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Chapter One

    The phone rang as I was tinkering with chapter sixteen of a book about a fuzzy gold alien. I let my machine handle the call, as usual, and listened to see who was calling. 

    From the kitchen came its, 'Hi, there. If you're someone I might call back, leave a message.' 

    After the beep, a woman's voice said, "Ed, this is Janice... Miller. I know it's after ten, but... I never know what to say to these things, so I'll just leave my number. Please call me at..." 

    Her voice was as softly thrilling as ever. Visions of her flitted through my mind as Stephanie's presence manifested in the room behind me, but I didn't see her reflection in the computer screen. I waved over my shoulder at her and let Janice recite her number, then picked up the phone by the computer. 

    "Hi, Janice. You still have that ear-candy voice, ma'am." 

    "Uh..." she said, "Hello, Ed, I know it's been a while, but..." Laughing, I replied, "A 'while'. Yeah, I guess that covers twenty-two years well enough. Why the call, ma'am?" 

    "Uh... well, I don't know how to start... I got your number from Elaine Parks. She's retired now, you know, but she still consults... Oh, hell... Ed, do you remember Jeremy Levine?" 

    "Yeah, sure," I laughed, "He's the guy you dumped me for." She quickly retorted, "I didn't 'dump' you, Ed! I just found myself having to make some tough decisions..." 

    "Yeah, yeah. You wanted a family. Believe it or not, I understood and approved. How's ol' Jerry these days?" 

    After a moment of silence, Janice answered, "He died two years ago, Ed. In a car accident." 

    I sighed, "Well, damn. So much for the usual pleasantries, then. Let's just get down to the reason you called me at ten on a Sunday night, Janice. Are you in trouble? Do you need some help with something?" Another moment of silence passed, then she said in a tremulous voice, 

"Yes. Ed, my son is in the Army. In Iraq." 

    She still had her irritating habit of doling out only bits of info at a time, damn it. 

    Sighing, I said, "That's not quite reason enough to call me after twenty years, Janice. If it were, you'd have called a bit sooner." I was tempted to give her a set of words she'd heard often enough during our time together, such as; "Get to the point, please," but I held them in and waited. Janice took a breath, then chokingly said, "He's missing, Ed. 'Absent without leave', the captain who called me yesterday called it. He asked me if we had relatives or friends in the Middle East. We don't. And my Tom isn't the kind who'd..." She hesitated, then sobbed, "He just isn't. Ed, I think he's missing." 

    Steph's reflection appeared on my computer monitor and she took a step to stand by my chair as I asked, "When was he listed AWOL, Janice?" 

    "AWOL. Yes, that's what the captain called it. Uh... three days... almost four, now. It was Wednesday. Ed, you're the only person I know who knows anything much about the military. I was just hoping you could help me figure out how to find out what's going on." 

    "So far, it sounds as if it could simply be a paperwork screwup, Janice. All it takes is one miscommunication or dimwit in a paper chain. What does Tom do for the Army?" 

    Her voice cracked as she said, "I... I don't really know, Ed. He started out working with computers and phones and... and then he said he had to go to Airborne school. Why would he have to go to Airborne school to work with computers?" 

    Computers and phones, huh? Right. Likely satellite linkups for commo and targeting near enemy locations. But if he was in Forward Air Control or something like that, he wouldn't only have gone to Airborne school. 

    "Janice, did he ever talk about a Ranger school?" 

    "Yes. He said it was a way to get a bonus and stripes." 

    "Uh, huh. Yeah, it is that, but did he say anything else about it?" 

    "No. Not really, except that going through the school was the hardest thing he'd ever done in his life." 

    "That's what it's supposed to be. See if you can get a message to him tomorrow, Janice. Email or phone. Invent a family emergency or something that'll make them let him take or make a phone call. For now, just give me Tom's full name, rank, and serial number. I'll see what I can turn up." She did so. I had her repeat the serial number once as I wrote the info on a Post-It pad, then I asked for her phone number and added that at the bottom of the tear sheet. 

    "Got it," I said, "Not to be difficult, but do you have anything else on your mind, Janice? Do you want to try to chat for a while, or should we save that for some other time?" 

    "What... what do you mean, Ed?" 

    As gently as I could, I said, "What I mean, ma'am, is that trying to reminisce could be kind of awkward under these circumstances, and if you'd really had any desire to do that, you'd have found a reason to call me before now. Why don't I just get to work on this info and call you back when I know something definite?" 

    There was a brief silence, then Janice asked, "You, uh... you really think you can find out about Tom, Ed?" 

    "Don't know, but it won't hurt to try." 

    "I can send you some pictures..." 

    "No need," I interrupted her, "I have the info I'll need to get started." Her pause lasted a full two seconds, then she asked, "Ed, are you still angry with me?" 

    Sighing, I said, "I was never angry with you, Janice. You couldn't understand that back then and apparently you still can't. Things were slowing down between us; getting a little stale. When you signed on with the pediatrics clinic instead of the ER staff, I knew where things were going. Now let me get to this and see what I can find out." 

    After a hesitant goodbye, she hung up. I turned to Steph. As usual, she wore one of her shades-of-green office-casual outfits. Was the skirt slightly shorter than usual? If so, why? 

    I said, "Hi, there, computer goddess. You look stunning, as always. Any thoughts on the Levine matter?" 

    She arched an eyebrow. "A question first. Why did you volunteer to look into this, knowing what you may have to tell her later, even if you find her son?" 

    Shutting off my computer and standing up, I said, "Nope, not me. If he's dead, I'll let the Army tell her. Steph, US Army Rangers aren't known for going AWOL. Have you been able to turn up anything on him?" 

    "Yes. His trail stops with a burst radio communication from a location eighty-six miles northeast of Tikrit. Ed, he was marked 'TDY' on his company's morning report every day this week, but the record for Wednesday was changed." Grinning, I said,"Well, that doesn't ring quite right, does it? If he's on temporary duty somewhere, why would Janice get an investigation call from some captain? Maybe a paperwork snafu? Someone didn't get the word and marked him absent? Have you been able to locate him?" 

    Shaking her head, Steph said, "No, but that may only mean he's on a clandestine assignment." 

    "Even if he was, some unit or location would have been entered for finance purposes. The Army won't issue TDY pay without something on paper about it." I called up a field screen and asked her to feed it Tom's last-known GPS

coordinates. When the picture appeared, I found myself looking at a satellite's view of four large farms separated by roads. It might as well have been Wisconsin. 

    A red circle marked a spot in the middle of one of the eastern fields. I zoomed in on it and --of course --saw nothing other than signs that some stalks of what looked like wheat had suffered some abuse by someone lying on them. 

    Zooming out, I saw that there were four faint east-west trails of lesser damage leading to squashed areas. The trails zig-zagged, but didn't converge anywhere. Tom Levine had been part of a four-man unit that hadn't wanted to be seen. 

    There were no apparent signs of struggle. No traces of blood on the plants. No evidence that the four men hadn't simply got up and left the field, which was a distinct possibility. 

    I zoomed in until it looked as if I was viewing the field from a height of three feet or so. It was kind of like the view you'd get through a large diver's mask. 

    Poking the 'emboss' icon made the scene become shades of grey. Outlines of grain stalks and dirt mounds seemed raised and boot prints were outlined as indentations, all of which led only one direction; east. No tracks led beyond or away from the crushed areas and there was no evidence that the guys had back-stepped in their own tracks. There'd have been no point in doing that, anyway, after leaving trails in the grain. 

