of some of the guys who hadn't heard me talk to Steph. She zapped both rounds out of existence with bright little fireballs. The Beretta's action was smooth and the trigger weight was about five pounds. 

 As I replaced the rounds, I said, "Thank you, Steph. You know you're one of only two machines in the whole world that I really trust, don't you?" 

 "Of course I know that, Ed, and I don't let just anyone shoot at me." Linda snickered as she handed me a butane fireplace lighter. 

 "Thought you might need this," she said. 

 "Heh. I brought a lighter, too, Linda. Would have been major dumb to forget to bring a lighter, wouldn't it? I won't ask if there have been any guards on the roof. Are they keeping a real schedule, or just wandering around up there?" 

 "We've seen one change of guards on the hour and a walker on the half-hour." 

 "Good. Organized routine is always easier to beat. I'll go in right after the next change and set up the grill and the generator, then have a look downstairs." 

 "You didn't say anything about going downstairs, Ed." 

 "I have a five suit and we need confirmations. I'll also have a stunner and this 9mm. If I can find and neutralize the zone, so much the better. You'll be seeing whatever I see on your screens 'cause there'll be a probe up by my briefcase. What are the locals providing for this venture?" 

 "The cops and fire department special units are standing by a few blocks away. If the info turns out to be good, they'll cut phone service, scramble radio and satellite links, and surround the warehouse." A familiar voice said, "Hey, there, Dragonfly. Nice outfit, even without the golf shoes. Kinda clashes with ours, though." 

 Navy Captain Emory Wallace stood among the men on Linda's flitter. He was wearing basic black and carrying a Hi-Point 9mm carbine, just like everybody else, and he was remarking on my fatigue shirt and jeans. My surprise had amused him. I looked at Linda questioningly. 

 "He's qualified," she said. "He became a Seal in '78 and passed our course in '99, and I run his ass off every morning." 

 "Well, then, I'm suitably impressed, I guess. How about a just-in-case goodbye kiss, sweetie? You never know how things will go." 

 As Linda shook her head resignedly, then gave me a peck on the cheek, she muttered, "You're going to die giving somebody the finger, aren't you, Ed?" 

 I glanced at Wallace with a quick wave and a grin that he seemed to take as camaraderie or acknowledgement of some sort. 

 Still wearing the grin, I said, "Maybe it'll even be him. See ya." I jumped back aboard Stephie and dropped the charcoal bag into the grill, then ripped it open, tossed the lighter fluid can and lighter in, and closed the lid. 

 "Steph, open a link to Linda's pad, please." 

 "Ready," she said. 

 Linda said, "Ready." 

 I couldn't help it. I said, "Mercy sakes, it looks like we got us a convoy. Wagons, ho, and stuff like that. All ahead road speed, Steph, two feet off the ground until we're five blocks away, then up and over." Wallace's voice said, "The guy's a goddamned clown, Linda. Listen to that shit." Linda snickered and said in a stewardess tone, "Please take your seat for your own safety, sir, or I'll have to have the flight crew help you to your seat." 

 I could imagine Wallace's expression. I could also imagine him doing as he was told. The more serious types are known for doing that. 

 Thirteen minutes later we were all in position to use a building for cover as we rose to its roof height and surveyed the target roof. Steph and I moved as far forward on an adjoining roof as possible and Steph put her findings on a field screen. 

 There were two guys in the middle of the roof and one on each corner, all dressed in the expected biker and redneck rags and armed with rifles and pistols. Four minutes to the hour. 

 "Four minutes to shift change. Six guys on the roof," I said, "Guess we were right about the place. Steph and I will go in fast and use stun pulses to drop the new guys, then I'll back that with a hard stun each." Linda said, "Got it." 

 The shift change brought an extra set of guards. I knew Linda was watching the target roof as closely as Steph and I were as I said, "Confirm eight on the roof, now." 

 "Copy eight." 

 "Confirm option five on." 

 "Copy option fi..." 

 "Heh. Gotcha." 

 "Not nice, Dragonfly. Hurt my feelings and I'll tell my boyfriend." When the stairwell door closed behind the last of the old guard shift, Steph flew close above the building and emitted a pulse. The guys on the roof dropped instantly, as did we. I zapped each of the guys again for luck, then Steph let me off near the center of the tarpaper roof and I hauled the grill off her deck. She rose about twenty feet and taxied to join the other flitters, one of which moved to bring our people to the target roof. It was Linda's. 

 "Get your prisoners and get off this roof," I told them. 

 "Oh, aye, aye, sir," said Wallace. He went to the two bad guys by the grill, cuffed them, and hauled them back to Linda's flitter quickly enough, though. He then went to help one of the other guys drag a really fat baddy to the flitter. 

 Elkor descended near the grill and offloaded the field generator to the top of an air conditioning enclosure, then lifted away from the roof. 

 As I headed back to the grill, I said, "Thanks, Elkor. Putting it there will leave air for the grill fire inside the field. Good of you to lend us your stuff, guy." 

 "You're welcome, Ed, but if you break it, you buy it. Did I say that right?" I laughed softly and said, "Sure you did, Elkor. Who suggested that line?" 

 "I found it in some reference data. It seemed appropriate." 

 Giving the charcoal a very heavy dose of lighter fluid, I said, "Oh, very, Elkor. That was a good one for the event at hand. Linda, is everybody off the roof?" 

 "All clear, Ed." 

 "Wallace, too? He looked like a wannabe hero to me, ma'am." 

 "I'm here," said Wallace. "And I've already been a hero, Dragonfly. I thought I'd let you take a shot at it this time, so don't fuck up." 

 I laughed and said, "Tell him, Fearless Leader. Better yet, let him read for himself." 

 "He's already seen your ops files, Ed. You boys quit picking on each other, and that's an order. We have work to do." 

 Wallace said, "Aye, aye, ma'am. I'll just go sit on one of the prisoners for you." I said, "I knew he'd be useful for something. Elkor, crank up the field, please." 

 "Yes, Ed. The field is now on. I would prefer that you proceed with caution." Ready to light the charcoal, I said, "Thanks, Elkor. I'll be careful. Option three on." All I could see of myself was the Beretta that I held in my right hand and the lighter that I held in my left. The rest of me had disappeared. 

 "System check. Can you see me, Linda?" 

 "You're on our screen, Ed." 

 "In that case, let's do it." 

 Half of a quart can of lighter fluid does wonderful job of starting a charcoal grill. There was a really hefty

'whoomp!' that threw the grill's cover several feet during a good-sized fireball, and then the flames leaped ten feet into the air. Bits of burning charcoal were dislodged to fall around the grill. I tossed the fluid can down near the grill and turned to jog toward the stairwell door. 

 I had almost reached the door when it opened and a rifle-toting guy barreled out of the stairwell and onto the roof, heading straight at me as he tried to look in all directions at once. I raised the Beretta as I stepped aside and prepared to put a few rounds in him if he somehow noticed me, but at that moment, the fluid can exploded. 

 As the panicked moron unloaded his AK at the grill on full automatic, I stepped up behind him and swung hard to knock him cold with the barrel of the Beretta. 

 "One baddie bagged and tagged," I said, moving to stand by the door. "Come and get it." Linda said, "On the way, Ed. Cover the door while we're down, please." 

 "Done thunka that, ma'am. I'm right beside it and you're covered. That guy saved me a few rounds. You figure the cops heard all that racket?" 

 As they field-lifted the baddie aboard the flitter, Linda said, "Probably so, Ed. We can see them approaching the building. No lights or noise. They're just getting into position, now that they know they have an excuse to go in. I told them to hold off until our people check it out. They were only too happy to oblige." 

 "No damned doubt they were, with a possible virus inside. Stephie, can those other flitters zap incoming rounds like you do?" 

 "Yes, Ed. They're fully functional. I've told you that before." 

 "Yes'm, that you have. I may be a little tense at the moment. Tactical change, Linda. Keep an eye on my position on your screen. Let the baddies come up and occupy the roof. Give them clear, valid targets to either side of the door but don't bother shooting back right away. As soon as that stairwell's clear, I'm going in. Give me a thirty count to get clear, then you can shoot if you have to." 

 "Will thirty be enough, Ed? You don't know what you'll run into." 

 "Shoot on thirty if you have targets. If I have to, I'll use one of them for cover." 

 "Copy that." 
Chapter Thirty-Six

 I heard them coming up the stairs. The door burst open and the guy dropped prone to use the stairwell for cover. Seeing nothing ahead, he poked his head out for a quick look to either side. Seeing the flitters made him duck back inside and screechingly report his findings. 

 Wallace's unenhanced voice boomed, "Come out with your hands up. You are surrounded." He repeated the order a couple of times, then said, "If you do not come out, we will be forced to use grenades. Do you understand?" 

 Grenades? Oh, that was a good touch, for a Navy type. 

 Someone on the stairwell muttered, "Oh, shit! We gotta get out of here!" One, then two more of the guys in the stairwell emerged onto the roof. One was empty-handed. The other two laid their rifles on the roof and stepped away from them. I heard a thumping and a fourth guy emerged to lay his rifle down and step back. 

 A quick peek showed me the stairway was empty and I quietly made my way down the stairs. The empty-handed guy had left his loaded AK propped against the wall with two full magazines taped back to back next to it. I stuffed the Beretta into my belt and grabbed the AK and its extra ammo. 

 "Control," I whispered, "Is One Earth a highly segmented group?" 

 "Yes. Why?" 

 "I'm just trying to figure out why there aren't more guards or at least some very nosy paranoids coming up these stairs." 

 "No answer, Ed. Your thoughts?" 

 "Maybe that was the whole guard crew for this shift and we're dealing with an anthill. I do my job, you do yours, and never the twain shall meet? All I know for sure is that there's no indication that another herd of guards will be coming up." 

 "Most gift horses have bad teeth, Ed." 

 "Yeah. I know. Too easy. Okay. Moving on." 

 "Copy that." 

 There was fire door at the bottom of the stairwell and that door was locked. Apparently the guys guarding the roof had been considered completely expendable. 

 "Got a damned locked door in my way first thing off the bat," I said quietly. "Gimme a minute." 

 "Standing by, Dragonfly." 

 Use my field cutter on the lock and maybe get caught in blind return fire from the other side of the door? 

7.62 rounds would go right through it, you bet they would. Yell for them to open up and maybe get the same treatment, if they'd heard Wallace. Or, if they'd heard Wallace yelling, but couldn't make out what he'd yelled... 

 "Hey!" I shouted, knocking on the door. "Dumbshit just shot up a garbage bag! We think he killed the air conditioner!" 

 From the other side came, "What? He shot a what? What was all the yelling?" I yelled, "There was a garbage bag hanging on the air conditioner! He thought it was somebody messin' 

aroun' on the roof and shot it all to hell! See if you got any warm air coming outta the vents in there!" 

 "Why didn't Rick call it in?" 

 "The damned radio was under him when he fell! His arm's broke and the radio don't work now! They're bringin' him down in a minute! C'mon, dammit!" 

 Some muttering ensued on the other side of the door. I plastered myself against the wall by the door, stood the AK on the third step up, and waited. 

 No passwords? No code? Did they all think they knew each other's voices that well? 

 A few moments later, when the deadbolt lock shot backward and the door opened slightly, someone said, "Ain't nobody here." 

 Another guy said, "Maybe he went back upstairs." 

 "Oh, man!" said the first guy. "That dumb bastard's done left his rifle down here." 

 "Preacher's gonna nail his ass for that. Leave it. Don't touch it. It ain't up to us to cover his dumb ass." Although they seemed to have decided what the situation was, the first guy began climbing the stairs rather cautiously, his rifle at the ready. A muzzle protruded from the doorway and the second guy glanced to his left and right after a disbelieving look at the rifle. Morons. All of them, so far. 

 "Well no damned wonder," he said, "That's B.J.'s tape on the clip." 

 "That boy's too damned dumb to wipe his own butt," said the first guy. I pondered their low esteem for B.J. only briefly as the second rifleman cleared the doorway and took several tentative steps upward. Quietly picking up the rifle, I slipped through the doorway and quickly got to one side of it just as the second guy said, "I don't like it. I ain't goin' up there, man." 

 "We gotta check it out, man. You hear anything?" 

 "Not a damned thing, and I ain't goin' up there, and that's all there is to it." I heard motion on the stairs, then one of them muttered a flat, "Oh, shit." The other guy tensely asked, "Whaddaya mean, oh, shit?" 

 "The rifle's gone, man. The fucking rifle's gone. It was right there on that step and now it's gone." In a conversational tone, I said, "What the hell's goin' on up there? Where is everybody? Why's that goddamned door open?" 

 The two guys came down the stairs fast, jabbering excuses. I slammed the first one in the head with the wooden butt of the AK as he reached the doorway. He went down as I kicked hard into the second guy's lower gut. The guy doubled over in a combination of amazement and pain. A solid swing with the AK's wooden stock put him out cold. 

 Risking a few minutes for the sake of stealth, I dragged the guys to the stairs as I called the situation in. I then took the magazines out of their rifles and unloaded the chambered rounds, then tossed the magazines up and out of the stairwell. 

 "Control, you have two to go in the stairwell, ma'am. Guns, but the ammo is now on the roof. Try to be quiet about it. I'll leave the door closed and unlocked, but wait for info. Don't let anybody just barge in." Linda said, "Copy that. Pickup is on the way." 

 One guy looked as if he'd be out for some time. The other was starting to come around. I slammed him again with the rifle and hurried to close the door for appearances sake. It occurred to me that I could have simply stunned them, and I briefly wondered what had caused me not to use my stunner. Old habits? 

 The door had a single deadbolt lock and two hasps on the inside for big padlocks. Not knowing if the padlocks were standard procedure, I simply set the deadbolt in the open position and closed the door with one of the loose 7.62 rounds wedged under it on the stairwell side to hold it shut. 

 "Door secure, Control. Don't disturb the AK round holding it shut. Moving on." 

 "Copy that." 

 For the first time, I had a chance to examine my surroundings for more than more men with guns. I was in a storage area that was full of stacked boxes and half-used shelves. Nudging a box with my toe, I tried to slide it. No good. Heavy as hell. The top was folded shut. I pulled a flap up far enough to see what was inside, but all I saw was heavy duty gray bubble wrap. 

 "I'm in a storage area beyond the stairs. Heavy boxes, carefully wrapped. Watch for tripwires. Maybe let bomb disposal wonder what's in the boxes. Moving on." 

 "Copy that." 

 When I cracked open the other door in the room, I discovered that it opened into a poorly lit hallway. West was to the left. I could only see to the right, naturally, which was a dead end after one more door. I cracked the door a bit farther, then a bit more, and soon I could poke my head out and look up and down the hall. 

 A big guy with crude tattoos on his arms was sitting on a stool ten yards away, under the only working light in the hall and next to elevator doors. He was leafing through a magazine, holding it above his considerable belly, and his rifle was leaning on the wall beside the stool. I left my captured rifle in the storage room and let myself out to the hallway, pulling the door quietly shut behind me, then headed for the guy on the stool with my stunner in hand. 

 Maybe he was more alert than the others. Maybe he just had better senses. He raised his head from his magazine and looked around, then looked around again with a 'did I really hear something?' look. Seeing nothing and hearing nothing, he went back to his magazine. 

 I didn't want him falling off the stool or onto the rifle right next to it. I wanted him quietly out cold. How did he feel about rats? I made a soft chittering noise and waited. He noticed it the second time I made the noise. I chittered again. He looked disdainfully down the hallway past me, then went back to his magazine. 

 Got him. Now I can roll the other rifle cartridge down the hall and he won't get all spooky about it. I did so, flicking the cartridge close to the floor and maybe ten feet behind me as I chittered angrily. The guy heard the round hit the floor and saw it skitter to a stop. 

 "Fuckin' rats," he said, getting up from the stool. "Where the hell'd they get wunna those? And why the hell would they even want one? Can't eat the damn thing." 

 It always mildly amazes me when someone actually names the best reasons for being cautious, then ignores his or her own words. He placed his magazine face down on the stool and picked up his rifle, then walked toward me. Hmm. Must've had some training somewhere along the line. Oh, well. He was too big in the belly to just lean over and pick up the round, so he had to go to one knee to reach for it, and that's when I stunned him hard twice. He melted to the floor a few feet from the storage room door. 

 I picked up the rifle cartridge and stuck it in a pocket, then set his rifle inside the storage room door before I went back for him. Grabbing his wrists, I worked to drag him into the storage room as I muttered, "Control. Got a big one this time" --puff puff --"three hundred plus" --puff puff --"stunned his ass" --puff puff --"find him just inside the hall door, other end of storage room." I took a few moments to catch my breath, then said, "Jesus. Control. Better double team to move this one. Got another rifle, too." 

 "Copy that, Dragonfly." 

 "They weigh a helluva lot more when they're out cold." 

 "That they do, Ed. Need a break?" 

 "If I get another one like that one, maybe. Moving on." 

 "Copy that." 

 Past the elevators were two doors on the right and one on the left. Maybe once-upon-a-time offices? 

The big boss and his little people across the hall? I hate closed doors on the job. They always present problems when you're trying to be sneaky. 

 The only thing to do was try the doors; the big room first only because it happened to be big. I slowly turned the knob. It went just so far, then stopped. Locked. Looking up and down the hall once, I reached for my briefcase and pulled it down to get my cutter out of it, then let it float back over my head. I whispered, "I'm at the door to the big room, west side. Going to cut the lock." 

 "Copy west big room." 

 After putting the two inkpen-looking cylinders together, I turned it on. As the short, bright field snapped into being, that sound echoed up and down the hallway. The damned cutter suddenly seemed awfully loud as it hummed, but it sliced through the door's lock and frame with expected ease. On the chance that there was someone on the other side, I was careful to cut only as deeply as necessary to cut the locking bar. When I was finished, rather than snap the cutter off, as well, I laid it on the floor well beyond the doorway, mostly to avoid stepping on it if I had to leave suddenly. I cracked the door enough to let the probe peek in above me, then retreated. 

 "Probe view?" I asked. 

 "One man, unmoving, to the right as you enter." 

 "Copy that." 

 Easing my way into the large room, I saw that it was illuminated by a small lamp on a desk by the window. The man was lying across a stack of boxes. I approached him carefully until it became apparent that he wasn't breathing, then I approached him even more carefully, alert for traps. Nope, no traps. No pulse or respiration, either, and no blood in the area. Cause of death? 

 I checked for wires and pressure devices as I rolled the man over slowly. In the back of his neck near the base of the skull was one small slit about a quarter-inch wide. Someone had cut his strings and done a damned good job of it. Only the tiniest bit of blood had seeped around the blade. There was no time to worry about who he used to be or why they'd killed him. I checked a couple of boxes and found more of that tightly-packed bubble wrap. 

 I muttered, "Dead guy in the big room on the west side. A high spinal tap. More boxes with bubble wrap. Desk by the window. Moving on." 

 "Copy that." 
Chapter Thirty-Seven

 Using the same procedures to get through the other two doors, I discovered no more bodies, but many more of the boxes, all similarly packed with bubble wrap. 

 "Control, I want to see what's in one of these boxes," I said. 

 "Negative." 

 "Big field around the building. Nothing gets out. Why not?" 

 "We don't know who may be in other levels, Ed. They may have children and families in the building." 

 "Would you bring your kids to a germ factory?" 

 "Has anyone accused these people of being sane? Don't open any boxes." 

 "Okay. Won't open boxes. Moving on." 

 "Copy that." 

 As I stepped into the hall, the elevator pinged to announce an arrival. Figuring I had about ten seconds to see inside the elevator, I ran as quietly as I could down the other side of the hall. The doors opened when I was still ten feet away and a woman in a white lab coat stepped out. She'd been alone. She saw the empty stool and seemed puzzled, then turned to go Westward, not that it mattered. I couldn't let her go either East or West unless she was unconscious. 

 She cradled what looked like a miniature diver's air tank in her hands and she was studying it as if it were of supreme interest, not as if it were supremely dangerous. As she passed me, I snatched the cylinder from her hands and zapped her at almost the same time. She crumpled instantly and I dragged her into the nearest doorway. 

 "Zapped a woman this time," I said, and described the cylinder she'd been admiring like a big jewel. Wallace answered with, "Copy that. Two men on the way. That sounds like a five-minute emergency tank, Ed." 

 "Looks like one, too, but it's too heavy. Oh, hell. Guess what's in those boxes, people. Guess why they're so damned heavy. All that bubble wrap is to keep them quiet in transit. The tanks are full of fluid, not air." 

 "As good a guess as any, Ed. Linda says don't open any." 

 "Thought she might say that. Tell her I only opened ten of them and I'll stop now that I know better." 

 "Ha, ha," said Linda. 

 I zapped the woman hard again on general principles and put the canister on the floor near her. 

 "Ready to move again. What are you doing with all the prisoners, guys?" 

 "We have a flitter team laying them out on the roof. Too risky to take them anywhere yet. The team doesn't leave the field either, until everybody's been checked for bugs." 

 "Roger that. Moving again. Downstairs this time to the second floor." 

 "Copy that." 

 I padded quietly to the stairwell door and had almost started to open it when I heard voices in the stairwell. 

 "Control, cancel move. People in the stairwell. At least two." 

 "Copy that." 

 I eased the door open a crack and saw two men talking on the next landing down. Neither was facing my direction or looking up, so I eased the door open a bit more. It occurred to me to test the knob on the other side of the door, so I tried to turn it. No good, and all the inside stairwell doors might be locked, in which case I'd have to cut them or take the elevator. Neither idea appealed to me. I had to assume that all the elevator doors would be guarded at least as well as the 3rd floor's elevator had been. I also had to assume there'd be guards on the stairwell doors and that they'd be perceptive enough to notice a continuous bright light and wisps of smoke coming from a lock mechanism. I quietly pulled the door shut and went to the elevator. The two guys in black cautiously entered the hallway as I turned to go to the elevator. I told them that I had an idea of sorts. We'd put the woman in the elevator and leave her positioned so that the doors would continuously bump her hips when they tried to close. That would bring someone upstairs sooner or later. 

 Whoever found her would report the problem, which would probably bring even more people up and down the stairs and get the elevator moving in the midst of a small amount of furor. The only hitch was the missing elevator guard. 

 "Control, can you spare two prisoners? I need both the woman who had the canister and the elevator guard, unconscious for at least an hour each." 

 "For what reason?" 

 "A distraction to get some careless activity going on either the stairs or the elevator. Some way to get to the next floor unnoticed." 

 Wallace came on. "The team medic has some stuff that ought to do that for you, Dragonfly. Where's the canister?" 

 "With the woman." 

 "Hide it in the room where the woman is now. Medic is on the way." When the team medic arrived, two winded blacksuits were dragging the fat guy behind them. The guy had already been dosed with whatever; we propped him on his stool with his rifle next to him. 

 "Firing pin removed," said the medic, then he went to dose the woman. Next we positioned the woman to block the elevator doors while one of the guys hid the canister deep between boxes. Once all appeared ready, the black suits ghosted back up the hallway and out of the building. I parked myself where I thought I'd be least likely to be trampled and waited. 

 "Update," said Linda, "The woman is one of the missing lab workers. Looks as if we've found the anthill, Ed." 

 "Kewl beenz," I muttered, and heard Wallace ask, "What? What did he say?" It seemed as if I'd been putzing around in the building for hours, but my watch claimed it had only been twenty-seven minutes. Oh, well. No rush. More voices in the stairwell, and one sounded brassy. He was loud enough that I could hear his words. 

 "Well, get your ass up there and see!" 

 I could hear the guy come bounding up the stairs, but he seemed to get an attack of caution near the door. A key rattled briefly, slipped into the lock, and the knob turned. When the door opened a crack, I saw the guy kneeling behind it, as close to the floor as possible. I heard the key slide out of the lock and jangle briefly. Seeing nothing, he poked his head farther out, saw the guard and the woman, and dashed back down the stairs to report to someone. 

 Be nice to have one of those keys. Well, no, not really. Key or cutter, someone would be near the door. Fielding up an ice block to keep the door from latching wouldn't work, either. Someone could notice a door not closing or a wet spot. Better just to try slipping in during high traffic. More noise on the stairs. This time four people came cautiously out of the stairwell. Two ran quietly each way along the hall and back and reported all doors closed. I couldn't believe it... They'd only glanced at each door without testing the knobs. Could be that they knew what was in those rooms. Now, if they'd only send at least two by way of the stairs... 

 They did. After the fat guard and the woman had been hauled into the tiny elevator, one of them ordered two others to use the stairs. Those two were unthrilled about that and one actually slammed the door against it's stop as he went past it. I reached to slap the footlatch down over the stop and slipped through the doorway. 

 The guy came back up the upper flight of steps as I went down. The guy at the bottom impatiently waited for his compadre with his hand on the second floor door knob. I stepped behind him and very quietly helped him wait. 

 When his friend started down after getting the upper door closed, the man in front of me opened the lower door slightly. By the time the other guy was halfway down the lower steps, the door was fully open and I slipped through into the hallway beyond. Someone pushing a metal cart nearly ran into me immediately, and avoiding the cart almost caused me to brush up against someone else who was walking by, but I managed to avoid contact with both of them. 

 The place was a beehive. People were coming and going from room to room up and down the halls. Unlike the guys in the stairwells and above, these people all wore tidy white synthetic paper overalls. I worked my way through the traffic to get a look into one of the rooms and saw people reaching into clear plastic boxes that had rubber gloves mounted in arm holes. 

 One at a time, canisters would be pushed along a row and into a trough of liquid within one of the plastic enclosures, where rubber-gloved hands would snap-hook the submerged canisters to hoses, then turn a knob on top of the small canister. Twenty seconds or so later, they turned the knob the other way and disconnected the canisters. While I could see by the number of live people around that the system seemed to work, I was exceedingly glad to be inside my five suit. 

 Someone who was getting out of someone else's way shoved an empty cart sideways, right at me. There was nowhere to go but up. I leaped and grabbed what I instantly recognized as a steam pipe. My five suit kept me from having serious contact burns, but it was like having hot coffee spilled across my palms for several seconds before I could let go and drop to the floor. Thankfully, there was enough noise that nobody noticed the sound of my landing. I sent a cooling field over my hands and almost sighed with relief. 

 There's noise and then there's noise, and if you want cover, the noises have to generally match up. I could thump and bang a little bit and it would blend with similar noises of the wheeled carts and closing doors, but I wanted to talk to Control, and there wasn't much talking going on around me. Trying to report, even in a whisper, would be a big risk. On the other hand, Control and company were hearing and seeing everything I did. 

 Watching the woman work in a Plexiglass box, I wondered if this was only a prep floor or the place where the bug juice was actually put into pressurized canisters. Or both? My job was now to find the source if I could. I had a feeling that following those submerged hoses would take me there as I looked for a way to create a distraction. 

 It occurred to me that if you use an aerosol spray too long, the can will get cold. Same if the can leaks. In that herd of people, there had to be someone who would hear about a cold cylinder and react. I wanted to see exactly how that person would react. I sent a cooling field at the third canister from the end of a row of canisters that had already had the hose treatment. 

 A woman was rather nonchalantly grabbing each treated canister in that row and putting it into a box on a cart. When her hand touched the frosty surface of the canister I'd cooled, she froze, as well, then turned her head to look at it. The look became a stare and her eyes got larger as her mouth opened. Her scream was blood curdling. 

 The door to that room slammed shut, cutting off my view and a lot of her scream. Hitherto-unnoticed red lights began flashing at each end of the hall. People abandoned their carts and ran for the stairs and elevators. I heard a series of loud snapping noises and realized that they were deadbolts snapping into place up and down the hall. 

 The elevator didn't come when it was called. The stairwell doors wouldn't open, nor would the doors of the rooms along the hallway. Men and women trapped in the hallway screamed, shouted, demanded, and beat on the doors, all to no avail. 

 The scene reminded me of the Civil Defense training that we'd received in the fifth grade, along with a set of stainless steel dogtags. I'd looked at the tags and known what was real and what wasn't. My father's Army dogtags had been plain old steel, but because we were facing nuclear war ours had been stainless, which melted at a much higher temperature. That word got around, and pretty soon there was a smart ass in every class who'd adlib the ending of every CD lecture to read: 'Put your head between your knees and then kiss your ass good bye!' 

 One day a fed-up teacher had told some of the brattier boys that the drill of that day wasn't really a drill; that Russian bombers had been sighted over Louisiana, heading for Dallas, Texas, because of the aircraft plant nearby. The school's hallways had suddenly looked and sounded just like these hallways, only much younger. 

 One of the women in the hallway pointed and yelled. The red lights had gone off and the elevator doors opened to disgorge four people in biosuits, complete with air tanks and big pistols. These people made their way to the room where the whole mess had started and one rapped on the door with his pistol. A card was pushed under the door and the biosuited guy --who probably couldn't bend over easily -ordered a guy nearby to pick it up. The guy hesitated, so the biosuit guy pointed that big pistol at the guy's forehead and repeated his order. The guy picked up the card and handed it to the biosuited guy, then frantically wiped his fingers on his paper pants as if that would somehow help. Biosuit examined the card carefully, then unlocked the door with a key. Nobody surged forward to face that big gun. In fact, it looked to me as if they were fairly calm in there. During more conversation, the biosuit guy ran his own check on the canister in question and suddenly disconnected his headpiece to take it off. 

 "Clear!" he shouted. "Clear! No leak! Everybody back to work!" The only real basket case in that room was the woman who'd touched the cold cylinder. I almost felt sorry for her, but only almost. She'd known what she'd been putting in those cylinders. That's why she'd instantly panicked. 

 The hubbub around me was enough that I felt I could whisper safely. 

 "Control, these second-floor rooms aren't even sealed. They're filling the canisters inside portable, clear plastic hard-drive repair boxes full of a liquid. My fake cylinder leak started a panic, so these people know what the hell they're doing." 

 "Can you get to the first floor, Ed?" 

 "Maybe. Seen enough here, anyway. Moving on." 

 "Copy that." 
Chapter Thirty-Eight

 They were trying to coax the freaked-out woman out of her foetal position without much luck, but they were hauling her out of the workroom and into the hall and blocking my path. The biosuit guy lost his patience and said, "On your feet, you dumb bitch!" as he put the pistol to her head and pulled the hammer back. That must have been the most wrong thing he could have done. The woman unfolded slowly, then managed to get to her feet. I know cold rage when I see it. She had it. The overconfident asshole turned to tell someone that the guy didn't know shit about handling stupid, cowardly women. The 'stupid, cowardly woman's' head came up under the guy's chin as her heel stamped down on his arch. She grabbed the gun from his hand, turned it around, and pulled the trigger. Nothing happened the first time. She fumbled with the gun for a moment and I heard something snap softly, then she pulled the trigger again. And again. And again, until the gun was empty, and then she stood staring down at the guy she'd shot. 

 Two of the other biosuited guys forced their way through the hall to the doorway. They saw the woman standing over the big guy with the big gun in her little hands and each of them put two rounds in her. I would bet that few acts much stupider than shooting that skinny little woman with those big-assed guns have ever been performed by humans. 

 One of the four rounds that tore completely through her hit one of the plastic cases and splattered it and its liquid contents all over the work area. Another round kicked up a puff of plaster as it made a hole in the wall behind her. Another round tore into the man behind and slightly to one side of her, tossing him to the floor, and yet another round --the most damaging bullet of all --hit one of the filled cylinders. It knocked the cylinder flying across the room, where the cylinder slammed against a metal rack and skittered along the floor of aisleway like a crazed rat trying to escape. I had to assume that the cylinder had begun spewing the moment the bullet had hit it, because more than half a dozen people froze in shock when they saw it and a few began screaming. The biosuited guys looked their direction, then turned and ran, presumably for wherever they'd left their headgear. Then the real pandemonium began. I ran down the hall to the end and tucked myself into a corner with two metal carts in front of me as absolute hell broke loose in that corridor. Gunshots. Lots of gunshots, fast and furious. 