    "Steph, are there any other tracks of any kind leading to or from the four spots where the grain was crushed?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    "Any good satellite pix of the area during the time Tom and his unit were there?" 

    "No. High clouds obscured their view." 

    "Are those farms privately owned or government owned?" 

    "Privately owned by an Arab multinational corporation." Putting a finger on the screen, I restored normal view mode and said, "The farm on the bottom right is a dairy farm. What are the others?" 

    "The eastern two specialize in wheat, the one north of the dairy farm grows corn." 

    Zooming out, I looked for signs of civilization and asked, "No villages are in the immediate area?" 

    "None. The farms border each other along service roads. Very few of the workers commute; there are quarters for them on each farm." Again zooming the view, I spotted several much smaller farms between the big farms and a four-lane highway. Between the small farms and the big ones was a dirt road. 

    "That highway looks to be about twenty miles or so from the center of the operation." 

    Her eyebrow went up again. "Twenty-two miles. Why is that distance of interest?" 

    "It's about a day's worth of casual walking. It's also beyond small arms or effective shoulder-fired missile range, and it's damned hard to hide moving people in a grain field if there are aircraft overhead. Anything you do will leave a trail or a blot in a field. An Army in a hurry might send some people to check out the farms, but unless there was incoming fire from the fields or they saw something suspicious, they'd probably bypass the area. Either Tom and company were seriously off-course or they were sent in to quietly look for something." 

    Zooming in on the buildings in the center of the four farms, I studied the region for a while. Barns. Trucks. Cars. Farm equipment and people at work. A few draft animals. Nothing seemed unusual at first. 

    Then I noticed the fences. They were topped with coils of barbed wire. I zoomed in yet again and corrected myself. Not plain barbed wire, but concertina, the kind used in prisons. 

    A prison farm? But there were no guards. No guard towers. No prison crews working in the fields. There were people working around the farms, but not under armed supervision, as would be the case with chain gangs. I returned my attention to the trails through the grain. All of them began about halfway to the dirt road that ran alongside the smaller farms. Tom and his buds had slogged about ten miles through grain fields, spent some time in fixed positions, and then they'd been airlifted out. It had to have been a night op. 

    There'd been no moon to provide any amount of light, so figure they walked through nearly pitch-dark for about four hours. Add a couple of hours for the zig-zag pattern, position checks, taking leaks, and whatever other trivia. 

    "Steph, they were dropped off well inside that field at night and their trails ran zig-zag through the grain so they wouldn't be readily noticeable by people at ground level. Is there any record of air activity --helicopters in particular --near any of those farms about the time Tom disappeared?" Steph appeared thoughtful for half a second, then said, "There are no records of any flights over that area that week." 

    "What's on record about the farms that would have nothing to do with farming? Official suspicions and like that." 

    Shaking her head, Steph replied, "Nothing. They appear to be farms. Nothing else." With a small, wry smile, she asked, "Could Tom and his unit have simply been recalled because they found nothing to justify continuing their mission?" 

    "Have you located Levine yet?" 

    "No." 

    "Then there's a hitch in that theory, 'cuz I can't imagine where he'd be on official duty that you couldn't track him down. Why would he be missing after a scrubbed op?" 

    Steph shrugged. "There may have been unrelated reasons for his disappearance. Another assignment? An emergency?" 

    After a moment's thought, I said, "Could be, but I won't buy that without some proof." 
Chapter Two

    Steph laughed softly and said, "I really didn't think you would. What are you going to do now?" 

    "I'm going to sleep on it during the flight to Iraq." A human woman might have yelped, "You're going over there?!" or something of that nature. Not Stephanie. Her eyes remained fixed on mine as she canted her head slightly, studying me for a moment. 

    "Ed, Linda might object. Strenuously." 

    "That's why I hadn't planned to mention it to her. This is a personal matter. An old friend asked for my help." 

    "An 'old friend'? Is that what you call someone who hasn't contacted you for twenty-two years?" 

    Sipping coffee, I replied, "Well, she isn't an old enemy, is she? And she isn't a total stranger, so I'll call her a friend. Of sorts. Close enough. How's Sue doing at the factory station?" 

    With a slight shrug, Steph said, "As expected. Her Lorunan citizenship will be finalized on Thursday and she and Sara are constructing a separate, automated facility for production of PFM components." I grinningly muttered, "Cool. I always knew she'd amount to something someday." 

    Steph chuckled, "It's been a whole week, Ed. Do you miss her much?" Nodding, I said, "Oh, hell, yes. But it was time. She gave me a year of service and an extra month of sharing her self-discovery. I felt honored and privileged to be part of that extra month, but I knew it had to end on schedule." 

    Meeting her gaze, I sighed, "And I said essentially the same thing the night she left, so what you were really asking was whether I'm ready for another one. No, I'm not. Unless you absolutely have to uncork another one for some reason, I'd prefer some time more or less on my own." 

    "More or less?" 

    "Yes, more or less. If I get in a real pinch in the meantime, I can call on you, Sue, or Elkor, can't I?" 

    "Of course." 

    Leaning to kiss her, I said, "Thank you, milady. When you make the new one, will she be a lot like you? You spoiled me for all others, you know." Manufacturing a sigh, Steph wryly said, "If I'd spoiled you, Sue would have had a much more difficult time with you. But thank you for the sentiment, of course. You said you were going to sleep on the way, so I'll say goodnight now." 

    Steph popped out of existence and I began packing for the trip. How long away? Unknown. Better toss in another few cans of soup and veggies and restock the cooler. If I run short, I can hop over to Israel and find a decent grocery store. 

    I tossed some jeans and shirts in a small suitcase and used a plastic shopping bag to carry my cowboy boots, then put everything by the front door and went to shower and shave while I considered what else I might need. As I made a fresh coffee, Tiger came through the front cat door and sniffed my bags, then asked, "Where do you go?" 

    "Iraq. It's a country on the other side of the Atlantic Ocean. Remember the pictures of Iran?" 

    "Yes." 

    "Iraq is right next door to Iran. It's almost exactly the same kind of place, in fact, but right now there's a war going on in Iraq. I'm going to try to find the son of an old friend." 

    He seemed to give the matter some thought, then asked, "Will Stephanie or Sue go with you?" 

    "Nope. Not Elkor, either. I may have to do things that would be... difficult for them." 

    After another moment's thought, he said, "I must go, too." Meeting his gaze, I said, "You didn't like what I showed you of Iran. I can guarantee you won't like Iraq, either." 

    Tiger sat down and spoke firmly. 

    "You will be alone there. I must go, too." Well, damn. 

    I asked, "Who's going to watch the house?" 

    "I have been watching this house all of my life. Nothing happens when you aren't here." 

    He had a point, there. He'd be aboard the flitter, too. No place was safer than that, really. What the hell. I said, "Okay," and added a ten-pound bag of cat food to the luggage pile. 

    Tiger asked, "Can we take my chair, too?" 

    With a glance at the sofa chair, I laughed. "Too big. How about we just take the cushion?" I went to the chair, took the cushion off it, and placed it on the floor. Tiger stepped onto it, curled up, re-curled himself, and pronounced it suitable. 

    Once everything and everybody was aboard the flitter, I told it to take us to the all-night grocery store at Northcliffe and Mariner, where I loaded a cart with some cat treats, a big jar of instant coffee, and enough beer, tea, and dr pepper to fill the flitter's cooler. 

    Hm. Chances were good I'd have to meet and greet a bit. I added three cases each of the drinkables and tossed in some assorted snacks that were likely to be rare in a war zone, then checked out and loaded everything aboard. 

    "Flitter," I said, "We're going to Iraq. Get Tom Levine's last-known GPS

coordinates from Stephanie, please, make the trip last eight hours, and park us twenty miles above the GPS point. Oh, and wake me when we get there with the new chime program at volume three." 

    Tiger took his usual place on the console 'dashboard' as we launched into the night sky. I refilled the cooler, then called up a field bed and stretched out for the night. 

    I woke to the bell-chime tones of Marilyn Manson's version of 'Sweet Dreams' and let it continue playing as I sent a field tendril to warm up my coffee and swilled some of it. 

    As the chimes-only chunk of the tune began to play a third time, I said, 

"Okay, flitter. I'm officially awake now," and the music stopped. I'd left around midnight, so it was eight-something plus six hours in Iraq, or a bit after two in the afternoon. After making a fresh coffee, eating a can of chicken noodle soup, and brushing my teeth, I called up a field screen and located Tom Levine's company headquarters. 

    "Flitter, send a probe to the company commander's office and see if you can find any paperwork with Sergeant Tom Levine's name or serial number on it, please. Send any info you find to my datapad. In the meantime, take us down and maintain an average height of one mile above the ground." As we descended, I said, "Tiger, this is your chance to get off the flitter for a little while. Your nose is better than mine for following things. I'd like you to see if you can figure out where somebody went." In fact, I had no real doubt that the men had been picked up, but a second opinion from someone with some inherent tracking ability couldn't hurt. When the flitter stopped descending, I called up my board and my three and five suits, then Tiger and I zipped down to the most forward of the crushed grain patches. 

    Tiger hopped off the board and began exploring intently as I studied what remained of boot prints and other markings on the ground within the damaged area. 

    As I scanned the area, something I'd seen on the field screen the night before that hadn't seemed to make any sense suddenly flashed to clarity in my mind. 

    Some of the boot prints had been marred as if by something being dragged over them. They hadn't been obliterated; just scuffed and marred in a generally straight direction. 

    Where the scuffings of the dirt began and ended, the tops of grainstalks had been broken or damaged in a narrow path to varying degrees for some distance in two directions, as if something had been dragged through the field. Rope slings or ladders? 

    "They flew away," said Tiger, "They came here, but didn't go back the way they came. This one's tracks end here." 

    Looking at the spot in front of his nose, I saw that the toes of someone's boots had dug deeply into the soil and dragged a bit, likely as the rope took his weight off the ground. 

    Pointing at the damaged stalks and scuff marks beyond, I said, "A helicopter came, but it didn't land; it dropped ropes for them. The men hooked themselves to the ropes and were lifted out of the field." 
Chapter Three

    Tiger seemed to be having a good time sniffing around and examining the field in general, so I left him to it with a warning to stay close and conjured a field screen as I called the flitter. 

    "Patch whatever you've found to my field screen, please." About thirty icons formed on my screen. Tapping them up to readable size displayed various routine-looking supply, pay, and communications authorization forms. 

    None of the data appeared to lead beyond the normal daily concerns of a field unit, but while things seemed routine, something wasn't quite right. I checked his finance records. 

    There was no mention of Tom being assigned to temporary duty outside his unit. That just doesn't happen in the Army; in order to receive TDY pay, a field-grade officer --captain or above --has to authorize everything in quadruplicate. 

    I said, "If the company's officers have computers or PDA's, search them for mentions of Levine or these farms, please." 

    Some thirty seconds passed before the flitter said, "I've found nothing regarding Sergeant Levine or these farms, Ed." 

    "Okay. Now let's try to determine who was with him and do similar searches on those names. Begin with men from his unit during the last week or so. If you can't find three, check other nearby units. In quiet ops, they may pick men from different units so single-mission losses won't be too obvious." While the flitter rooted through data, Tiger and I hopped back on my board and headed east to have a look at the farms. A long series of loops around the four properties showed us nothing unusual about the fields or dairy pastures. The flitter announced, "I have found fifteen other men who are listed as being on TDY duty, but cannot be located. Their military occupations parallel those of Tom Levine's team." 

    "Thanks, flitter. Unless you locate them, we'll presume that means at least four teams are missing." 

    Heading us toward the buildings, I took us down to fifty feet of altitude and we approached the dairy barns at about thirty miles per hour. Fifteen minutes of flitting around and through the open barns and storage buildings didn't turn up anything unusual, either. If anything nefarious was going on at the farms, it was doing so underground. 

    "Flitter, send probes to search for man-made artifacts and constructions under the farm buildings, please. Fifty feet or so should be deep enough." Only a few seconds passed before the flitter said, "There are steel hatches concealed within each building. The passageways connect to a tunnel that extends northward four kilometers beneath the central road." Four klicks. Two and a half miles. That's a lot of digging. The road was a good cover, too. It was concrete, so it likely had steel rebar in the roadbed. That would effectively mask the tunnel beneath it. 

    "What's at the end of the tunnel, flitter?" 

    "Storage facilities and accommodations for two hundred people." 

    "A bit more info, please. What's in the storage facilities?" 

    "Several types of munitions, food, water, weapons..." 

    "Okay," I interrupted, "I kind of figured that. What sort of munitions? 

Generalize, please." 

    "Artillery and small-arms ammunition, rifles, assorted antipersonnel mines, SAM missiles..." 

    "Also what I expected," I interrupted again, "Are any of the munitions currently loaded for chemical or biological warfare?" 

    "No." 

    "Do there appear to be any prisoners in the facilities?" 

    "No." 

    "Thank you, flitter. Send the GPS coordinates of the storage facility to my datapad, please. Include an inventory of weapons and their accessories. Also provide floor plans of the farm buildings and mark the locations of the hatches." 

    Tiger had been watching some cows being led to stalls for feeding and milking. He looked up at me and back at the cows. 

    "What are they doing to the cows?" he asked. 

    "They're milking them." 

    "Milking?" 

    "Yes, 'milking'. The milk people buy comes from cows." 

    "I like milk. Should I also like cows?" 

    "That would have to be your decision, Tiger. There are two cows at the riding stable. What did you think of them?" 

    "I haven't met them." 

    "Ah. Well, you'll get another chance sometime. If you've watched these cows enough, we'll go back to the flitter." 

    He'd been sprawled near the nose of the board. Tiger stood up and hunkered down as he usually did for flight and said, "Okay. Cows aren't very interesting." 

    As we lifted to rendezvous with the flitter, I considered how to barter the tunnel info for news of Tom Levine and decided against the idea. 3rd World Products had refused any involvement in the Iraq war, including surveillance assistances. It seemed likely that openly using Amaran tech to provide such assistance might be very dimly viewed by Linda and 3rd World, perhaps dimly enough to cost me my flitter and implants as well as my job. On the other hand, the info could win someone's confidence well enough to simply tell me what I'd come to Iraq to learn. In fact, it might be good to have more such info on hand to sweeten the pot. 

    I asked, "Flitter, how many other corporate farms --similar to this one in size --are there in Iraq?" 

    "Thirty-eight." 

    "Send probes to them, please. Chart any hatches and underground facilities you find and send that info to my datapad with GPS coordinates for each hatch and facility. Also make note of any prisoners and their precise locations." Back aboard the flitter, I soaked up some coffee and munched through a can of green beans as I reviewed incoming info about the other farms on a field screen. 