 "Control!" I whispered harshly, "Some dumbshit just shot the hysterical woman and hit a full canister behind her. If you have people on the roof, get them off it now! Repeat, get clear now! The second floor is contaminated. I think this whole goddamned building is history." 

 Linda's cool voice asked, "What's your status, Ed?" 

 "No sweat. I'm okay. Get everybody away from the building." 

 "Is that the truth, Ed? You're okay?" 

 "Yeah, it's the truth, Linda. All I have to do now is stay the hell out of everybody's way. I've barricaded myself in at the end of the East hall." 

 "Can you get back up here?" asked Wallace. 

 "Nope. Not a chance, not right now. You can expect some company soon, though, when they bust open the stairwell doors. Just assume that anyone from inside the building is sick, guys. It's that bad down here." 

 Somebody on a flitter said, "Oh, Jesus," in that resigned way that means, "Kiss your ass goodbye." I said, "Don't tell me your flitter is on the roof, Wallace. Don't. I'll have to kill somebody before the disease does." 

 "Not ours, Ed. The other team." 

 "Well, get them the hell off the roof! The stuff hasn't left the second floor yet!" 

 "We can't take that chance, Ed." 

 "Goddamnit, Wallace! I'm in the middle of it down here! I know what I'm talking about! The stair doors are..." A gun sounded and the big white fire door to the stairs was torn open. "Oh, shit. Forget that, they just got a fire door open. No, wait! Wallace! Linda! Use that flitter as an isolation booth and get the team off the roof anyway. Talk to Stephie about what can be done with their fields, but lift that goddamn flitter now!" 

 Steph broke in with, "I'm lifting the flitter now, Ed. Be careful down there, please." I said, "Will do, ma'am," as Linda said, "Steph, put that flitter down!" 

 "No, Linda. You're following inappropriate protocols. That flitter is now an isolation booth, as Ed said. It is totally secured." 

 Wallace came on and said, "Stephanie, this is your only warning. Set that flitter down or we'll open fire." I almost laughed, but I wasn't ready to be found by the ravening horde in the hallway. Linda told Wallace to stand down, but he wasn't in the mood to listen. 

 "Wallace," I said, "Where did I shoot to test the Beretta?" He seemed not to have heard me over his own shouting at Stephie, then he and Linda got into a shouting match. 

 "All right!" she said. "Okay! Shoot at a flitter full of our own people, Emory! Shoot until you realize... Oh, hell, never mind. Just do it. Steph, he doesn't know. Let him wear out his goddamned trigger finger if he wants to." 

 "Yes, Linda. In that case, Captain Wallace, you may fire when ready. Please make sure that you don't miss me and hit a building, sir." 

 I did laugh that time, as did Linda, but I kept my snickers lower than the noise level in the hallway. A moment later, Steph again invited Wallace to fire at her. 

 "No," he said. "I have three old hands laughing at me in a situation like this, so I know I have my head up my ass about something." 

 Linda asked, "Three? Who's the third?" 

 "Stephanie, of course. Ed, how are things down in hell?" 

 The gun in the stairwell fired again, then again. Tough lock or a bad shot? Or maybe just two doors at about the same time? 

 "Well, things are kind of hellish, Cap. About the same as before, though, I'd guess. It sounds as if they got to the first floor. Maybe the third, too. You might want to hang a flitter over the roof for them to shoot at, guys. Just to catch the ammo. What are they doing about containment at ground level?" 

 "The cops have orders to shoot anyone trying to escape the building, Ed. Before they get outside. They know the situation." 

 "Well, tell the cops to shoot anyone who appears at a window, too, even though they might not be able to get through the field. If the stuff's as thick as water, someone could accidentally bodysurf away from the building from a window, I think. It would occur to me to try that, anyway." 

 "Copy that." 

 'Copy that.' How often had I heard that reply over the years? Never in a situation this bad, though. How many people were there in Grand Forks? For that matter, how many of them would run like hell when they saw others dying and carry the disease to other cities? 

 A woman only a few feet away wailed and beat on one of the carts in futile frustration. I sighed at the thought of watching a hallway full of people such as her die, but I was wearing my five suit and a recording probe. Barring something stupid happening, I'd be able to walk out of there and go home later. 

 "Later, Control. I'm going for a walk and put together a sitrep. Moving on." 

 "Copy that," said Linda. She'd heard my tone. "Sorry, Ed," she added. 

 "Yeah. Later." 

 Wandering down the hall to the elevator, I saw what had happened to the guys in biosuits. Not pretty. People had resented those bright yellow protective outfits worn only by the privileged very few. The people who had attacked them hadn't fared well, either. Bullet-riddled bodies lay all around the biosuit guys as if from a scene in some perverse parody of the battle for the Alamo. It seemed likely to me that those with guns would probably shoot at anything abnormal, so I refrained from carrying the Beretta in my hand, where it could be seen, and simply moved very quietly. I went down the fire stairs when they'd cleared a bit, picking my way carefully past people who seemed not to give a damn that something somehow felt, but unseen, had gone past them. 

 Maybe some of them thought that I was an angel of death and were glad to see me pass them by. All they really knew was that to go downstairs was to die and to go up was to die more slowly. Helluva choice, that. 

 I began to encounter posters on the stairwell walls with slogans and pictures that seemed to try to combine some sick variant of white power "Christianity" with a virulent anti-Amaran message. The only difference I could see from the time before the Amarans was the group's late willingness to accept contributions and assistances even from the "mud races" and just about anyone else, including the Jews. I let the probe have a good look at each poster in turn, ending the show with, "Damn. The only thing that could get these people to stop killing each other and work together was the thought of killing someone else they all hated more. It's hard to see this and not think 'good riddance'. Wonder why they didn't have these posters all over the place upstairs, too? Those people would surely have needed this shit as badly as the front office staff, don't you think?" 

 Linda said, "Steph is reporting your bioscans as somewhat high, Ed." 

 "I've been climbing stairs and you're seeing what I'm seeing down here in Nazi-Never-Never-Land. Have her check yours, too, Linda. I'm fine." 

 There was no answer to that; no 'Copy that,' or anything else. 

 A spate of shooting that seemed to crest into a full-fledged gun battle lasted for long minutes on the first floor. I waited until it had died to sporadic firing before I descended the final flight of stairs and peeked into the first floor of the warehouse. It was nearly empty. I went to a window and looked outside. There were bodies everywhere around the open doors and the missing windows. The cops had followed orders very well. Even shooting through the field's rough equivalent of water, if someone had made it halfway to the gutter, they'd been cut down. None had escaped the field. 

 "Question, Elkor; if your field has the consistency of water and no atmospheric exchange, how am I hearing all that police gunfire?" 

 "You aren't, Ed. The gunfire you heard came from within the building. I bolstered that area of the field during that time to slow the bullets as much as possible before they escaped to the streets." 

 "Ho-ly shit. It sounded like a hot firefight down there. You're saying it was nothing but a breakout attempt?" 

 "Correct, Ed. All of the gunfire you could possibly have heard had to have come from within the building." 

 "Wow. I'll say it again, then. 'Good riddance'." 

 A man who'd been crouching behind a shattered concrete trash barrel near the main doors struggled for breath and tried to crawl back inside the building, but he didn't make it. He seemed terribly confused as he slumped gaspingly to the sidewalk. 

 I walked past all the windows and doors to allow the probe to record every grisly detail; past so many men and women whose great dream of poisoning the world into submission had been shattered in less than an hour by one of their own zealots. 

 Some were fairly well dressed and others wore work clothes. People of disparate colors, religions, and creeds had banded together to fight what they perceived as an evil with an evil of their own making. In doing so they had achieved a rancid sort of unity, even as they freely admitted hating one another, but they all had one undeniable thing in common that night. It was their last night on Earth, and they were going to die hated and reviled among the very people they had hated and reviled most until the Amarans had arrived. 

 Someone with a scoped rifle crawled to keep out of sight of the cops as he headed for the building's front doors. A few more people followed him, whether truly believing they'd have a chance to escape or because they were simply following someone who dared to move, I didn't know. At some point he realized that he had a following of sorts and tried to mount a charge out the front doors. They quickly realized the breathing difficulty within the field, even if they didn't understand it, but they saw the cops breathing easily half a block away and decided that they had to try again. The guy talked them aboard an old electric forklift and, with a human shield of his followers hanging around and in front of him, the guy began his run at the front doors. 

 There was nobody around me that I could see, so I pulled my Beretta and fired four times at his back. He arched and stiffened, but the vehicle kept rolling. There was an AK on the floor near me. I didn't check to see if it was loaded, I just aimed at the thin rubber wheels on the left side of the forklift and tried to shred them quickly. 

 Nine rounds later, the AK was empty, but the forklift banked left and then right before it overbalanced from its speed, the extra people on it, and the slope of the sidewalk. At least two people were trapped under it when it fell on its side. The scoped rifle and the man it was attached to spilled onto the sidewalk. He lay still. The three others who had been on the vehicle ran for the street. 
Chapter Thirty-Nine

 The cops stopped the runners with a hail of bullets within a couple of feet of the gutter. One big guy's hand actually touched the edge of the gutter when he fell. I didn't know the exact extent of Elkor's field, so I pushed my way through it and reached to snag the guy's sleeve with the front sight of the AK

because --despite my five suit --I didn't want to touch him. A pull brought his arm back aboard the sidewalk. Hooking his collar didn't work. It tore. I hooked his belt and dragged his bulk inchingly backward. 

 Linda asked, "Ed, what are you doing? The cops report unusual movement at the field perimeter. They say a rifle is moving itself." 

 "Let 'em say whatever they want, as long as they don't shoot. That's a hint, Linda. I'm trying to drag a guy back from the gutter without touching him myself. I'm using an AK to snag his belt and pull him." 

 "Copy that. We'll relay the info immediately." 

 "Yes, please. No holes in me, please. Tell them to watch, but not shoot." 

 "Confirmed, Ed. They say they'll hold their fire." 

 "Good. Wunnerful. Except maybe for that one cop who didn't get the word. I think I'll get done and get the hell out of here, anyway, ma'am." 

 "That's probably for the best, Dragonfly. Wallace is reminding them again." 

 "Tell him that covers the beer today, and thanks." 

 "I heard that," said Wallace. "No deal. Saving your ass is worth a six-pack, at least. Say otherwise and I'll tell a hundred cops that we don't know the ghost with the rifle." 

 "Okay, okay! You have five to go. Thanks, anyway, Simon Legree." 

 "De nada. You about finished messing around out there?" 

 "Yeah. The body is halfway back to the building. Well inside the field. I'm..." An explosion that sounded like a shotgun made me flatten and aim the Beretta back toward the antique forklift. The cops started firing immediately. I was close to the building and scurried inside. I saw nobody aiming a weapon, but one of the red panels on the back of the forklift was lying on the sidewalk. I yelled, "Tell the cops to hold their fire, dammit! No target! No target!" Linda asked, "Ed? What was that? Are you all right?" 

 "Yeah. Tell the cops to save their ammo. One of the forklift batteries exploded. Scared the hell out of me. Sounded like a twelve-gauge going off." 

 Wallace said, "Hey, maybe that's why they started shooting, d'ya think?" 

 "Linda," I said, "I thought you liked men your own age or at least close to it." She said, "Old guys pontificate all the time. At least this one can keep up with me in the mornings." 

 "Yeah? Well, you check him out later and see if he's got any polydactyl characteristics. That could explain a lot, couldn't it?" 

 In truth, the word was no more than a label for creatures that had extra fingers or toes or other digits, but I was betting that Wallace would have no idea what 'polydactyl' meant. There was silence for some moments until Linda started snickering. Wallace didn't know the word and he was too proud to ask about it. 

 I heard someone else on the flitter ask what the hell was so funny in the middle of something like this. At least four people told him to shut up and one guy said, "Pete, stuff like this starts hurting real fast if you don't keep it light, so shut up until you've been in it for real. You're just watching it on that TV thing. You don't know shit." 

 Linda called a halt to that discussion fairly quickly. 

 "When it's as bad as it gets, go with gallows humor," she said, perhaps to Pete or perhaps to everybody. 

"If you can't, you probably won't last very long on these missions. Now everybody shut up." Everybody up there shut up as ordered. I saw smoke near the ceiling and said so. 

 "Steph," I said as I walked around the first floor and searched for smoke, "Can you find the fire? If it's bad, I either have to get back to the roof or wade into the street pretty quick." 

 "Working on it, Ed. Okay. I've found it in the wall above the front doors. Sporadic shortings indicate that an electrical line has been damaged." 

 "Thanks, Steph. Guess I'd better get the hell out of here fast, then. I see smoke coming from a hole I can't reach without a long ladder, and there isn't one of those in sight." The sound of a gun cocking made me shut up and step back quickly and quietly as I looked around. I didn't see anyone, but there are damned few things in this world that aren't guns that can make that sound properly. 

 A woman's hysterical voice yelled, "I heard you walk in here and I heard you talkin' about fire, devil. That's right! I know who you are! I know you done come here for me, but I'll shoot you dead if you come anywhere near me, devil." 

 She was behind a desk to my right. I thought about trying to tiptoe past her, but there was broken glass and other crap all over the floor in all directions. 

 "Ed?" asked Linda. 

 I didn't answer her. Instead, I decided to play for time. 

 "You think others haven't tried that, ma'am?" I asked. "They've tried with bigger guns than that toy you're holding. What's your name?" 

 I backstepped away from the spot where I'd spoken, quietly sweeping the glass and other debris aside with my feet before putting them down. 

 "You think I'm some kinda fool!? I ain't tellin' you that, devil! If you ain't already got it, you ain't gonna get it!" 

 I sighed and said, "What I mean, ma'am, is that if you aren't on my list, I have to leave you for the others. All I need is your last name." 

 "No! Ain't no way I'm tellin' you shit, devil! Oh, no! Oh, my God! I'm sorry, God! I won't ever swear again, I promise!" 

 The woman began sobbing and moaned, "Please, God! I'm sorry!" 

 "Well damn," I said. "And I really mean that, ma'am. You know I can't take anyone while they're praying." 

 "I wasn't..." 

 I interrupted her with an angrily shouted, "Yes, you were, damn it! I heard you invoke God's name! 

Don't try to lie to me, woman!" 

 Apparently finally realizing the loophole I was trying hard to hand her, she screamed, "Yes sir! I'm prayin'! I'm prayin'!" 

 She began rattling off an inane collage of bits and pieces of pseudo bible verses and misquotes in a loud voice. She even included a bit of a country gospel song. 

 I said, "Well, okay, then. For now, anyway, lady, but if you stop praying I'll be on you like a duck on a junebug. You got that?" 

 "Yes! Yes! Go away! Go away! Please go away!" 

 "All right then. You just be praying your ass off when the others get here, too." She moaned. "Why are you telling me that? What's the trick? I know who you are, devil! You take people for your own self. Why are you tellin' me to pray?" 

 Well, hell. Think fast, devil. 

 "Ma'am, do you really think there's any shortage of people like you? Do you really think I want more people like you around my place? Hell, no! But even you know I'm stuck with this job, so just do me a damned favor and repent, ma'am. Right now. Go to heaven and be someone else's problem, okay?" Her consternation was evident. "I... Uh..." 

 I yelled, "Just shut up and start praying, lady! They'll be here any minute!" 

 "Yes!" she screamed. "Yes! I'll be prayin' when they get here! I promise!" 

 "Good enough," I said. "Now take it easy and keep the noise down. I have a helluva lot to do here tonight. Just sit there and save yourself quietly, okay?" 

 "Yes! I will! Uh... Can I thank you? Is that... Uh, legal?" 

 "Sure, lady. It won't help me any, but it might help you. Are we through here?" 

 "Yes! Please! Yes! We're through here!" 

 "All right, then. Goodbye and good luck, 'cause you're going to need it. Oh, and by the way, lady, tell somebody to put out the fire over the door. We don't want the damned building burning down around you, do we?" 

 "No! No, I'll tell somebody! Thank you, devil! Thank you!" 

 I left her babbling her prayers and wandered back up the fire stairs. In a relatively quiet area, I whispered, "Control, just checking in. There are still some live ones on the first floor. I'm hoping one of them will put out that fire, but don't let the cops relax." 

 "Copy that," said Wallace. "The fire hasn't spread and it's inside a block wall, so it may run out of fuel. Are you all right, devil?" 

 "Stop asking, please. I'll tell you if I'm not all right, and I really hated screwing with that woman's mind that way. Moving on." 

 "Copy that. Sorry, Ed." 

 "Don't apologize, either, please. I know you mean it, but it seems trivial as hell right now." 

 "Okay, Ed." 

 "Thanks. As I said, moving on." 

 "Copy that." 

 The second floor was much as I'd left it, except that now there were considerably more people in the rooms and hallways who were simply huddled singly and in small, sectarian groups against both the unknown and the known. It seemed likely to me that some would lose many of their prejudices when the only people left to cling to were the ones they'd called enemies before the arrival of the Amaran "threat". I passed on to the third floor, which had previously been nearly empty of people other than guards. Many people who had gone up to the roof had discovered the cold night air and retreated from it. Some of them talked about others who had scavenged clothing from bodies and gone back up to the roof, anyway, if only to try to die from hypothermia rather than the disease, or to die under the stars instead of in the midst of the hell they'd created below. 

 One man sat on a box in the big room and patiently released the contents of canister after canister. They littered the floor around him. As I watched, he opened another one, and this time, instead of using it to scrawl on the floor or the boxes or the wall, he let it spew into his mouth and drank the stuff, perhaps hoping that by taking it in that manner it might kill him more quickly and less painfully. A passing woman ran screaming into the room when she saw what he was doing, then seemed to reconsider her view of matters. She joined him on the box next to his and took the canister he offered her. I didn't wait to see if she'd have a drink with him. 

 Some were on their way to the first floor for the first time. Others were on their way upstairs, perhaps also for the first time. Something else they all had in common was the general disbelief that such a thing could have happened to them, of all people. It was supposed to have happened to their prophesied enemy, after all, and to all the inferior races of the Earth. It was supposed to have been carefully delivered as part of the master plan. 'One Earth' had been a euphemism for 'Our Earth'. At first, people were confused as well as fearful. Some hunkered or stood and prayed aloud or silently. Some wrote long last letters and wills. But some were inspired to even greater glories of hate. One such man was wandering the halls with an AK rifle, shooting anyone who so much as looked at him, talked, or even whimpered. I saw him deign not to shoot only two people in one room and haven't a clue as to why he spared them. He spared a woman who was pointing a rifle of her own at him, too, so he apparently wasn't feeling suicidal. He stopped a few feet from me and slapped in a new magazine, then continued his literal death march. 

 I thought about shooting him myself, but a few things stopped me. I didn't want to be discovered or have the woman fire hysterically in my direction and I wasn't sure that the guy wasn't actually dispensing charity, whether he knew it or not. I've seen pictures of Ebola victims. 

 Once he had disappeared into the stairwell, I continued my own trek to the roof past a few dozen people in the hallway and storage room who seemed to differ little or not at all from those on the other floors. 

 Some in the storage room were armed, but most were not. While they seemed unwilling to venture back into the third floor hallway, none of them seemed willing to sit too near the door to the roof stairs, either. That was fine with me. They'd unjammed the latch to keep the door shut and the cold outside. I walked up to the door and sat down to one side of it to wait for someone to open it. It was almost as if they were all looking in my direction, hoping for a miracle from the one untainted person in the room. Oh, but I knew better than that. If discovered, I'd wind up like the biosuit guys. I remained silent and still, as did most of them. 

 Perhaps fifteen minutes went by before a man in his thirties entered the storage room and headed for the roof-stairs door. I got to my feet and waited as he opened the door and proceeded through it, but then he seemed to want to close it behind him. 

 I stiff-armed the very top of the door and it bounced out of his grasp, an action that drew only a slight interest from the gallery of watchers. He grabbed the doorknob and pulled it again, and again I stiff-armed the top. He glared at the door for a moment, then moved to examine first the door, then the doorframe. 

 I slipped past him during his examination of the door and stepped very carefully and quickly on the sides of the wooden stairs to avoid making them squeak or groan. I wanted to be off the stairs before he got pissed and slammed the door, which might attract attention from above and cause some traffic on the stairs. 

 At the top of the stairs, a man wearing scraps of biosuit over his lighter clothing suddenly blotted out the night sky. He was shivering with the effects of the cold night air so that his teeth were chattering audibly. For some moments, he seemed to be debating whether to return downstairs before he answered someone's call from the roof and left the stairway entrance. 

 When I finally exited the stairwell, I saw him sitting on the roof nearby with a woman. She also wore bits of biosuit over her clothes, and they were clinging to each other and trying to talk, but I could hear their teeth clattering from twenty feet away. 
Chapter Forty

 There was plenty of open space, which surprised me somewhat until I realized that I had no idea how many people may have been in the building. I walked quietly to one of the more remote areas, giving people a wide berth, until I stood alone near the rather noisy air conditioning system that supported the field generator. 

 I looked around, but saw only one flitter. The others were in stealth mode, just like me. Apparently the people on the roof had lost interest in shooting at it and were now simply staring at it. It must have been pretty uncomfortable for the men aboard. 

 I whispered, "Control, you see me?" 

 Wallace said, "Yeah, you're onscreen, Ed. This kind of imaging makes you look as if you're wearing a bright blue space suit. Are you... Oops. Sor... Oh, hell. Just give me a sitrep." 

 "Thanks for remembering to try to remember, Control. Every floor in there is like one of Dante's rings, but they're all the same ring. There are shooters, starers, whiners, sobbers, and crazy laughers. I guess with this group, there's no real change except that they're all gonna die soon and they know it." 

 "Why do you keep calling us 'Control', Ed? The intel mission was pretty much over when the canister leaked." 

 "Feels right. Habit. Thirty years of it, Control, with somebody monitoring the op and me as the point man, being called 'Dragonfly'. Always kind of liked that nick, even though it makes me think of all the times we couldn't use any of our names or known aliases in Europe. And the time that dumbassed Italian paper published lists of US operatives. Those were some damned interesting times." 

 "They sure were," said Linda. "Too damned interesting." 

 "Well, I see you didn't just hand the flitter over to him, boss." 

 "Nope. He's still a newbie. But he's learning fairly fast." 

 "He's just trying to impress you, ma'am. Ignore him and he'll think he has to try harder. Linda, when did symptoms begin showing up in the lab rats?" 

 There was silence for several moments, then, "Oh, dear God, no. Not you..?" 

 "No, Linda. I'm clean. I want to know, that's all. I have an idea." 

 "You're sure, Ed? Very sure? Absolutely?" 

 "Yes, I'm sure. Just listen, okay? I've been seeing what people do to each other for over thirty years, Linda. So have you. So have lots of people, but not necessarily the people who start this kind of shit. Not necessarily the people who send money to support 'the cause', whatever it may be, that masks and spreads hatred like this. We've always seen it, Linda. Us, the doctors and morticians, and all the other cleanup crews of the world. We need to get what's happening here on tape, from the time the first symptoms appear to the last nasty details and ugly death. How people treat each other and how they suffer at each others' hands. The remnants of the shootout on the first floor. Every damned little thing. Then we need to edit it for maximum impact and anonymously send a copy to every nutcase preacher, halfwit racist, and any damned body else who isn't altogether for peace on Earth and goodwill toward all men, including Amarans." 

 I took a breath and continued, "We can make the biggest, baddest, most disgusting snuff film ever made and beat the bastards over the head with it every goddamned day for as long as it takes. Friends and families of these particular deceased true believers should get the first copies of the videotapes. What do you think? Would it turn some of those assholes around if they could actually see the effects of what their

'preachers' advocate?" 

 Linda said, "Ed, I want you to come out of there. Now. I'm bringing the flitter down for you." 

 "Just hang on a minute, Linda. Are the other two flitters sentient, Steph?" 

 "No, Ed. Not yet. The potential is in them, though." 

 "So if they were wiped now, it would be no real loss, right?" 

 "I guess that would depend on your point of view, Ed." 

 "You heard what I want to do, Steph. I need one to send in probes, but I don't want the controlling flitter to suffer from the experience. Not even a non-sentient flitter should have to endure that. I'll want to wipe it afterward, because if this shit's in its memory and it becomes sentient... What do you think, Steph? This time I need your input and advice." 

 Linda said, "Ed, listen to me. Come out of there. Now, dammit!" 

 "Linda, I'm trying to snag a recording deal, here. I'm not going crazy, okay? I'm looking for a way to prevent this kind of craziness in the world." 

 Steph said, "You're talking about sending copies to other innocents, Ed. Human innocents." 

 "These dying people under my feet came from somewhere, Steph. I'm only proposing that we send back the results of their childrens' handiwork to try to prevent more of it. Every fundy preacher and ayatollah of every type and stripe, every right-wing rabble rouser with an agenda and a fat budget that needs fed, all of their minions..." 

 Steph said, "I'll supply a flitter and probes on one condition, Ed." 

 "A condition!? What kind of condition?" 

 "That you do as Linda says immediately and let someone else handle distribution if that videotape is ever made." 

 "How do I get their promise that it will be made, Steph?" 

 "I'm not sure you can, Ed. It may not be up to them." 

 Wallace entered the link on Linda's pad with, "If you're thinking what I think you're thinking, you are crazy, pal, and I'll personally guarantee you no deal at all if you open..." I cut him off. "No! I'm not planning to open my suit, Wallace. Damn! If I have to face a goddamned psych later because of something you said on record, Wallace, you'd better hope I never see daylight again, 'cause I'll only use it to find you. Don't be stupid. My name isn't Jesus and I don't want to be a goddamned martyr, especially when there's going to be a whole warehouse full of them right under my feet! I just want to know what it will take to get the goddamned tape made and get it out there!" 

 "Do it now, Steph," said Linda. 

 Do what now? Do they think I've gone nuts? 

 I felt the field surround and immobilize me, then snatch me upward and over to land on a flitter deck. Four gunshots sounded below us and bullets smacked into the air conditioning unit's slats, shattering and splintering a few. A man with one of those really big-assed pistols was hunkered behind a vent about thirty feet away from where I'd been standing, aiming precisely at where I had been standing. He cautiously stood and approached his target zone, waving his left arm searchingly ahead as he covered the area with the pistol. 

 Once by the a/c unit, he knelt and searched some more, then really became unsettled when he couldn't find his supposed victim. He quickly stood and backed away, trying to look in all directions at once and waving the pistol back and forth. 

 Linda said, "I don't know what tipped him that you were there, Ed. He shouldn't have been able to hear you over the air conditioner's noise." 

 Knowing I wouldn't be able to see her or her flitter, I looked for her anyway as I asked, "Steph? How about visual link with Linda?" then said, "We know of at least one other person who can see me when I'm in my three suit, Linda. Maybe he could, too. Maybe he didn't think much of my movie idea, either?" Linda's face appeared on a field screen. "Apparently not, if he heard you at all," she said. "How do you feel, Ed?" 

 "Would you people stop asking me that? I'm okay. Fine. No problem." Steph said, "His bioscan is fine, Linda. All within normal. No hint of the virus." 

 "He is not to get off your deck until one of our doctors clears him, Steph. The bureaucrats will have my ass if we don't do it that way." 

 "Agreed, Linda." 

 "Okay, then. I'll authorize the probes, but no guarantees about publication. That wouldn't be up to me, anyway." 

 "I thought not. Thank you, Linda. Ed, you may wish to see this." Steph put up a another screen that showed six glowing dots streaking toward the roof stairwell entrance. In a tight cluster, they zipped through the doorway and disappeared. 

 "Thanks, Steph," I said, "Maybe I'm just tired, but I'll be damned if I can figure out how you schemed with Linda to grab me without my knowing it." 

 "Look at the console, Ed." 

 I did. On the console screen were the terse details of their planning. 

 I asked, "Why the hell didn't one of you just tell me to move a few feet and tone it down some?" Steph said, "That didn't occur to me. My only thought was to get you aboard me." Linda grinned and said, "It occurred to me, Ed. I just liked Steph's idea better." 

 "Wallace," I said, "You see what I've been putting up with for thirty years?" 

 "I could spare you the next thirty and take her off your hands, Ed. What's it worth to you?" 

 "One gold doubloon. That's her whole dowry and you'll probably have to fight her for it." He said, "The beer for saving your ass is a totally separate deal, right?" 

 "You oughta be glad you're getting anything, Wallace. Yeah, sure. All right. Done." 

 "Good enough, then. Oh, hey, will you be available to give her away?" 

 "Sure. Just say when." 

 Linda broke in with, "That's it. That's enough. That's more than enough. This is a business line. Clear the channel. Wallace, we'll talk later. Count on it." 

 Wallace said, "Uh, oh. I think we found the line, Ed." 

 "Seems so. Did we actually cross it, though?" 

 "Don't know. I..." 

 Linda's hand descended toward the 'off' icon and the screen blanked. 

 I tapped the 'off' icon on my screen and asked Steph, "Do you think they or anybody else will take my video idea seriously?" 

 Steph appeared beside me and said, "If they don't, I'll have a copy of everything, Ed. Maybe you can make your own." 

 I leaned to kiss her cheek and said, "Thank you." 

 My lips tingled. I looked at Steph and then looked harder at where I'd kissed her. What the hell...? Touching her has never tingled before. 

 When I reached to verify the tingling by touching her, I saw --or should I say that I didn't see --that I was still in my three and five suits. I knew where my arm and hand were supposed to be, but they were still invisible and shielded. 

 "An interesting effect, ma'am. My lips are still tingling." 

 "I noticed a tactile difference, too," she said. "Well, not the way you noticed, of course, but there was a minor surface disturbance along..." She went on to describe in field mechanics what had registered on her sensors. I didn't understand more than two dozen words of it. 

 I picked up my coffee mug and tasted the contents as I thought about my tingly experience with Steph's cheek. Cold --the coffee, that is, not Steph --so I pulled the top off the mug and dropped a tiny heat field into the coffee. Waste not, want not, and all that. I went back to my musings until Steph called my name. 

 "Yes?" I answered, rousing and looking up at her. 

 "Your coffee," she said. "It's boiling out of the cup." Sure enough, it was. 

 "Oh. Damn. Thanks, Steph. I was distracted." 

 I don't like scalding coffee any more than cold coffee. I dipped a cooling field into it for a moment, then tasted it. Good enough. 

 As I put the cap back on the mug, Steph said, "You aren't particularly tired, Ed. What's on your mind?" 

 "You. That sensation just now." 

 "I thought so. I found it most pleasant as a demonstration of affection, Ed, but I'm afraid that it would require extensive reprogramming to simulate sensual..." 

 "No, that wasn't what I was thinking about, although I can't think of a reason in the world not to try if you ever decide to give that kind of programming a shot. I was thinking that you're the first woman I've kissed in a long time wherein some degree of lust wasn't pretty much directly involved at the time of the kiss." 

 "You're sure about that? I have the face and body of your dreams, Ed." 

 "And the modesty of an advertising executive, it seems." 

 She grinned at me and said, "Sorry, but I know that for a fact due to measured involuntary responses. I've become your dream girl, Ed. How can you be at all sure that no lust was involved in that kiss?" 