    Twenty of the farms were just farms, but eighteen of them harbored underground complexes of various sizes. Three of them contained prisoners, but all prisoners were listed as having committed transgressions within their complexes. 

    Tapping up another screen, I located Tom's company headquarters in the basement of what had been government offices under Saddam Hussein's regime. US

and allied forces had appropriated the entire building. 

    Heading the flitter in that direction, I said, "Flitter, don't zap this can when I toss it overboard," and when we passed over the city's garbage dump, I let the can drop to the pile below. 

    As we stopped above the headquarters building, I noted the amount of traffic beyond the barricades. The city seemed to be conducting business pretty much as usual. 

    I put some food and water by the console for tiger and asked, "Flitter, is brigade headquarters in this building?" 

    "Yes. It's on the second floor." 

    "Thanks. Tiger, have a good time watching the city. I'll be back in a while." 

    From his usual position on the console, Tiger said, "Okay." Saying, "Three and five suits on, board on," I slid off the deck and headed down to the building. 

    Flying around the building once on my board, I noted exits and entrances, guards, and the sandbagged machine gun emplacements on the roof. There was no way to enter the building unless I closely followed someone else in, so I sat down on my board and waited. Perhaps fifteen minutes later, a convoy of military vehicles spread out beyond the barricades while one HumVee stopped to let two people out near a guardpost. 

    Zipping down there, I hopped off my board inside the guard perimeter and trailed the two guys to the building's big front doors. The right-side door opened and the two guys went in past a guard. 

    Using a field tendril to shake a decorative plant just outside the door distracted the guard long enough for me to slip through the doorway and into the lobby. 

    The two guys were on their way to the stairs, so I continued tagging along. When they headed downstairs, I called up my board and silently rode it up to the second floor. 
Chapter Four

    Stepping off my board, I walked the length of the corridor checking out the various offices. In one I found two desert-BDU-clad lieutenants --a man with the current 'tuft-on-top' military haircut and a brunette woman -discussing some satellite images. I sat down in an out-of-the-way chair to listen. 

    The woman suggested requesting another shot of an area, but the man said it would be a waste of time. He looked at his watch and picked up a stack of papers as he said, "I'll take these down the hall on my way out." The lady LT said, "I still don't think..." 

    "Exactly!" the guy cut in, "That's why I'm in charge here, Dalton; to do the damned thinking." Rapping the stack of papers with a knuckle, he growled, 

"I'm tired of talking about it. I've been here since May. You've been here less than a goddamned month. Just do what you're told until you know what the hell you're doing and shut the fuck up, okay?" 

    She was on her feet and nose-to-nose with him instantly, her angry eyes boring into his. 

    "Palmer," she said in an even, but ominous, tone, "That's it. I'm going to start carrying a tape recorder. Every word you say to me from now on will be recorded. You think real hard about that before you swear at me like that again." 

    Rolling his eyes, Palmer gave her a leering grin and said, "Oh, I'm so scared, Dalton. I already think 'real hard' about you sometimes, you know. In the shower, mostly." 

    Grabbing his helmet from a desktop, he turned on his heel to stride quickly toward the doorway. I sent a tendril to push the open door halfway shut as Palmer looked back to shoot another leering grin at Dalton. He walked smack into the edge of the door, his head slamming it hard enough to rattle the door on its hinges. Palmer dropped like a rag doll and landed on his ass, then flopped flat on his back, barely conscious. Palmer's helmet rolled across the room near Dalton's feet and the stack of papers he'd been carrying hit the floor and spread out as if trying to escape. Dalton looked absolutely shocked at this turn of events, but her gaze hardened as she bit her lip and grinned, barely containing her laughter. She leaned on her desk and toed Palmer's helmet with her boot, making it rock and spin as she waited for him to recover. 

    For a long few moments, Palmer just lay on the floor and groaningly tried to make his eyes focus, then he sat up rather unsteadily and stared unbelievingly at the door as he rubbed his head and groaned again. Snickering, Dalton said, "Sure wish I'd had a camera. That was..." She laughed, "A simply stunning performance." 

    She punted Palmer's helmet across the floor to him. He had to take his hand away from his head to grab it, and I saw where the edge of the door had made its impression behind his left ear. Twin livid red lines led upward into the patch of hair on the top of his skull. 

    "Wow!" said Dalton, "That door got you good, didn't it? How will you explain that? 'I wasn't wearing my helmet when the door attacked me.'" Dalton laughed again and gestured at the well-scattered paperwork on the floor. "I believe you were on your way to deliver those reports?" Palmer gathered the papers in glowering silence and shakily got to his feet, then reached down for his helmet. That was a mistake. He tottered and almost fell as he snagged the helmet strap and stood up too quickly. Dalton snickered again and Palmer shot her a malevolent glare before he turned and --viciously shoving the door back against its stops --stalked out of the room. 

    I stayed where I was and watched Dalton as she canted her head slightly and studied the door. When I sent a tendril to pull the door away from the wall to the position where it had bashed Palmer, her gaze narrowed and she sat up straight. 

    After a moment, she got up and went to touch the door, then push it gently back against the wall. When she stepped back from it, I pushed it toward her. Dalton stepped back farther and I eased the door all the way closed. 

    "Huh," she muttered, "The building must be settling." Good. She didn't seem inclined toward superstition. As she reached for the door handle, I sent her theta waves to help her stay calm and asked softly, 

"Can you spare a minute, LT?" 

    She froze, then turned to look directly at me, although I was still in my three suit. Good ears, lady. Her gaze found nothing and moved on after a moment. 

    "No," I said, "You were right the first time. By the window." Her eyes snapped back to lock on my direction again. 

    "Why can't I see you?" 

    "Well, duh, lady. I'm kind of invisible right now." Dalton's next move wasn't too subtle. Her right hand had been hovering above her holster as she'd turned to face my voice. With smooth speed that would have made a Hollywood gunfighter proud, she drew her sidearm and racked the slide to load a round in something like half a second. The muzzle ended up pointing directly at my chair, but I was already on my feet and well to her left. 

    Stepping forward, I reached to flick the gun's safety and ducked backward as I said, "Relax, please. I'm here to talk." 

    The moment my hand touched her weapon, her other hand moved to try to latch onto mine, but mine wasn't there. Dalton instantly swept the air hard to her left with the gun, but I was well out of range of her swing. Stepping back farther, I asked, "Would you knock that shit off, LT? I just want to talk to you." 

    Hurrying to the door, she surprised me again. Instead of yanking it open and running out, she put her back to it and held the gun closely in front of her in a two-handed grip as she flicked the safety off. 

    "I may not be able to see you," she growled, "But I can damned well put a round in my desk and have a dozen people in here in two seconds. Show yourself now!" 

    I said, "By God, you've got guts, LT. I really respect that," then I stunned her cold, stepped over to take the damned gun out of her hands, and helped her gently to the floor as her knees buckled and she slid down the door. 

    Sitting down next to her, I patted her face to wake her up. She came to quickly, glancing first at her empty hands, then scanning sharply around the room. 

    Feeding her theta waves to keep her quiet, I said, "I'm right here beside you, ma'am. If you'll promise to give me a few minutes of your time, I'll give you your gun back." 

    "Wha... what did you do to me?" 

    "I just stunned you. It's harmless. How about that talk?" 

    "Ah..." she nodded. "Yeah. Okay. A talk. When do I get my gun back?" 

    "When I'm reasonably sure you won't just pull the trigger the moment you get your hands on it. Here, I'll help you up." 