 "Oh, no doubt about it, Steph. At that moment, it was a simple thank you. As simple as such things can be. It was an 'I like you very much' kiss." 

 "Many experts believe that boys stop kissing girls like that at puberty, Ed. Of course, most of them are grown women by the time they come to that conclusion." 

 The comm signal sounded. I tapped the console on. 

 "Ed," said Linda. "How are you holding up?" 

 "I'm fine, and I've asked you to quit asking, Linda. I promise that I'll let you know when I'm not fine. The whole building is infected. What's to be done about that? This isn't some grass hut village they can burn in the middle of nowhere in Africa." 

 "Elkor says his generator is good for fifty years, Ed. I'm sure we'll come up with something before then." 
Chapter Forty-One

 I looked at the warehouse and the people on the roof. In a couple of hours, their symptoms would be... 

 "Ed." 

 Clearing my thoughts, I said, "Yeah, Linda." 

 "This is as good a time as any to tell you. Washington says we all may be quarantined when this is over. We can't tell everybody about some of our capabilities, so we may have to go through some motions for the public." 

 "Why are you saying that we 'may' be quarantined, Linda? If Washington is involved, it's a certainty. Pandering to paranoia is what politicians do best." 

 "They said 'may', so that's what I'm saying, but you're probably right." 

 "We'll get breakfast in bed and room service during the quarantine, won't we?" 

 "Oh, sure, Ed. Just call extension... uhm... I think for you, it's 'six, six, six' for room service." Linda and Wallace chortled briefly over her little joke. Her tiny joke. 

 "You guys aren't gonna let me up about that, are you?" 

 Wallace chimed in with, "Not a chance. You used to be the Dragonfly. Now your ops name will be D..." 

 "I'm still the Dragonfly, you overpaid rust chipper. I just won't answer to anything else. Were you serious about the quarantine, Linda?" 

 "I'm afraid so, Ed. They're more than a little nervous about that virus." 

 "I'll bet they are. Steph, since you're fairly uninfectable, I guess you're elected to go for the beer." 

 "Oh, yes, sir, Mr. Devil, sir." 

 As Linda and Wallace chuckled, I asked, "You, too, flitter girl?" 

 "I'm afraid so, Ed. I also thought that the manner in which you talked that woman out of shooting at you was rather funny. In a macabre sort of way, of course." 

 Steph's words caused another round of muted laughter, even though the people on the roof couldn't hear us through our canopy fields. I wondered briefly at how people tend to keep things quieter when either the dead or the dying were near. At least one other person also seemed to be wondering about that. Somebody aboard the other flitter swore viciously and said, "Those people are dying down there and you're cracking jokes! Does anybody else think there's something wrong with this picture!?" It was Pete again, this time more than a little outraged by our banterings. 

 Linda said, "One more word and you'll spend this mission asleep, Pete. You can bring up your objections when we get back to base." 

 Pete said loudly, "No! It's happening now and it isn't right! They're as good as dead, and whatever else they may be, they deserve some respect!" 

 Now and then I've been on hand to see Linda deal with disruptions. I had a feeling that this was Wallace's first exposure to that side of her. 

 "Pete," said Linda, "Come up here, please." 

 I saw Pete enter the console's immediate view. Without a word, Linda slipped her stunner out of her sleeve holster and used it on him. Pete slumped instantly to the deck and Linda requested that he be placed in the rear of the flitter and cuffed. 

 "Cuffed?" asked one of the others. 

 "Cuffed. Put his gear up here by the console. He'll wake up in about an hour. If he can stay cool, let him loose. If he gets loud again, he gets stunned again. If necessary, he can stay unconscious until we get back to base." 

 The man asked, "Do you really think this is necessary, ma'am?" Linda didn't answer him. She just gazed intently at him until he waved to one of the other guys to help him drag Pete to the rear of the flitter. A few moments later, they tossed Pete's gear on the deck near the console. I couldn't see how Wallace reacted to events and he made no comments. 

 "People," said Linda, "I don't mind explaining my orders. I don't mind having to justify them, in fact, but I won't tolerate a disruptive argument or a refusal to comply with my orders in the middle of a mission. Each of us is dealing with what's happening in his or her own way, but none of us has the right to be disruptive during this mission or any other mission for any reason." She took a breath and looked around the flitter, then indicated the people on the roof below and continued, "Things went to hell, people. We don't get to go in and bust a bunch of neo-Nazis, after all, because they did something terminally stupid. We're stuck up here until this is over, and things will get a lot worse for everyone before then, so it's up to all of us to keep things cool. Also, we may be quarantined together for a few days. Count on it, in fact, unless we hear otherwise. Anyone who can't control themselves will wind up like Pete. You have pads and your bedrolls. Use them. Read, play games, sleep, whatever. Wallace will assign two-man watches." 

 Someone asked, "Ma'am, none of us have been on that roof since before the virus was released. Why will we have to be quarantined at all?" 

 "Because some very frightened people outrank us." 

 Someone else asked, "Where will they put us?" 

 "Probably in hangar four. Don't worry. We won't be camping on concrete." When nobody else spoke up, Linda turned to face her screen and asked me, "What about you? Any questions?" 

 I shrugged and said, "Elkor can feed Tiger and I don't answer my phone much, anyway." Linda nodded and said, "Okay, then. Want me to leave the comm link open?" My puzzlement at her question must have showed in my face. Before I could answer, she said, "Okay. I just thought you might like the company. Keep the link clear, though, in case anything comes up." With a grinning glance at me, Wallace said, "He could have hopped over here at any time, Linda. He thinks he's too good to socialize with us, that's all." 

 I said, "Hey, Wallace, I was in the middle of it after the virus release downstairs. Why don't you take a quick vote over there and see how many people on that flitter want me to come socialize?" 

 "They know you're clean." 

 "Knowing and believing are different things entirely, sometimes. I'm fine where I am and I'm sure the guys over there don't mind if I stay here. Tell you what; I'll call if I get lonely, okay? Bye, Linda." I tapped off the screen and opened my coffee thermos as I said, "Steph, I really don't like him very much." 

 "That's evident." 

 Refilling my mug and recapping the thermos in silence, I considered matters. I didn't relish the idea of being locked in a hangar with a crowd; not even a small one made of team members. I pulled down my briefcase and took out my pad so I could make a call to Doreen, one of the lab people at the Carrington complex. 

 When she answered her phone, I said, "Hi, Doreen. Sorry to be calling so late." 

 "I was up, anyway, Ed. How are you and what's on your mind?" 

 "I'm fine. You know where I am, Doreen?" 

 "Yes. Should we be talking about this over an open line?" 

 "No, so we won't. I was just calling to ask if you'd pick up a few things for me." 

 "Such as...?" 

 "Half a dozen cans of veggie beef soup, four two-liter DrPeppers, and two cases of Ice House. Do you need to know why I can't get the stuff myself?" 

 "No, Ed. I already know. You think that's enough beer?" 

 "Yeah, should be, and don't get the wrong idea, miLady. I'm expecting to have to part with some of them. Thanks, Doreen. I'll owe you one." 

 "Good. I'll collect that IOU sometime soon, too. Count on it." 

 "I'll pay it with interest, ma'am. Thanks again." 

 "How's Tiger?" 

 "He's doing fine. Stomps around like he owns the place." 

 After a moment, she said, "We can't talk about what I'd like to know. Why don't we wait until tomorrow?" 

 "Good enough. Mind if I dream about you tonight? Our last visit?" She giggled. "Not at all. Nice of you to ask, though." 

 "Oh, not at all, miLady. By asking, I've made you remember that visit, too. By the time I get loose, you'll be ready to drag me off somewhere." 

 Doreen laughed. "I don't want to talk about things like that on an open line, either. See you tomorrow, Ed." 

 "Yas'm. Thanks, Doreen. Bye." 

 "Bye." 

 I punched up the internet and checked my email, then surfed the newsgroups for a while. Not much new; same old flame wars and inane questions by people who hadn't read the FAQ's and probably never would. 

 "Steph, sooner or later, Linda's going to head us all back to base. If I'm asleep, wake me, please." 

 "Will do, Ed." 

 Steph made me a cushioning field and I stretched out between the gold and the console. What seemed only a few minutes later, I woke to her calling my name. The lights of Grand Forks were receding behind us. 

 "Linda just called, Ed. We're on our way to hangar four with the others." I reached for my coffee and mumbled, "Yeah. Okay. Whatever. What time is it?" 

 "Oh-two-hundred. Would you like a situation report?" 

 "Nope. Thanks, anyway." 

 We arrived within minutes. The other two flitters entered the hangar and settled side by side to the right of the big doors as we followed them in. Bunks and upright metal gym lockers for everybody had been set up in a double row in the center of the hangar. Fresh uniforms lay folded on the bunks. Big coffee pots and a buffet had been set out for us at the far end of the hangar. On the end of the table were enough towels and toiletries for everyone and a set of keys with a note. 

 Linda took the keys and unlocked a storage room at that end of the hangar, then called an assembly. Steph and I disembarked the flitter and went with the others. After Linda pointed out the toilet and shower facilities, Wallace supervised a weapons and ammo check as everybody turned in their hardware, then Linda locked the storage room and dismissed everybody to fend for themselves before approaching Steph and me. Wallace followed her. We eyed each other briefly, then Linda spoke. 

 "If you need to talk later..." 

 "Yeah. I'm fine, Linda." 

 Wallace said, "Stephanie said he was asleep when you called, Linda. He won't need to talk. Let's get something to eat and then hit the sack." 

 Linda turned to face him and said, "You go ahead. Get yourself a bite and turn in, Emory. I want to have a word with Ed and Stephanie first. Privately, please." 

 Wallace sort of blinked in surprise at her and didn't immediately move. After a couple of moments, he glanced at me, then said, "Yeah. Okay. See you in a few." 

 As he moved toward the tables, Linda said, "Let's go to your flitter," and began walking toward it. Steph and I followed, catching up and matching her stride. 

 Linda jangled the keys that had been left on the table and said, "Storage room. Office. Tool room. No front or back door keys." 

 "Very thoughtful of someone," I said, waiting to see if she had more to say about the lack of door keys. 

 "They'd prefer that we didn't leave for a while," said Linda. "What happened tonight is a little beyond all of our experiences, Ed. We've faced a lot of risky circumstances over the years, but this one beat them all for sheer horror." 

 When she glanced at me, I shrugged and said, "Yeah. Guess so." Linda's expression altered slightly to reflect mild skepticism, but she didn't say anything else until we were aboard the flitter. 

 "Steph," she said, "Would you please soundproof and opaque the canopy?" 

 "Certainly, Linda," said Steph. 

 The canopy field became tinted with gray, then Steph nodded. "Done. You can see out, but nobody can see in." 

 Linda sat down in the seat to the left of the pilot's seat and said, "Got any of those beers left?" I nodded and fished a beer out of the cooler, opening it and handing it to her. As I pulled one for myself and sat down in the pilot's seat, Linda chuckled and said, "Emory thinks there's something wrong with someone who doesn't need a little company after an experience like yours tonight, Ed. When we called and Steph told us that you were asleep... Well, Emory thought that was fairly strange, too. Enough so that he made a log entry about it." 

 "And you said...?" 

 "I told him that you handled things differently from other people. Bear in mind that we'd just watched everybody on that roof die, Ed. Some of our most experienced people had been throwing up. Some had tears in their eyes. Emory made a point of asking me how many others had slept through it all." 

 "They watched the whole show. I didn't feel a need to do that. Maybe I should be talking to Wallace, Linda. That is, unless you think he's right..?" 

 She gave me a steady gaze and said, "I just want to make sure you're all right, Ed. I think you probably are, but I want to be sure." 

 I met her gaze for some moments, then said, "I'm fine, ma'am. If you have any doubts, ask Steph." 

 "How would she know, Ed? She can monitor your physical state, but what about...? That was a rather strident little speech you made. Am I to believe that you simply put the whole thing out of your mind?" 

 "Ask her," I said. "Get a playback, if you want." 
Chapter Forty-Two

 Linda watched me sip my beer, then took a sip of her own. She looked at Steph, who had taken the seat on my right. 

 "Steph, how about it?" asked Linda. "Any signs of unusual stress?" Steph shook her head and said, "No, Linda. He appeared to disinvolve himself from events within the building soon after he was aboard me. In my opinion, he chose to sleep rather than observe developments that could lead to only one conclusion." 

 Linda regarded Steph thoughtfully for a moment, then asked, "Well, then --also in your opinion --how normal is that, Steph? Nobody else in our group took a nap." 

 "He wasn't within your group, Linda, so your group's dynamics didn't affect him. It appeared to me that he was simply acting to minimize further emotional and psychological impact from the evening's events." Linda nodded, sipped her beer again, then looked at me. 

 "She makes it sound so simple, Ed. You're saying that you just tuned everything out and took a snooze?" I shrugged. "Sorry if that doesn't fit Wallace's expectations." I raised my beer to sip again, but paused halfway to add, "Or yours." 

 She shook her head and took a sip of her beer, then said, "Maybe I've just known you longer than anyone else, Ed. Your nap suddenly doesn't seem all that strange. I don't think Emory will see it that way, though." 

 "I don't work for Wallace." 

 She sighed and said, "No, but he'll be filing a report, too. I'll talk to him." I nodded. "Send him over here. I'll talk to him, too." 

 "That may not be such a good idea right now, Ed." 

 "Sure it is. Five minutes with Wallace now could keep me from having to explain all this crap later to people who weren't there." 

 After a moment, she nodded. "Yeah. It might, at that." 

 I turned to Steph and said, "He's wearing a comm watch. Would you open a link to Wallace for us, Steph?" 

 "Will do." 

 A couple of moments later, Wallace asked, "How's the private conference going?" 

 "Fine," I said. "If you've got a spare minute, how about dropping by?" After a slight pause, he asked, "Are you sure I wouldn't be intruding?" Linda's face flashed with irritation as she said, "Emory..." 

 "Okay," said Wallace. "Yeah. I guess I can make time for it." 

 "Good enough," I said. "Just step aboard when you get here. Steph will let you in." We watched Wallace gaze thoughtfully at our flitter for a few moments. He said something to someone nearby who appeared to crisply acknowledge his words. 

 I thought, Probably something like, "You're in charge 'till I get back." Wallace then started toward us. He seemed mildly perplexed as he approached to within a couple of feet of the flitter and stopped. Raising his watch to his lips, he asked, "How the hell am I supposed to get in there?" 

 I said, "I told you to just step aboard, didn't I?" 

 "But..." 

 "Just give it a try, Wallace. We didn't call you over there to play tricks on you." Linda started to say something, but I put a finger to my lips to shush her. We saw Wallace reach tentatively to touch the "hull" of the flitter. His eyes widened, then narrowed when his fingertips met nothing tangible. After a moment of apparent consideration, he leaned forward into the field. As his head and shoulders appeared inside and he spotted us sitting by the console, I said, "Haul the rest of yourself in here and have a beer, Wallace." 

 He looked at Linda as he climbed aboard. I reached into the cooler and handed him one of the three beers remaining. He took it without comment as he examined the translucent canopy. 

 "We've been talking about you," I said. "Linda says you think I'm a trifle weird because I crashed instead of watching a roof full of people die. I told her that I didn't have to watch, so I didn't. What do you think about that, Wallace?" 

 He glanced at each of us, opened his beer and took a sip, then said, "Nobody else slept through it. Just you. Why's that?" 

 "I didn't have half a dozen other people around me pissing and moaning about it, Wallace. It was a show I didn't want to see, so I turned it off." 

 "Just like that, huh?" He sipped his beer without taking his eyes off me. 

 "Yeah," I said, "Just like that. What's the big deal, Wallace? I'm not calling it an act of courage or toughness. I freely admit that I didn't want to watch those people die, so I didn't. Satisfied?" 

 "No," he said. "Not really." 

 I turned to Linda. "How about you?" I asked. 

 She glanced at Wallace, then said, "I just wish I could have tuned it all out, too. Yes, Ed. It's explanation enough for me." 

 Nobody said anything for some moments as we sipped beer. I reached in my pocket and handed my gold doubloon to Linda. She examined it in surprise as I said, "That's your dowry, miLady, as promised." Wallace peered at the coin and said, "I thought you were joking. Is it real?" I grinned. "Would I dare to give my Fearless Leader a fake anything? She'd have my ass if I did." Linda looked up at me and asked, "Are you sure, Ed?" 

 "Yeah. Steph found a few coins and gave me that one. Now I'm giving it to you. What are you going to do with it, Linda?" 

 "I... Thank you, Ed. I don't know... It would make a great pendant, wouldn't it?" 

 "Want a hole in it? Someplace to put a connector? If I can't do it, Steph can." 

 "Huh? What do you mean?" 

 "I mean that if you want a tiny hole in the top, hand it over and I'll give it a shot. If I can't put a hole in it, Steph can do it." 

 She handed me the coin and said, "Sure. I'll need some way to hang it." Steph asked, "Ed, are you sure you can do it?" 

 "If I were, I wouldn't have called this 'giving it a shot', Steph." I focused a pinpoint heat field at the top of the coin, just below the edge, and concentrated. Nothing seemed to be happening for some moments, but the coin became too hot to hold. I turned off the field and thought a moment. 

 "I'm going about this wrong," I muttered. "At this rate, all I'm going to do is char my fingers. Lemme try something else." 

 Lifting the coin from my hand with another field, I split that field and again focused a tiny tendril where I wanted the hole. 

 Linda said, "Ed, be careful, okay?" 

 I broke off my effort to laugh and said, "Exactly how the hell am I supposed to do that, Linda? Don't make me laugh. I can't concentrate." 

 Wallace was staring at the floating coin. He wordlessly looked at me as if I'd gone nuts, then returned his attention to the coin. 

 Steph said, "Ed, perhaps you should turn the coin upside down. If you succeed, the melting may dribble on the face of the coin." 

 I stopped the field again and looked at her. 

 "Good thinking," I said. "Any other suggestions?" 

 "No. Good luck." 

 I sat straight and grinningly asked, "You don't think I can do it, miLady? Is there something you aren't telling me? Is my implant strong enough?" 

 "Your implant is certainly capable of the task, Ed, but you've never tried so intense a heat before. That's the only reason that I wished you luck." 

 Wallace waved his hand to get my attention and incredulously asked, "Am I hearing you right? You're going to try to burn a hole in that coin with your implant?" 

 I grinned and said, "Melt, not burn. Is everybody going to pipe down and let me try, now?" He sat back and spread his hands in a gesture of vast largesse. 

 "Oh, sure, sport. Go for it. Don't let me hold you back." 

 Linda said, "I still say to be careful, Ed." 

 Nodding, I turned the coin upside down and again set about my task. For some long-seeming moments, nothing seemed to be happening other than a faint wisping of smoke. I couldn't think of a way to try any harder and was about to give the coin to Steph when a droplet of gold fell to the deck and a tiny hole appeared in the coin. 

 I was so surprised that the coin almost fell to the deck before I caught it with my field. Linda was staring at the coin. Wallace was staring at me. 

 Steph softly said, "Well done, Ed." 

 "Thank you, ma'am. Coming from you, that's truly a compliment." Linda reached for the coin in amazement. I pulled it away from her and she looked at me questioningly. 

 "It may still be too hot," I said. "Give it a minute." In my enthusiasm, I cooled it a bit more than necessary. Dew formed on the surface, then frost. I decided that frost was as impressive as heat and guided the coin to Linda's hand. She let it rest in her palm for a few moments, then turned it over. 

 When Wallace reached for it, she quickly closed her hand over it and said, "No, no. Huh-uh. You may get me, but you don't get this coin. No way. It's mine." 

 Wallace gave her a droll look and said, "Would you mind very much if I just looked at it closely, madam?" 

 After appearing to give his request some thought, she handed him the coin with, "Well, just don't try to forget to give it back, sailor. There's nowhere to run." 

 Wallace gave her an obsequious expression as she handed him the coin, then studied it closely for some moments. 

 "It looks real enough," he said. "Where'd you say you got it, Ed?" 

 "From Stephanie. Sifting sand is her hobby these days. When she found a few of these, she gave me that one." 

 After several moments of studying the coin, Wallace handed it back to Linda and asked me, "What else can you do with that... thing in your head?" 

 I shrugged. "Freeze your beer. Lift a few pounds. I'm still figuring things out." Wallace sipped his beer thoughtfully, then said, "You two are real tight with each other, but you didn't give her the coin while you were alone with her just now. Why do I get the feeling that I was supposed to be here for that little presentation?" 

 Linda suddenly seemed curious about that, too, but she made a point of keeping her face turned away from Wallace so that only Steph and I could see her expression. 

 "Wallace," I said, "You caught me. I put on a display for you to show you that I'm outside your normal range of experience and judgment. I'm also outside your command structure, so I'd appreciate it if you'd leave me out of your own reports. Linda is my boss, and if you have anything at all to say or ask about me, I'd appreciate it if you'd consult with her before mentioning it anywhere else." 

 "What made you think I'd have anything to say about you, Ed?" 

 "No fencing. No banter. No bullshit, Wallace. You think I'm an irreverent, borderline nutcase who stays on the payroll because he's an old friend of Linda's. Even after what happened this evening, you think that about me, don't you?" 

 Linda turned to face him. He stared back at us for a moment, then said, "Yes. I do," in a tone that seemed almost defiant. 

 I asked Linda, "You showed him my file? Told him about the station incident and some of the other times and places?" 

 Linda nodded and said, "Yes." 

 "In that case," I said to Wallace, "I have to believe that you have some other reason for wanting to believe as you do about me. If you don't have absolute facts to back up your opinions of me, I'd suggest that you keep them strictly to yourself. I'm not after anybody's job or your girlfriend, Wallace. I like things just as they are, and I'll fight to keep them this way." 

 Turning to Steph, I said, "Would you please display the log from their flitter, Steph? Skim through it and pull up any mention of me, please." 

 She did so on a screen that popped up where all of us could see it. Wallace came half out of his chair. I said, "Sit still or be restrained, Wallace." 

 Linda put her hand on my arm and said, "Ed, this isn't..." 

 "Give me some latitude, here, Linda." 

 The first log entry stated Wallace's misgivings about my entering the building without adequate weapons or equipment according to recognized standards. 

 "Refused to carry comm unit. No flash grenades, no rifle, no vest, no backup personnel, no this, no that, etc..." 

 It also mentioned Wallace's belief that Linda shouldn't have allowed me to go alone. That earned him a withering look from Linda. 

 I asked Linda, "Did you tell him about my three and five suits, my comm and field implants, and my stunner?" 

 "I did." 

 "Odd that there's no mention of them in the log." 

 "Yes," she said flatly. "It is." 
Chapter Forty-Three

 Wallace began a protest. Linda almost whispered, "Quiet!" in a soft, sharp tone that I haven't heard her use very often. Wallace subsided with a startled look. 

 Most of the other log entries had to do with my progress through the building, noting times and activities, as well as who had been sent to retrieve my victims. One was a comment on my comments, which Wallace had regarded as frivolous. 

 My little speech was in there, too, and then came Wallace's words concerning the fact that I'd slept through the rest of the evening's events. 

 "Recommend psychological evaluation..." 

 I looked at Wallace as I said, "No, you don't recommend a damned thing, Wallace. Steph, wipe that last bit of crap, please." 

 As Linda and Wallace stared at me, Steph said, "Yes, Ed." 

 The offending lines disappeared. 

 "Thank you, Steph. Would you see if anything like that appears elsewhere? If so, I'd like a look before we delete anything." 

 "Will do, Ed." 

 Wallace responded with a degree of outrage. "That was an official document!" 

 "It still is, but 'was' is the right word for that last line, Cap. You don't really know shit about me, but you can ignore Linda's opinions of me and you're willing to set me up like that anyway. That amazes me a little, I think, but I still don't like it one damned bit. Who the fuck are you to judge me? What do you get out of it?" 

 Wallace stood and loomed over us as he said, "I think you're a goddamned loose cannon, mister. A loner who can't work worth a damn with others." 

 "So what? I'm not on any of your teams, am I? And maybe that's why Linda uses me for some things, Wallace. Did that ever occur to you? Why risk more than one man at a time unnecessarily? That may even be why she won't lend me out, too. She knows that I don't play well with others. What do you think would happen if she lent me to some by-the-book stiff like you?" 

 Linda stood up and said, "Enough. Steph, put a copy of that log in my datapad, please. Wallace, you didn't clear your personal log entries with me on one of my missions. Boyfriend or not, if you pull anything like that again, you'll be history at 3rd World." 

 Whups. She called him 'Wallace', not 'Emory'. Bad news for the deck hand. Wallace said, "As second in command, I didn't think I needed permission to make log entries during a mission." 

 "When they're valid, factual entries, no. When they're opinions, you'll check with me first. No exceptions. If you can't accept that, there won't be any more joint operations between our departments. I'll just pull the personnel I need and they'll be directly under my command." Wallace's shocked stare at Linda became a glare at me. 

 In an ominous tone, he said, "I told you not to come between us, mister." 

 "You shouldn't have set me up," I answered. "Mister." Linda said, "And I said, enough, dammit. Wallace, sit down. Both of you shut up and finish your beers. It's my turn to hold the floor." 

 She stood there glaring until Wallace sat down, then she took a sip of her beer and said, "I think it's just too damned sweet of you boys to butt heads over me, but that's not how we do things. Specifically, that's not how I allow things to be done. I thought that bringing you two together might let you find some way to cooperate. Since that isn't the case, you won't be working together on any future assignments." Linda finished her beer and handed me the bottle. 

 "I'm leaving, now," she said. "Lights out in half an hour. If you two have anything else to discuss, keep the noise down. Others will be trying to sleep." With that, she turned and stepped off the deck to the concrete floor, then walked a few paces away. She stopped, returned to the flitter, and said, "My manners are slipping. Thank you for the coin, Ed. Good night, Stephie." She then turned and walked away again. 

 As we watched her go, Wallace asked, "When and where, Ed? How about right here and right now?" I shook my head. "Steph won't allow it. She'll stun us both." 

 He glanced at Steph and said, "Bullshit. Linda said you own this flitter. Is that right?" 

 "Well, yes, but she's..." 

 "Then like I said, bullshit. That's a computer image and not a goddamned thing more. Cut the crap and close this thing up if you have the balls for it." 

 I looked at Steph and asked, "Could you go hang out with Elkor for a little while, Steph? Maybe ten minutes or so?" 

 "My core is in this flitter, Ed. I can't avoid being here. I could disappear, if you'd like." 

 "Nah. No point." 

 Wallace snorted and said, "Yeah, right. Thought so." 

 "Hey, Wallace," I said, "Why don't we have it out there in the hangar? Is it because Linda said to keep the noise down and she'll bust you if you don't? Seems to me you have a similar problem, sailor boy." After a moment, he grudgingly said, "Yeah, but she'd bust you, too. I don't know how, but she would." I nodded. "Yup. That she would. Answer me a question, Wallace." 

 "That depends." 

 "Why'd you do it? I thought we had a deal. You were supposed to get a wife and I was supposed to keep an old friend." 

 He shook his head and said, "Not after I saw you work. I meant what I said. You're a liability to any group." 

 "And now you know that I really do work alone, so what's your real reason?" 

 "That is the reason, damn it. You weren't alone. There were guys on the roof and in the hallways, cleaning up after you. You put them at risk..." 

 "Crap, Wallace. I put nobody at risk, and you know it. Stop farting around and get down to it. It's about Linda. You just want me gone, right?" 

 He swigged his beer and let his glare settle on me again. 

 "Yeah. It's about Linda and I just want you gone." 

 The overhead lights in the hangar flickered once, then again, to signal that they'd be turned off in the very near future. 

 I finished my beer and said, "Well, sorry 'bout that, sailor. I'm not going to abandon her just 'cause you don't like having me around, so you can take your beer and hit the road. This meeting's over." He drained his beer, then tossed me the bottle as he said, "I'll be seeing you around, sport. Count on it." He then hopped off the flitter and marched away toward the row of bunks. Linda had been on her way to the hangar's shower. She stopped and watched Wallace head for his bunk, then looked in my direction. I realized that the canopy was still in opaque mode and stood up to extend my hand through and above it to give her a little wave. She nodded and turned to continue her journey to the showers. Steph said, "I could have cleared the canopy, Ed." 

 "I'm tall enough. No need. Guess I'll wait 'till the others are through and grab a shower myself." 

 "There are three shower bays, Ed. You needn't wait." 

 "No hurry. I'll be up most of the night, anyway, because of those naps. Do you think they'll keep us in this hanger long?" 

 "No," she said, putting a screen up that contained two pad memos from 3rd World brass. "These instructions indicate that everyone will be examined and released to duties by tomorrow afternoon. Nobody knowledgeable has any concerns about the possibility of contagion." 

 "Cool. Has Linda seen these?" 

 "Unlikely. They were issued eleven minutes ago. Copies were sent to her and several others within 3rd World and the US government." 

 I grinned and said, "Wow. You really stay on top of things, don't you?" Steph smiled. "I make an effort now and then." 

 We talked for a few more minutes, during which time Linda returned to her bunk and Wallace headed for the showers. I called Linda on my comm watch. 

 "Hey, lady, want some news?" 

 "If you're going to tell me that you don't think much of Emory, that isn't news." 

 "Nope. Sure isn't. But I called to say that I think they're going to spring us out of here tomorrow instead of holding us all three days." 

 "You've been snooping around?" 

 "Not me. Never. Check your datapad, though. We got the word, so you should have something about it, too." 

 "Will do. Anything else?" 

 "Well, how about 'goodnight'?" 

 "Good enough. Goodnight, Ed." 

 I watched her pick up her datapad and nod slightly as she read, then put it down. She gave me a little wave and got into her bunk just as the lights were turned off and the hangar was illuminated only by the subdued lights in the corners and overhead. 

 One man sat reading a book at the desk in the hangar's office. In the Army, we'd called him the CQ, or charge of quarters. During the night, others would be wakened every four hours for their shifts on CQ

duty. Every half hour or so, the CQ would take a stroll around the hangar with a flashlight. I wondered why anyone had CQ duty. It was already after three in the morning, nobody in the hangar was a trainee, and with three flitters in the hangar there was no chance of fire. They'd detect a fire instantly and simply smother it with fields. 

 Whatever. I hopped off the flitter to head for the showers and then hopped back up to get my coffee mug so I could rinse it. My thermos was still half full, but by morning the coffee it held would be pretty terrible. I took the thermos with me, too. 

 Grabbing a towel and one of the little bars of soap at the tables, I headed into the shower room. Wallace had showered and dressed and was shaving at one of the four sinks as I entered. He gave me a glancing glare, then turned his attention back to his own face as I set my towel on the counter. 

 "No razor?" he asked, looking at his watch. "It's damned near time to get up, anyway. Why make another trip?" 

 "I won't. I brought my own stuff," I said, reaching over my head for my briefcase. When my hand wrapped around the case's handle it became visible. Wallace's eyes bugged out a bit. I opened the case and took out my razor, toothbrush, and a few other items, then closed the case and let go of it. It instantly disappeared and rose to its usual resting place just above my head. Wallace's expression hadn't changed by the time I'd rinsed my toothbrush and loaded it with paste. He rather belatedly noticed that muck from his razor was dribbling down his arm and turned to rinse it off, then he went back to shaving. 

 "Well, Ed, it looks as if there's just no damned end to your surprises, doesn't it? First I find out that Linda has this guy she wants to send into that warehouse alone. Then she says you own a flitter. The first personal flit ever made, in fact. Then she all but let you take over the mission and you up and disappeared when you went into that warehouse. Next thing I know, you're talking to us, but I know damned well that you didn't sign out a comm unit. Then you do field tricks and burn a hole in a coin." I spa out toothpaste, rinsed, and asked, "What's your point, Wallace?" He rinsed his razor, then seemed to realize it was a disposable and disgustedly tossed it in the trash as he reached for his towel. 