    I took her elbow, but she shrugged my hand off and crossed her booted feet, then powered herself upright. Another good move, and smoothly done. She stood about five-ten and had ice-grey eyes that quickly scanned the room in small chunks as she listened hard. Her face wasn't that of a movie star, but she was definitely attractive. 

    Walking away from her, I put her gun in a desk drawer, then closed the drawer and whispered, "Three suit off." 

    Dalton's gaze locked on me as I appeared. I held up a hand and said, "LT, I'm going to use your fax machine to show you something. Just stand by for a few until you see what comes out of it, okay?" 

    Without waiting for her response, I whispered, "Flitter, feed the data on the first farm complex to Lieutenant Dalton's fax machine, please." 

    "Who are you talking to?" snapped Dalton. 

    "A friend," I said, gesturing at her printer and moving to one side, "Come take a look at this, please." 

    I'll give the Army credit; they don't stint on hardware. The fax machine churned out eleven pages in less than two minutes. I let Dalton pick them up and leaf through the black and white drawings, then read the inventory sheets. 

    "My God..!" she muttered, "I know this place! They had us watch it for a solid week! Is this for real?! You're saying that all this stuff is under that farm?" 

    "Yup. I have stuff like this on eighteen more farms, too." Dalton glanced at the inert fax machine, then looked at me. 

    "Well? Aren't you going to print them?" 

    "Not yet. I want to tell you why I'm here first." Peering sharply at me, she replied, "Yes, maybe you should." Parking my butt on the edge of her desk, I said, "An Army captain called Sergeant Tom Levine's mother Wednesday and said he was AWOL. He asked her a lot of questions, but didn't tell her spit. She asked me to look into things. I found that he's now listed as TDY and that the Wednesday 'AWOL' had been changed to 'TDY'." 

    Taking a breath and holding up a hand to stall her questions, I added, 

"But nobody seems able to find him, LT. He was dropped into the middle of the western field of that farm on Tuesday night with three other guys." Tapping the circle with Tom's GPS numbers next to it, I said, "That's his last-known position. He sent a burst-mode radio signal from there. Those guys zig-zagged through that field until they were within a quarter of a mile of the farm buildings, watched them for a while, and were airlifted out, yet there are no records of any flights over that area during last week." Dalton's face hardened. "Well, doesn't that sort of tell you something, whoever-you-are?" 

    "Suppose you tell me what it tells you, LT." She set the papers on the desk and moved to lean on the corner of the desk by the gun drawer as she said, "It tells me there's a security lid on whatever's going on." 

    "Same here. Don't care. I want to know if Levine is dead or alive. Either way, I'll want to see him and verify matters, and if you go for that gun or anything else on the desk, you'll wake up on the floor without shit to show for this visit." 

    Her hand froze near the stapler, then returned to her side. She stood straight as she asked, "So what do you want from me? This isn't a personnel office, you know." 

    Moving to stand only a few inches from her, I said, "My intel is going to be a real coup for someone, ma'am. If you were that someone, the asshole who bashed his head on the door could conceivably wind up working for you, couldn't he?" 

    "Only if it's good. How can I know your 'intel' is real? How can I know you aren't trying to plant a load of crap on me?" 

    Sighing, I re-parked my butt on her desk and asked, "How come nobody's searched those farms? They're in Iraq, aren't they? There's a war on, isn't there? Who gave the order to pass them by and why?" 

    "They weren't hostile and they aren't owned by Iraqis." 

    "Not good enough, ma'am. Not nearly good enough. Even British-owned factories on the coast were searched on the way in, and the Brits are US

allies. Who owns the farm?" 

    "An Arab conglomerate. Mostly the Saudis, I think." I laughed. "Jesus. That would be enough to make me turn the place upside down. If someone specifically said not to search it, I'd have a company of MP's there in ten minutes." 
Chapter Five

    Lt. Dalton eyed me for a moment, then sighingly said, "Politics and money. No surprise, huh?" 

    "What'll it take to get troops and cops out there? An explosion? I could make that happen." 

    Clearly skeptical, she asked, "How?" 

    "That's my business." 

    "Uh, huh... Why would you do that?" 

    "To validate my info this one time and make my point. I'd make it look like an accident so the other baddies wouldn't scamper like cockroaches. You can play show 'n tell with the printouts while the dust settles. After that it would be up to you to nail the other farms. And remember, it all hinges on your full cooperation in finding Sgt. Tom Levine. Is he worth eighteen farms full of arms and ammo to you?" 

    She shrugged and chuckled, "Oh, hell, yeah, but I still don't know how you expect me to find him." 

    "You're in the information biz, ma'am. Do some trading. Fish around a little. Whatever you have to do, do it." 

    Her eyes narrowed at that. 

    I said, "I didn't tell you to sleep with anybody, did I? Draw your lines wherever you want, ma'am. I've already drawn mine. If you can show me Sergeant Tom Levine --dead or alive --you'll get whatever glory comes with releasing the farm intel." 

    Dalton let her irritation out. "And just where the hell am I supposed to tell them I got it? From the invisible man?" 

    Deliberately sarcastically, I said, "Well, gee, lady, that might not fly too well, y'know? Try telling them a man just walked into your office and offered to trade this stuff for Tom Levine, and be sure to mention the part about 'dead or alive'. That'll probably make some brass hats scurry to make sure their asses are covered. I'll be watching for them and I'll chat with them later." Pausing, I added, "And if all else fails, I can go to the goddamned media. They should probably hear that, too." After a moment, she shook her head. "No, I don't think you'd do that. Go to the media, I mean. If you were prepared to do that, you'd just do it." 

    "Anonymous tips, LT. Tips just like the one I'm giving you now. After an explosion on a dairy farm they've been tipped about, do you think they'd ignore the story? Do you think they'd back off because of political pressure?" Standing up, I thumbed at the printouts on her desk. 

    "Keep an eye on that farm," I said, "Let some people know that somebody's looking for Sgt. Tom Levine --dead or alive, as I said. Let them know that I'm dead serious about it, and let them know that politics, money, and corporate conglomerate political immunities don't mean shit to me. Now, will I have to stun you again to get out of here unmolested?" Her eyes widened slightly and she hissed, "What?!" 

    "Shot at," I clarified as I ambled away from her desk, "Chased and harassed by guards. Stuff like that. I just want a few minutes to get clear of the building." 

    Dalton's gaze narrowed. "Oh. Yeah. Okay. It's not as if anyone could really stop you, anyway, right?" 

    As I neared the door, I said, "Well, damn. That didn't sound very sincere at all, ma'am. You're gonna sound the alarm the second I'm out of sight, aren't you?" 

    She grinned wryly. "If you believe that, why did you bother to ask?" Shrugging, I answered, "Oh, I dunno. You're kind of cute in a

'please-me-or-I'll-kill-you' sort of way." 

    With that, I reached behind me to unlatch the door, whispered, "Three suit on," and pulled the door open before I stepped well to one side of the doorway. 

    Lt. Dalton was on her feet instantly, yanking the drawer open to grab her pistol and dashing for the door. After peering out cautiously, she just as cautiously entered the corridor, then quickly headed for the stairs, her gun held at the ready position in front of her. 

    I whispered, "Board on," and lay flat on it, then lifted to the ceiling. 

"Flitter, monitor the phones in this building, please. Trace all calls in which Tom Levine or the first farm we found are mentioned in any context, code, or form." 

    Dalton returned after a few moments and plopped herself into her chair. Spreading the printouts on her desk, she studied them for a short time, then she reached for the phone. 