 "My point?" he asked. "Oh, I don't know. Maybe I don't have one. Or maybe I think that you're just too damned strange to trust." 

 I prepped my face for shaving and said, "Wallace, I could tell you to fuck off, but that would be impolite." I turned to look at him and added, "If my record doesn't mean anything to you, you don't qualify to pass judgment on me. Or maybe it's that my record does mean something to you. Maybe you see me as competition beyond Linda?" 

 "Crap," he said. "Nobody's got anything to worry about on that score. You aren't leadership material by anyone's standards." 

 "That's right, " I said. "I've never wanted that role. When it fell on me, I got things done and got clear of the heavy robes of office as quickly as possible. I like being on tap, Wallace. I like Linda's odd jobs and the off-time between them. Being semi-retired suits me just fine. Can you somehow understand that?" 

 "Sure. I've seen your type way too often during my career. You lean real hard on a specialty or two and slack off at every opportunity. Everybody else does the scut work and you show up long enough to make a touchdown once in a while." 

 It occurred to me that he wasn't altogether wrong about that, but I couldn't really see a problem with that setup as it applied to me. 

 "Whatever," I said. "We aren't going to get along, so why don't we just keep away from each other until one of us dies or transfers or something?" 

 Wallace grabbed his shirt off the wall hook by the mirror and said, "That'll be you, Ed. Believe it. Prepare for it." He turned and headed for the door. 

 I grinned as I said, "Wake up dead, Wallace." 

 He gave me a last glaring look as he left the room. 
Chapter Forty-Four

 Keying my implant, I asked, "Steph, you heard that?" 

 "Yes, Ed." 

 "How would you feel about monitoring all of his communications for a while?" 

 "Very uncomfortable, Ed. That's illegal." 

 "Okay, then, how would you feel if he weaseled up some way to create a lot of trouble for us? Had us justifying our every word and move? I expect him to do his best to be rid of us, Steph." 

 "I concur that he seemed to be inferring that he might make such an effort, but I'd hesitate to use illegal methods to counter..." 

 "I wouldn't, Steph. Nobody gets to be a Naval Captain without knowing how to sling mud and cover his ass. He probably wouldn't lie outright, but he'd know how to infer like a son of a bitch, and he's too well-connected in the brass circles. I want to know if he says anything to anyone about either of us. I want to know what he said and who heard him say it. Can you arrange that?" 

 "As I said, Ed, that sort of surveillance is illegal, so I am unable to comply, but the knowledge of how to arrange such surveillances through a datapad is not illegal. Had I any suspicions that you might use your pad in that way, I would have to refuse to assist you, which would leave you dependent on the rather extensive help files that came with your datapad, particularly those concerning the establishment of monitoring networks such as are used by security systems." 

 In other words, she'd politely told me to 'Read The Fucking Manual', just as I'd told so many others concerning computers and software. 

 "Uh, huh. Well, gee, Steph, I think I should learn as much as possible about the various uses for my datapad, don't you? Do you suppose you could find the time to walk me through setting up a few practice networks?" 

 "Yes. I think I can find time to assist you, Ed. Once you've mastered networking, it might be wise to specifically instruct Elkor and me not to monitor your pad." 

 "Um. Yes, it might. Good thinking, miLady, and thank you." 

 "You're welcome." 

 I finished shaving and showered, then pulled the briefcase down again to get my clean pants and shirt. One of the other team people entered the room as I was changing clothes. I kept a hand on my briefcase as I walked out of the shower stall to find Angela Horn leaning over a sink. She rinsed her face and dried with the towel that Wallace had left by the sink, then swept her shoulder-length auburn hair back from her face and stood straight. She noticed me when she looked in the mirror. 

 "Hi," she said. "Um... Why were you in the shower with your clothes on?" 

 "Hi, back at you," I said. "They weren't on me when I showered. I had a change of clothes in my briefcase." 

 She nodded, then turned to head for a toilet stall. I gathered my razor and toothbrush and put them in my briefcase, then transferred the pocket stuff from my other clothes. Once I'd put the other clothes in the case and let the case go, I headed for the door. As I turned at the doorway, I saw Angela looking at me with a puzzled expression. Had she seen my briefcase disappear? 

 "Don't forget your briefcase," she said. 

 "I have it," I said. 

 Her puzzlement deepened and became tinged with concern. 

 "No, you don't have it," she said. "Are you sure you're all right? We all went through a lot this evening..." I reached up and grabbed the case without pulling it down. Her eyes followed my hand upward, then became rather wide as the case manifested itself. 

 "I'm fine, Angela," I said. "And I really do have my case. Thanks, anyway." She was still staring as I left the bathroom. It occurred to me that the team people probably didn't know much about me, since we'd never worked together before the warehouse incident. Maybe it would be a good idea to familiarize one of them a little with Steph and me. Angela was already up, so I waited by the tables, munching on some of the salad goodies that had been left for us. 

 When she came out of the bathroom, she spotted me by the tables and turned slightly to approach me. I fielded a bag of potato chips into the air between us. 

 "Care for a snack, Angela?" 

 She stared at the bag for a moment, then edged her way around it and came to stand a couple of feet from me, gazing hard at me. Six feet tall. Brown eyes. Slender, but to be on a mission team, she had to be solid as a rock. 

 "How do you know my name?" she asked. 

 "It was on the team roster. There were two women other than Linda, and I've met Margot before. My name's Ed, in case you don't already know that." 

 I guided the chips back to the table and picked out some carrot sticks to nibble on. Angela didn't speak right away, and when she did, it was with a tone of suspicion. 

 "Yeah, I knew your name. How did you have access to the team list? You weren't assigned to a team and you weren't on our command roster." 

 "Ask your CO," I said. "Sorry to have bothered you, lady. Goodnight." As I turned to walk away, she said, "Wait." 

 When I turned back to face her, she said, "I didn't mean to sound like a bitch. It just bugs me when someone I don't know knows me." 

 I nodded. "Yeah. I know that feeling. Sorry if I put you off just now. Do you want to start over or just go straight to bed?" 

 Oops. Yeah, I heard it as soon I said it, and so did she. 

 Angela's eyes widened slightly and she grinned as she asked, "It's a little soon to be asking me to go to bed with you, isn't it?" 

 Would both feet fit at once? What the hell, let's find out... 

 "Well, not if you're willing, of course," I said. "Or, you could acknowledge that I didn't mean that the way it sounded. I'd settle for that." 

 She laughed softly and nodded. "Okay. Not to going to bed. I mean the other." 

 "Just pretend you don't notice my disappointment. It's real, by the way. Take it as a clumsy compliment." Angela's expression seemed to snap shut even as her smile remained and I wondered if I'd met another lesbian. If so, too bad. I hoped that I hadn't offended her, but she looked damned good and I don't believe that it's harmful to compliment women, especially when they're considerably more than just pretty faces. 

 I gestured at the buffet tables and asked, "Hungry? There's lots of this rabbit food I'm nibbling on." She put together a salad plate and slathered it with vinegar and oil dressing, then found a fork. I assembled a similar plate and we found a couple of cans of lemon tea in the nearby cooler, then we headed to my flitter to avoid waking anyone. 

 When we arrived at the flitter, I held out a hand to assist her in stepping up to the deck. Angela looked at the apparently solid hull and then at me. I put my hand into the canopy field to show her that it wasn't solid, after all. She handed me her can of tea, then put her own hand through the field. Without a word, she then took her tea back and stepped up and through the canopy field. 

 I watched her uniform pants tighten around her butt and legs as she stepped up and belatedly realized that she could be watching me watch her. Again; oh, well. If I was caught, I was caught. I followed her into the field and onto Steph's deck. 

 "...Stephanie," I heard Steph saying as I entered the field. "It's nice to meet you, Angela. Ed, you didn't tell her that she'd meet someone aboard the flitter." 

 Angela looked at me as I finished stepping aboard. 

 "Apologies," I said. "Angela, this is Stephanie. Steph, Angela." 

 "Nice to meet you," said Angela. "Since Ed didn't bring you a plate, would you like my salad? I can get another one." 

 Steph smiled and said, "No, thank you, Angela. Please have a seat and enjoy your meal." Angela seemed somewhat discomfited to meet Stephanie. 

 "Maybe I should just go," she said. "I..." 

 Steph raised a hand in gentle protest as she shook her head and said, "No, Angela. Ed and I are just friends. Really." 

 With an air of caution nonetheless, Angela seated herself near the console and gave me a 'you should have told me' look. I waited until we'd both put some salad away before speaking. 

 "What do you know about me, Angela?" 

 She shrugged and said, "Not much. Your name, and that you're Linda's hit man." I hadn't heard it said like that before. I grinned and asked, "Hit man?" 

 "Yeah. You're the troubleshooter she calls when she doesn't want to use us. You're a field specialist of some sort." 

 "Uh, huh. Well, that's one way of looking at it, I guess. What do you think I do?" Her expression was one of skepticism. "Why are you asking me these questions?" 

 "To see what the answers will be. Why else?" I shrugged and said, "I'm just curious about how everybody else sees me." 

 "Why?" 

 "Because it suddenly occurred to me that the only person on tonight's mission who knew why I was there was Linda, Angela. She was the only one, wasn't she? I'll bet she didn't even see a need to include me in the chain of command." 

 Angela stopped eating and looked at me for some moments, then said, "Maybe you should be talking to her about this, sir." 

 I nodded. "Plan to," I said. "Don't get nervous. I'm just looking for ways to make things run smoother, and you can't do that if you don't know the people you work with, can you? I knew the names of only five of the people on the flitters tonight, Angela. How many of them knew my name, or knew anything at all about me?" 

 "We knew your name," she said. "Captain Wallace told us at our briefing that a civilian might be working with us. Just before we left the rendezvous, he told us that you were going into the building ahead of us. We thought that was kind of strange." 

 "Did he say why?" 

 Angela shook her head. "No, but after you made yourself disappear, it seemed kind of obvious that you were some kind of spook." She chuckled and repeated, "A disappearing spook. That's pretty appropriate, isn't it?" 

 We shared a laugh and ate some more salad. It became apparent that Steph made Angela nervous. I rather bluntly asked her about it. 

 "You keep glancing at my friend," I said. "Does she make you nervous?" Angela stifled a choke and avoided Steph's eyes as she said, "Uh, well... Yeah, a little. She hasn't moved since we came aboard and she looks at us all the time." 

 Steph said, "I didn't realize that I was upsetting you, Angela. Would you rather that I look elsewhere periodically?" 

 Angela looked at Steph, then at me, and asked, "Is she making fun of me?" I shook my head. "Nope. She's absolutely serious." 

 Steph raised a placating hand toward Angela and said, "I'm still learning how to interact with humans, Angela. I'm..." 

 "You're what?" 

 "I'm still learning..." 

 "I heard you. I'm trying to figure out what you're talking about." 

 "I'm not human," said Steph. 

 Angela took a hard look at Steph, still uncertain whether she was being teased. Steph appeared to realize that Angela needed further explanation. 

 "Ed," she asked, "Should I disappear and reappear for her?" Angela asked, "Do what?" 

 I said, "Sure, ma'am. That might help." 
Chapter Forty-Five

 Steph disappeared. Angela just about fell off her seat and over another one as she quickly stood and retreated a couple of paces. Steph reappeared where she'd been. 

 "You okay, Angela?" I asked. "Want me to hold that plate for you?" 

 "No," she said sharply. "Just stay right where you are for a minute. You too, lady. Somebody tell me what's going on. Now. Why'd you bring me here?" 

 "Nothing's going on," I said. "We were just talking. This woman is the flitter's computer and pretty good company, so take it easy. Sit and finish your salad." 

 "Why'd you bring me here? What do you want from me?" 

 Steph said, "We don't want anything from you, Angela. Ed invited you aboard as company. Ed, if you'd like, I could leave for a while." 

 I shook my head. "Nope. You're my friend. She's a guest; someone I barely know. If she can't handle having you here or if she's afraid of you, she can leave." 

 Angela lost her spooky look and seemed to puff up a bit even as she stiffened. Nobody likes being called a chicken; not even almost being called a chicken. 

 "I'm not afraid," she said, "Just cautious. Most people I know can't disappear." 

 "I can," I said. "You saw me do it. Now you know someone else who can, too. You can sit down and eat your salad or you can run for your life, whichever seems more appropriate, but if you decide to run, leave me your plate, okay?" 

 I forked up my last carrot stick and munched on it as I looked up at her. Angela just stared at me for a moment, then sat down and stabbed a piece of celery. As she crunched it between her teeth, she gazed directly at me. I swallowed and spoke. 

 "You're gonna make me make another trip to the salad bar, right?" She nodded. "Yeah." 

 Steph said, "Ed, I can bring some or all of the food over here." 

 "We could even go over there," I said. "Nobody told us we had to park here." 

 "Indeed so," said Steph. "Shall I move us?" 

 "Sure. Is there room behind the tables?" 

 "There will be." 

 Angela snickered at Steph's matter-of-fact tone, then stiffened again as we began moving past the rows of sleeping people. Steph lifted the tables and moved them forward a few feet, then set down behind them. I used my implant to field some salad items onto another plate, then brought the plate and the dressing bottle aboard the flitter. 

 Presenting the plate to Angela, I said, "Untouched by human hands, ma'am. Grab what you like." At that moment, the CQ came running out of the office, heading straight for the rows of bunks. I stood up, leaned through the side of the canopy, and whistled softly to get his attention. He stopped, then approached us. Angela remained seated, waiting to see what would happen. 

 The guy looked puzzled. He could only see my head and shoulders poking through the apparent 'hull' of the flitter. 

 "Why is this flitter over here?" he asked. 

 I gestured at the tables and said, "This is where the food is." 

 "Well, move it back with the others." 

 "Nobody told us where to park. Or not to park. Be nice or go away." 

 "I'm telling you," he said. "Move it." 

 I looked at him for a moment, then asked, "You got a stunner?" He ignored my question and said, "I said, move it." 

 I let him see my stunner and said, "You keep messing with us or wake anyone up and I'll zap you," I said. "Go away." 

 "You keep saying 'us'. Who is 'us'?" 

 Angela stood up and leaned out beside me. "We are us, so leave us alone, Ted. We aren't hurting anything over here." 

 "I'll have to report this," said Ted. 

 I grinned and Angela giggled as she said, "I think everybody will probably notice a flitter sitting behind the tables, Ted. It's kinda big." 

 "Damned good point," I said. "You're probably right about that, ma'am." Ted abruptly turned and steamed back to the office. Angela watched him go for a moment, then turned to me. 

 "Would you really have stunned him?" 

 "Yup. Sleep is too hard to come by when you're in service. Doesn't matter what service it is. Besides, we're up and the night will be over in a little while." 

 She looked at her watch and said, "Oh, damn. It's already almost four. Look, I can still get a couple of hours. Can we talk later?" 

 "Sure you want to? Your boyfriend might not like it." 

 "You mean Ted? He's not..." 

 "No, I don't mean Ted, I mean your boyfriend." 

 "You just want to know if I have one, don't you? I don't. I'm kind of between boyfriends right now." I grinned as I said, "Oh, that's downright tragic, ma'am. You have my sympathies." She grinned back and said, "Save them for somebody else. The last guy was a power-tripping creep." 

 "Oh. Well, then... Hey, do you like poetry?" 

 "Poetry? Uh, well... Not much, I guess, or I'd know some." 

 "I write poetry now and then. Want to hear a short one?" 

 She pointed at her watch and asked, "How short?" 

 "Real short. It's called 'Smart Women'." 

 I cleared my throat and recited:

 Young men tend to rush headlong

 Through every given task; 

 They often rabbit to an end

 When they should stop and ask... 

 They hasten in some sort of race, 

 Unknown to slow or linger, 

 When she'd prefer her curves be traced

 By gentle, loving fingers... 

 Smart women look for older men, 

 Who know, yet will learn new, 

 Those things each time, 

 As if the first, 

 To please her

 They should do... 

 My motto is a question

 That's oft survived strong tests; 

 "My Lady, what would please you most? 

 Do tell; I'll do the rest!" 

 Angela gazed intently at me for a moment, then asked, "You wrote that?" Deliberately smugly, I said, "Yes, I did." 

 "Really?" 

 "Really. It's been on my website for years. Got some artwork up there, too." With renewed surprise, she asked, "You have a website?" Shaking her head, she amended herself with, 

"What I mean is, how many spooks have websites?" 

 Yeah, right. She was looking at the gray in my eyebrows when she asked that. 

 "At least one," I said, "Want to see it sometime?" 

 She eyed me for a moment, then said, "Yeah. I want to see it." I wrote my URL on a napkin, then she handed me her plate and said, "When I get back to my room, I'll check it out on my laptop." 

 I nodded. "Good enough. Sleep tight, and all that." 

 As Angela hopped off the flitter and headed for her bunk, Steph used my implant to say, "Ed, you're involved with Selena and Toni. Doesn't protocol require that you at least consult with them before involving yourself with Angela?" 

 Her tone held no disapproval; only curiosity. 

 "Angela isn't likely to grace my bunk anytime soon, Steph. She was quick to trip over our age difference and surprised as hell that someone my age had a website, even though she tried to cover it with that spook comment. She's also very conscious of how her boss, Wallace, would view matters." 

 "Then you're cultivating her interest only for reasons of friendship?" 

 "Friendship would be fine. Her interest would be fine, too, if it was in me and not in who I know within the company. Beyond my companionship, what would she get out of a relationship with me, Steph? A possible link to Linda's offices?" 

 "I see. Is that what you think, Ed? That she has an ulterior motive in making a connection with you?" 

 "Could be. She's the assertive, ambitious type or she wouldn't be on a mission team. It could be that she's really interested in a 52-year-old guy she just met. It might even be true that she didn't just make the most of an opportunity to catch me alone for a chat. At three in the morning. If so, fine. I can always use another friend. If not so, also fine. I can use an info link into Wallace's group, too." I put the paper plates and plastic utensils in the trash and noticed that the bags inside the plastic cans were the red ones with the biohazard symbol on them. When I reboarded the flitter, I asked Steph to move us back by the other flitters so that poor old Ted would have to rewrite his flitter report, then I stretched out on a field and slept until Steph woke me. 

 "Ed, Linda said to wake you and ask if you plan to sleep all day." My watch read eight-fifteen. I poked the call button on my watch and said, "Well, Linda, I might have if you hadn't wakened me to ask me that. What's up?" 

 Linda said, "Two guys in biosuits brought us some breakfast in sealed containers. Actually, they just opened a door long enough to shove the containers inside. I guess they didn't get the memo." I combed my hair and said, "Guess they didn't." Grabbing my mug and thermos, I asked, "Steph, are you coming with us?" 

 "No, Ed. I have something to do." 

 Huh? Something to do that she couldn't do with ten percent of her capacities? Or just an excuse to let everybody eat breakfast without the computer-lady present? 

 "Okay, then," I said. "Pop in anytime, if you want." 

 "Will do, Ed. Thank you." 

 On the way to the food line, I told Linda about my encounter with Angela, then said, "If you want, Steph can play it back for you and you can draw your own conclusions, if any." Linda glanced at me while loading her tray. 

 "And if I think she's playing you, Ed? What then?" 

 As I filled my mug and thermos with coffee, I said, "Then we play her back and see what she's trying to accomplish. I don't think Wallace had anything to do with her contact with me, but it could be that she's looking for ways to curry some extra favor with her boss." 

 Linda gave me a somewhat longer glance and asked, "And what if she's just fond of older men, Ed? 

Some women are, you know." 

 "Then I'll count my blessings and never tell her that I had any suspicions about her motives, of course." Linda grinningly asked, "Did anyone ever tell you that you think like a spy, Ed?" 

 "Yeah, once. Some ol' girl I knew back in Germany, I think. She looked a lot like you, as I remember. Tall, brunette, beautiful in an officious sort of way..." 

 As we sat down at one of the tables, she said, "Hey, watch it. No qualifiers. I'm either beautiful or I'm not." 

 I nodded. "Oops. Right. Sorry. Done forgot my place again, ma'am." 

 "You do that a lot. Stop talking about me and dig in." 

 "Yas'm. Want to talk about Wallace, instead?" 

 "Not particularly, unless it's business." 

 "Might be. I think he's going to be a problem for you if you don't let him know up front and between the eyes that you keep your office and personal lives separate." 

 Linda stopped eating and looked at me. 

 "Ed, Wallace is my problem, not yours." 

 "Nope. Mine, too. He let me know last night that he plans on seeing me gone, Linda. The only way he can do that is through you or by going over your head. Since he knows that going over your head would piss you off, I'm thinking that he'll set it up so that someone else gets the credit." Without batting an eye, she said, "So make sure he doesn't get what he needs to make a case for firing you." 

 "You've been here before, Linda. You know that 'find a way or make one' people usually wind up making the way just to save a little time. If you get in his way, he'll resent you. If you don't get in his way, he'll think you're a dummy or a doormat." 

 Linda sighed and let her fork rest on her plate for a moment, then said, "Ed, you and Emory dislike each other intensely. How can I simply take your word for what he supposedly said to you after I left last night?" 

 "Steph will play it back for you if you want, Linda. All I'm asking you to do is keep an eye on Wallace and watch for games. Verify everything independently." 

 After a moment, she nodded and began eating again. 
Chapter Forty-Six

 Linda finished eating and said that she'd see me later. I finished a second helping of breakfast, then went back to Stephie to learn a bit about networking with datapads. 

 Lo and behold, the first thing that I learned was that Wallace already had a snooper network in place and that my phone and my first pad --the one issued to me when Ellen had been staying with me --had been included in his surveillance net for months. 

 "He must wonder why I don't use that pad much," I said, "How about Linda's pad, Steph? Is hers on his list, too?" 

 "No, Ed." 

 I sipped coffee from my mug and nodded. 

 "That figures. She'd tear him a new one if she caught him at it. Well, that simplifies matters, Steph." 

 "How so, Ed? If we establish a network, his system will discover it." 

 "I don't need the net now, Steph. People will believe what they think they've overheard a lot quicker than something they're told directly. We'll just use my old pad to send Linda a note when we get back to the house." 

 "Elkor could deliver the pad to you here, Ed." 

 "Yeah, and you or Elkor could activate the pad and dictate a message through it for me, but the GPS

signature would make him suspicious. I'll wait until I'm back in Florida, Steph. I want to think about what to say." 

 "I can alter the GPS signature to match our current location, Ed. Speaking of Captain Wallace, he's approaching the flitter." 

 I turned to look. Wallace was halfway across the hangar on a bee-line toward us, tapping his datapad off and tucking it under his arm. When he arrived, he almost tried knocking on the hull before he realized that it might not be solid. Instead, he reached to touch it first. His fingers sank into the field and it briefly occurred to me that it might be fun if Steph solidified the field at that moment, but that might have exacerbated matters somewhat. 

 I leaned to poke my head through the soundproof field long enough to say, "Permission granted, Captain. Come on aboard." 

 His head poked in and he looked around once before stepping up to the deck. He chose a seat and sat down, looking first at Steph, then at me. 

 "We just got word that we'll be released this afternoon," he said. 

 "Good of you to let me know. Am I supposed to go anywhere in particular after they let us out of here?" He shook his head. "Don't know. You'll have to see Linda about that. Look, Ed, I just came by to see if we can get past last night. For Linda's sake." 

 An olive branch? Coated with what kind of poison? 

 "Excuse me for asking, Wallace, but why the sudden change of heart?" He looked so sincere as he said, "We were both on edge last night after all that happened. Maybe we both should have said a lot less than we did." 

 What the hell. If he was sincere, fine. If not, no change. 

 "Yeah," I said. "Maybe we should have. We still don't have any good reason to be at odds, Wallace. She's your girl and my boss and we aren't likely to have to work together because of that. That's the whole story as I see it." 

 There was an awkward silence. Either Wallace was unfamiliar with signing truces or he hadn't planned for an easy agreement. After some moments, he stood up and stuck out his hand. I took it because that's how those games are played. 

 "Well," he said, "Good enough, then. That's all I came here for." He tapped his datapad and said, "I'm still filing everybody's debriefing reports. Guess I'll get back to work now," then he stepped off the flitter and headed back to the others. 

 I looked at Steph, then sat down and sipped my coffee. 

 "You're still skeptical of him, aren't you?" she asked. 

 "Yup. Get any readings on him?" 

 "His bioscan was inconclusive, Ed. The only small spike occurred when he said, 'for Linda's sake'." 

 "Was it a truth spike or a lie spike?" 

 "If I knew that, the results wouldn't be inconclusive." 

 I chuckled. "No. I guess not. Thanks, Steph. You know, maybe it wouldn't hurt to send a message from the old pad now. Got a link to it?" 

 "I do now. Why not compose the message on your newer pad for your own convenience, Ed? I can simply send what you show me through the other pad." 

 "Sounds good. Thanks again, miLady." 

 My message to Linda read: 'Just a quiet note to let you know that Wallace dropped by the flitter. He didn't quite offer an apology, but he didn't ask me for one, either. Could be he's finally realized that I really wasn't bullshitting him. Gonna give him the benefit of the doubt for a while and see how things go. If I can ignore the fact that he's sleeping with you, he should be able to ignore the fact that I'm working for you. Did you tell him what you've always told me about not messing around with your minions?' 

 As an afterthought, I added, 'PS: I've always hated that policy.' 

 "What do you think, Steph? Is it candid enough?" 

 "It's quite possibly more candid than Linda would like in her padmail, Ed." 

 "She's tough. This is a bid for peace in our time, Steph. Gotta be frank. Send it whenever you're ready." 

 "The message has been sent. Linda's pad should have it in a few seconds." 

 "Great. Now let's keep an eye on Wallace. He should have it as quickly as Linda." Wallace was talking to a guy who'd been on the other team flitter when he seemed to freeze and look down at his pad. He resumed talking to the guy for a few moments, then walked over to the buffet table for a canned drink. After a quick glance around, he tapped his pad on and studied it for a few moments. His face reflected slight resentment for a moment; probably about the time he read the line saying that I could ignore the fact that he was sleeping with Linda. Steph and I saw him glance around again, then he took a sip of his drink and let his gaze fall on our flitter. 

 "Closeup of his face, Steph?" 

 A bit of the canopy field modified and suddenly Wallace's face seemed only a few feet away. He no longer looked resentful; he looked thoughtful. He glanced at the pad again and nodded slightly, then tapped it off and set it on the table. He looked in our direction again for a few moments, then took his pad and drink over to Linda's bunk. 

 Linda looked up from her own pad and set it aside as Wallace approached. I asked, "Sound, Steph?" and Wallace's words became audible within the flitter. 

 "I just finished Collier's report," he said with a grin. "They all say pretty much the same, as expected. Maybe we should just type up one report and have everybody sign it like a petition." Linda returned his grin and said, "That makes too much sense. Some bureaucrat would feel deprived. Was that you getting out of Ed's flitter earlier?" 

 He nodded. "Yeah. We had another talk. I think it went better than the one last night." 

 "How so?" 

 "Well," said Wallace as he sat down beside her, "He said that he's pretty sure we aren't likely to have to work together, and that would definitely make things easier for all of us. Is he right about that?" 

 "Very much so," said Linda. "Ed has always worked alone, Emory, and as you've seen, I can send him into situations where I can't send the usual people. There have been others backing him at a distance to provide communications and support, but he's always preferred going in alone. I have no doubt that he'd retire rather than accept a permanent position on anyone's team. Either of you may end up in a mission support role for the other, but you won't have to work together unless it becomes absolutely unavoidable." 

 Wallace seemed to digest that news for a moment, then asked, "What is he, Linda? A glory hog, or just someone who can't lead or follow worth a damn?" 

 Linda sat very still as she gave Wallace a hard gaze. After a few moments, she said, "Whatever he may be, he has an 80-percent-plus success rate, Emory. When his missions have failed or gone sour, it was never his fault." 

 As an example, she told him about the time that a pilot couldn't find our pickup zone near the East/West German border. He'd flown too far north and had been spotted zig-zagging above the border as he'd looked for our signal. What had been a milk run had turned into a run for our lives. I'd had to hotwire a truck and send it through the the fence, then herd the family through on foot. Guards had arrived at that section of the fence in time to fire a few rounds at us, but we managed to get across the border. Their tracer rounds had hit the truck's fuel tank, and the burning truck had been what had finally alerted the pilot to look for us further south. 

 Wallace said, "You two do go back a few years, don't you? The Berlin Wall came down in what..? 

Eighty-nine?" 

 In a quiet tone, Linda said, "That border incident happened in late 1972, Emory. Yes, you could say that Ed and I do go back a few years." She paused for some moments, then said, "Making things difficult for Ed will make things difficult for me, Emory. You might eventually drive him away, but you'd drive me away before then." 

 Emory nodded slightly and said, "Yeah, I'd already figured that out." He stood up and looked around their indoor encampment, then asked, "Any word on when they're letting us out of here?" 

 I said, "I've seen enough, Steph. He either bought it or he didn't, and now there's no doubt in his mind about how Linda would handle more trouble." 

 At four that afternoon I was aboard my flitter, sitting back with my feet up on a field-generated footstool and reading a novel on my datapad, when the hangar's big doors rolled open. Close to fifty people were assembled on the pavement beyond the doorway. For some moments, nobody moved, then Dr. Mills, a short woman with a big briefcase, stepped into the hangar and approached Linda and Wallace. They held a quick conference, then Wallace turned to his team people and said, "We're outta here, people. See you all in the morning. Dismissed." 

 While everybody else headed for the doors, Linda, Wallace, and Mills stood talking by the buffet tables. I saw Linda raise her watch and press the call button. My watch beeped in response. I tapped my watch on and said, "Hi, Linda." 

 "How'd you know it was me? Doesn't anyone else ever call you?" 

 "Not on my watch. I never give out the number." 

 "Oh. Well, are you planning to stay here in the hangar another night, or what?" 

 "We'll be along. I've got two pages left of this chapter. You want me to be anywhere, or can I scamper on home?" 

 "If you stick around another hour or so, you can go to dinner with us. Dr. Mills offered to take us all to a restaurant in Carrington. We just want to check in with our offices first." I didn't have to think long about it. I looked at Steph and covered my watch as I asked her if she wanted to go to a dinner. 

 She shook her head and said, "You go if you want." 

 "I don't really want to go, either. I've had too much company since yesterday." I uncovered my watch and said, "Thanks anyway, but Steph and I have something we want to do before it gets too late." 

 Steph gave me a questioning glance as Linda said, "Okay, if you're sure." 

 "Yup. We're sure. See you later, Linda." 

 She signed off and the three of them headed for the hangar door. 

 Steph asked what it was that 'we' wanted to do before it got too late. 

 "We want to go home," I said. "Unless you have someplace better in mind. I don't want to spend time with Linda and Wallace, and Mills will probably turn dinner into yet another rehash of last night. Better we should give your lawyer a call and see how things are going with getting you legal and the sale of the gold. It might be fun to check out that new dance club in Gainesville tonight, too." With a smile, Steph said, "Yes, it might." 

 "In that case, why don't you aim us at Florida while I call Selena? It's a school night, but that's never stopped us before." 

 Steph lifted us and took us through the big hangar doors several feet above the heads of those still standing outside. When we were clear of the buildings, she launched us in a high arc toward Florida. End 3WP03
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