    When whomever she called answered, Dalton said, "Stella, I'm sending a fax. Yes, I know it's closing time. Just stand by." One by one, she fed the printouts into her fax machine and confirmed that Stella had received them, then said, "I just want a witness, Stella. Someone just... delivered... these to me and said to watch the farm. He said there are eighteen farms like this and he'll trade the intel for info about some sergeant named Tom Levine. No, I don't know who the hell he is, but if this source is for real, the intel is too good to pass up. Yes, if he's still there. Okay. Bye and thanks, Stella." 

    After hanging up, she sat back for a moment, then made another call to someone named Richards and went through the routine again. Enlisted? Officer? 

Didn't matter; I'd find out later if necessary. 

    Dalton picked up her pistol and dropped the clip, jacked the slide to eject the round in the chamber and caught it in the air, then set the gun down and forced the round into the clip. 

    From a desk drawer, she took out a tiny can of WD-40, sprayed some into the gun's mechanisms, briskly wiped off the excess with tissues, put the clip back into the gun, and put the gun back in its holster. 

    It was a stall; a way to have something to do while thinking about what to do next. I guess she decided to go whole-hog; she scribbled a fly sheet for the printouts that briefly said what she'd told Stella and Richards about the farm and Tom Levine, then she began feeding the fax machine again. Copies of the printouts went to six numbers before she went to the copier, made copies of all the pages, and took them across the hall to another office. I followed and watched her stash the copies between two sheets of pegboard behind a file cabinet, then she returned to her office. 

    As if waiting for something, she went to the coffee pot and poured herself a mug, then took a seat at her desk and spread the printouts for further study. 

    Almost ten minutes passed before the phone rang. 

    She answered it and told whomever, "That's right, sir. Yes, I'm still in my office. Yes, sir." 

    Sipping coffee, she hung up the phone and continued reading. Another five minutes passed before two men --both in desert BDU's and wearing leaf-insignia on their collars --strode quickly into her office and came to a stop by her desk as she stood up. 

    Bypassing salutes and such, one man pointed at the printouts and asked, 

"These are the originals?" 

    "Yes, Major," said Dalton. 

    The major gathered up the pages and handed them to the other guy, who stood looking through them as the major stepped behind Dalton's desk and eyed the fax machine. 

    Poking a button, he wrote down the last few numbers in the buffer and asked, "Is there any chance for containment?" 

    Dalton shook her head. "I doubt it, sir." 

    Guiding my board to the far corner of the ceiling, I very quietly whispered, "Flitter, use Dalton's fax machine to print out another copy of the farm info, please." 

    When the fax's 'on' switch clicked and it came to life, everybody startled and stared at it. 

    The major went to catch the first sheet and held it up as he asked, "Why are you making another copy, Lieutenant?" 

    She gestured at her monitor and almost whispered, "I... I'm not, sir. I didn't touch it." 

    Both men joined her in briefly staring at the inert computer, then they stared at the fax machine, which was by then busily buzzing out page three. The other guy asked, "What the hell's going on here?" Biting her lip, she moved to let him get to the fax machine, and answered, 

"I don't know, colonel. The fax line didn't ring and... well, I really don't know." 

    They watched the fax machine grind out the remaining pages and turn itself off. After a moment of glancing at each other, the colonel said, "Bring the fax machine and let's get moving. General Mason is waiting for us." The major disconnected the fax machine, eyed the computer, and asked, 

"Should we take the whole thing?" 

    Shaking his head, the colonel said, "The computer was off. Just the fax machine for now. We can have the computer checked out tomorrow." Nodding, the major slung the fax machine under his arm and went around the desk. Dalton grabbed her helmet, fished her keys out of her pocket, and held the door for the others. I barely slipped through before they did and hovered above them in the corridor as Dalton locked her office. 

    When she turned around, the major held his hand out for her keys. Dalton looked reluctant, but she dropped the keys in his hand. 

    "I have personal items in there," she said. The colonel said, "They'll be there tomorrow. Let's go." 
Chapter Six

    A few minutes later the major led the way into an office on the first floor in the rear of the building. I scooted through the doorway and hovered near the ceiling, as before. 

    General Mason stood up and greeted Dalton more as a woman than an officer; he pulled a chair out for her and gently invited her to take a seat, then he accepted the printouts from the colonel as he eyed the fax machine. 

    "Why'd you bring that?" he asked. 

    With a glance at the colonel, the major apparently settled for the shortest possible explanation that would do under the circumstances. 

    "Evidence, sir," he said, "Better safe than sorry." Turning to Dalton, Mason asked, "Do you have anything to add to what you told Captain Richards?" 

    "No, sir. The man came to my office, showed me these printouts, and said that he'd go public if we didn't produce Sergeant Tom Levine, dead or alive." 

    "He really said it just like that? 'Dead or alive'?" 

    "Yes, sir." 

    "Did he say why Sgt. Levine deserves this sort of attention?" Almost hesitantly, Dalton said, "Ah... Well, sir, he said that Levine's mother was very upset because he'd been listed as AWOL and a captain had called to question her." 

    The men all stared at her as if in disbelief and the major yelped, "Are you serious?!" 

    Dalton's face reddened as she replied, "Sir, I'm only telling you what he said. Levine's mother..." 

    Raising a hand and facing the colonel, Mason said, "It seems likely that someone who can find things like bunkers under farms could much more easily locate a single Army sergeant. Where is Sgt. Levine?" 

    "I checked the name, sir. He's on TDY. I'll try to find out where he was sent in the morning." 

    Mason stood tall and announced, "No, colonel. In view of his possible connection in this matter, you and the major will try to find out tonight, and if at all possible, you will get that man back here tonight. Who authorized his TDY?" 

    "Colonel Markham, sir, our agency liaison." 

    "Then get him in here, too. ASAP." 

    Nodding curtly, the colonel replied, "Yes, sir," then looked at Dalton for a moment and started to say something. 

    General Mason had been moving to his chair behind his desk. He said, "Get on it now, colonel. I think I can discuss this matter with Lt. Dalton without assistance for now." 

    Saluting, the colonel snapped, "Yes, sir," and headed for the door with the major close behind him. 

    Once the door had closed, Mason turned to Dalton and said, "Now, Lieutenant Dalton, tell me exactly what happened. Leave nothing out." She did so, including a description of me that I found rather flattering. Dalton adjusted matters only slightly by omitting the fact that I'd been invisible. 

    "So," said Mason, "This guy --an apparent civilian --somehow got into our secure brigade headquarters? And you did nothing at the time to summon assistance?" 

    "Sir, he took me down when I drew my weapon. You've never seen anyone move so fast." 

    I thought, 'Huh? She's making it sound as if I hit her or something. What the hell is that about?' 

    Eyeing her speculatively, Mason said, "Fast, huh? Hand me your weapon, Lieutenant Dalton." 

    She did so. He dropped the clip out of it and checked the chamber for brass, then handed it back to her, saying, "Show me how it went down, Lieutenant." 

    Dalton stood and went to close the door. 

    "I put my back to the door," she said, "He was no more than six feet away by then. I drew and managed to aim my weapon at him, but before I could fire, he'd put me down." 

    "Show me. Draw your weapon and fire it at me." She drew and racked the pistol as quickly as she had before, aiming it directly at Mason as she pulled the trigger. 

    Mason's eyes widened and he gave a low whistle. 

    "Wow! That was damned quick," he said, "Okay, I'll buy it, Lieutenant. The guy was probably a special ops type." 

    Dalton agreed, "Oh, he's definitely one of those, sir." 

    "Did he give any hints about when he'd blow up the farm?" 

    "No, sir. He just said to watch the place." Mason rubbed the side of his face and sat back in his chair. 

    "That's everything? All you can remember?" 

    "Yes, sir." 

    "You bunk downstairs, don't you?" 

    "Yes, sir." 

    Nodding, Mason said, "Okay. Some people will want to talk to you tomorrow. Dismissed, Lieutenant." 

    Startled, Dalton queried, "Sir?" 

    "Dismissed, I said." 

    "Uh, yes, sir." She saluted and let herself out. Mason used his phone to tell someone that --until further notice --Lt. Dalton was not to leave the building for less than an emergency, that she'd have an escort if she did have reason to leave the building, and that the escort would remain with her at all times until she returned to the building. He added, "She's not in trouble, but she might be in danger, Major. Make sure whoever escorts her is really on his toes." 

    Genuine concern, or just masking suspicion? Didn't matter. I hung out near the ceiling as he made another call. 

    "Fred," he said, "Something's come up. Come to my office." A bird colonel appeared some minutes later and came to a halt by Mason's desk. The men didn't exchange salutes, which told me that the colonel -Brant, by his nametag --wasn't just another brass hat. 

    "Fred," said Mason, "You may want to sit down for what I'm about to tell you," then he related what Dalton had told him, showed Brant the printouts, and ended with, "Do you know anything about this Sgt. Levine?" Brant sat through it without interrupting, then said, "No, sir. Levine disappeared during what sounds like an off-the-books op to me, and it sounds as if Markham has become more agency than Army. It's common knowledge that he's going to take early retirement next year and go to work for them. With that in mind, I'd say he'd probably do just about anything they want to make sure nothing gets between him and his next job." 

    Mason nodded. "I expect him to be here shortly, so I'd like you to stick around." 

    "No problem, sir." 

    Poking some numbers on his phone, Mason asked someone to send up some coffee and rolls. He and Brant discussed the printouts and Dalton's story until Markham arrived at the same time as the coffee and rolls. Once the enlisted guy had closed the door behind himself and Markham had been offered a chair by the desk, Mason sipped his coffee and said, "Colonel Markham, have you ever heard of a Sgt. Levine?" 

    Looking puzzled, Markham asked, "Who, sir?" 

    "Levine. Maybe you saw his name on something?" Slowly shaking his head in apparent thought, Markham said, "The name doesn't ring any bells, sir." 

    "How about a team op on Tuesday night at a nearby farm? Does that ring any bells for you, Markham?" 

    Peoples' eyes change in various ways for lots of reasons; a couple of the primary reasons being the telling of a lie or a change of mood. Markham's eyes changed; they became blank blue spots in his face as he shook his head again. "No, sir. No bells." 

    "You signed him out for TDY. Don't remember that, either?" Looking enlightened, Markham back-pedaled with, "Oh, yes, the extra guys for the new PX's guard detail!" Switching to a concerned demeanor, he asked, 

"They aren't back yet? They were only supposed to be gone a few days." Mason glanced at Brant, who was sitting somewhat behind and to the left of Markham. Brant shook his head minutely; he wasn't buying something. His face expressionless, Mason returned his gaze to Markham and said, 

"Give us details, Markham. On TDY where, when, and to whom, exactly. All of it." 

    Glancing at Brant, then back at Mason, Markham asked, "May I ask what's going on, sir?" 

    "No," said Mason, "You may not. I want Levine in this office tonight, and if that's just not possible, I want to know where he is and why he's there." 

    "I told you, sir. The new PX..." 

    "That's not good enough, Markham. If you don't open up fast, you'll leave this office in handcuffs. How many of our people have you lent to the CIA?" Markham seemed to pale slightly and his blank-eyed mask slipped a bit. He recovered himself quickly and tried to look offended. "Sir, I object to..." Slamming a hand on his desk, Mason almost shouted, "Can the bullshit, Markham! If you won't talk to me right now, you'll by-God talk to the MP's before this night's over, I guarantee it! One more --and your final -chance, Markham. Answer my goddamned questions!" Sitting straight, Markham quietly replied, "I can see where this is going. I have a right to speak with a JAG officer, General. Until I've been assigned counsel, I invoke Article Thirty-one." 

    'Okay,' I thought, 'We've established that Mason and Brant are the nearest thing to good guys at that desk. Time to fire up the fax machine again.' 

    Whispering almost silently, I instructed the flitter to make the fax machine spit out the names, ranks, and serial numbers of all the TDY personnel it had found. 

    Some of them were undoubtedly on legitimate TDY assignments, but at least sixteen weren't. I'd let Mason and Brant sort things out. The men below stared transfixed as the unplugged fax machine came on and chuckled for some paper. Brant quickly got up and fed it a small stack of paper, then stood back as if watching a ghost at work. 

    "Jesus," muttered Mason, as the list appeared and slithered across his desk when it escaped the fax machine. "It isn't even plugged in, Brant." Looking somewhat spooked as he pointed at the sheet of paper, Brant nonetheless quipped, "Ask and ye shall receive, General. I'll be goddamned if I know how, but..." he stopped talking as page two began printing. 

    "There's more?!" yelped Mason. His wide-eyed gaze turned to Markham again and he said, "Markham, I'm not kidding. Forget the lawyers and start talking or I'm going to make your retirement disappear. The CIA doesn't hire jailbirds. You won't have shit by the time I'm through with you." Markham looked at Brant, who cupped a hand to his ear and asked, "General? 

I'm sorry, I didn't hear what you just said." 

    Mason remained focused on Markham as he said, "That's how it is, Markham. Your world is about to turn to shit if you don't start cooperating." It didn't take long after that. Markham didn't break down or anything as dramatic as that; he simply sighed and started marking some of the names on the printouts. 

    "These men," he said, "Call Harry Short at this number. He'll be able to have them sent back. I don't know about getting them here tonight, but within the next day or so." 

    "Will he be there now?" 

    Chuckling tiredly, Markham said, "He's always there. I don't think he ever sleeps." 

    When Mason called the number and asked for Harry Short, whoever answered must have put him on hold. A few moments later he introduced himself. 

    "Mr. Short, this is General Mason. That's right. Colonel Markham has confirmed a list of our people lent to you without authorization." After a moment, he said, "No, Mr. Short, I will not retroactively authorize them. I don't give a damn why you wanted them; you and Markham circumvented my command." 

    Putting his hand over the mouthpiece, Mason grinned and said to Brant, "He just asked me not to act like a prima donna about this." Brant returned an appropriately wry expression as Mason said, "Mr. Short, I understand that it can be difficult to recover people from field assignments on a moment's notice, so I'll make the following allowance; our people will be returned and recorded by our company clerk by five o'clock tomorrow afternoon. That's right, Mr. Short, it's a threat. I'll personally go up the line with this." 

    Apparently Short had some parting words, but Mason's only reply was a saccharine, "Thank you, Mr. Short. Goodbye." 

    Mason hung up the phone and sipped coffee thoughtfully for a moment, then handed the lists of names to Brant. 

    "Contact the CO's of any men on those lists who don't belong to our group." 

    "Yes, sir," said Brant, "Happy to do it." Turning to Markham, Mason calmly said, "You're restricted to quarters until further notice. Pray that all of our people come back healthy, because if even one doesn't, you're screwed." 

    Poking some buttons on his phone, Mason told whomever answered, "General Mason here. Give me your Duty Officer." A few moments later, he said, "Hi, Don. Send an MP to my office for Colonel Markham. He's not to leave his quarters until further notice and I want a man outside his door twenty-four-seven. That's right. He'll be eating meals in his room and his phone's to be disconnected immediately, if not sooner. If he needs to make contact with the outside world, he'll do it through my office unless or until charges are filed." 

    The guy must have asked a few questions. Mason said, "We won't know about any of that until tomorrow, Don. Let's just say that we're all hoping the news is good for different reasons. No, I won't go into it beyond saying that it currently involves only misappropriation and misuse of personnel and equipment." 

    A radio chattered in the corridor and an MP stepped into the room. He saluted Mason and said, "Major White is sending a man to replace me on watch, sir. I'm to escort Colonel Markham to his quarters and disconnect his phone in the hall box." 

    Nodding, Mason, said, "Good," then said to Markham, "Dismissed." Markham stood up with unconcealed anger, but didn't aggravate matters by not saluting as required. He rather stiffly preceded the MP out of the office. Brant pointed at the printouts and said, "I'd like to meet the guy who came up with this intel. Do you think it's for real?" Looking at the thin stack of paper, Mason nodded again. 

    "Yes. I do think it's real, Fred. The question is whether he truly intends to try to blow the place up. Also whether we'll be able to move in or be ordered to stand down again." 

    Grinning, Brant said, "I vote we stand ready and get there before anyone can issue an order to stand down, sir." 

    "Um," said Mason, sipping his coffee, "That's what I had in mind, too. I just wish we knew when --exactly --to be near the farm, dammit. All it takes is a phone call to stop us." 
Chapter Seven

    I'd seen enough and heard enough. Scooting out of the office through the open doorway, I had the board hug the ceiling and whispered, "Flitter, send the following message to the fax machine on General Mason's desk, please: 'The bunker will blow up tonight.'" 

    The fax machine chuckled and whined as it printed, then whirred out the rest of the sheet of paper. 

    Mason shoved it at Brant, then grabbed his phone. Within minutes, the building was a beehive of activity. With all the people hauling gear outside to vehicles, it was easy to slip out through an open door. Guiding the board up to the flitter through the darkening sky, I considered whether to open a can of soup. Yeah, why not? Might be busy later. I made a fresh coffee and shared some of my chicken noodle soup with Tiger as I reviewed the underground layout again. Some of the complex ranged widely under the dairy pastures, so night was actually the best time to blow the place; the cows would be in the barns. 

    Hovering above the brigade headquarters building, I considered the best way to gain entrance to the complex, then decided that using one of the tunnels might not be necessary. 

    The place had several large vents for getting stale air out and fresh air in. I checked one out on the screen and found it measured almost four feet wide all the way down. There were huge squirrel-cage fans at the bottom of each vent. 

    Good enough. I could have the flitter disable the fans, which might also be a way to cause an evacuation and keep Steph from harping at me about killing people. Hm. No, I couldn't; if all the fans went out at once, they'd know something was up. 

    Vehicles full of charged-up troops were forming convoys in the streets below. I noted that the natives looked on with curiosity, but kept well away from the military activity. 

    One by one, the convoys moved out in various directions, likely to confuse anyone watching, and simply wound their ways through the town's streets on a general course eastward. 

    When it was fully dark, I headed the flitter toward the farms and parked it above the barns, told Tiger which direction to watch, and slid off the deck on my board. 

    I almost flew past the vent directly above the ammo storage rooms without recognizing it; the damned thing had been disguised as a small tool shed, but it was right where the field screen said there should be a vent. Shearing through the padlock on the door with a field tendril, I let myself into the fake tool shed and sheared more padlocks off vent shutters, then told the flitter to disable the fan below me. 

    Changing the tendril to a directional light, I looked down the huge square hole. There was absolute darkness below the range of the light and I realized the same trepidation about being unable to see what was under me that I'd felt whenever I'd been on or in the ocean at night. 

    Oh, well. Reshaping my board to fit the hole diagonally, I lowered myself carefully into the darkness, sending the light tendril down ahead of me. The bottom rose to meet me sooner than I'd expected and I had to brake hard to stay clear of the unmoving blades of one of the big squirrel-cage fans. 

    Angry and questioning voices yammered somewhere beyond and below the fan. I decided to clear a landing zone by shearing through the fan's axle. When my cutting tendril caused the right side of the fan --the side on my right, anyway --to break loose with a loud 'bang!' and sag a foot or so, even the angry voices turned rather questioning. 

    The fan sagged ever lower as I sent the cutting tendril through the other end of the axle. That side, too, broke loose, and the fan's blade assembly dropped crashingly to the inside of its housing. 

    Sending a broad tendril of searing heat into the fan's motor made bearing grease, wire insulation, and even paint sizzle and burn. Men screamed below and suddenly the area was absolutely silent except for the pings of cooling metal. 

    I sheared off the bolts holding the back wall of the vent shaft and drifted out of the vertical tunnel into an alcove along a concrete corridor, just as shown in the flitter's pictures. 

    Getting my bearings, I headed for the nearest steel door, sheared through the latch and hinges and pulled it out of its frame, and found what looked like howitzer shells stacked like cordwood within a large room. Hm. Not the best place to start, really, since I had every intention of getting out of there alive. Howitzer shells? There'd been no big guns on the manifest. The baddies must be storing them for transport or stripping them for explosives. 

    Two men came out of an adjoining room and saw the damaged door on the corridor floor. I stunned them before they could shout or run. Moving down the corridor, I found rooms containing AK-47 and AK-74 rifles, ammo, and B-40 shoulder-fired rockets. Also not the way to get things started. I needed things with timers or remote controls or the means to make remote controls. 

    The ninth door I removed from its frame fell away to reveal something more to my liking; limpet-type mines with one-hour timers built into their casings. They were kind of heavy, so I laid a dozen of them on my board to carry them to the various rooms and concealed them where they seemed likely to do their best work in each room. 

    I set each timer for half an hour as I placed the mines. They'd go off at different times, but that wasn't important to me; getting the hell out of there was my priority. When the mines set off the bigger shells, a large chunk of farmland would head skyward in the blast. 

    When the last mine had been placed, I hopped on my board and hauled ass for the vent, but I found the alcove full of men gawking at the damaged fan and housing. 

    Did I care if they were caught in the blast? No. Did I care about the amount of flak I might catch from Steph later? Yes, indeed. I very much didn't want to lose her as a friend. 

    Reversing course, I went back to the limpet mine room and grabbed one, set it for a full minute, dropped it in the room, and hauled ass back toward the vent. 

    The region of the corridor behind me seemed to erupt and a solid wall of concussion and flame came rushing toward me and the men by the vent. Although the flames stopped well short of the area, the men shrieked and ran, just as I'd expected. 

    I was able to zip above the crowd and into the open wall of the vent. Nosing the board nearly vertical, I clung to it as it shot upward, counting to five before I reduced speed to a crawl in order to avoid slamming into the shed's ceiling. 

    Another count to six passed before I saw the shed just above me. Changing the board's direction, I shot through the shed's open doorway and headed back toward the barns as fast as the board would go. 

    On general principles, I didn't want to be in the air above the farm without the flitter's field around me. I've seen high explosives go off, and they can be pretty damned scary. 

    A four-inch-long shell fragment once traveled over half a mile and embedded itself into a tree near me. You don't forget things like that. 
Chapter Eight

    Short lines of tiny moving lights wove among buildings in the far distance. I considered having the flitter flash brightly once to provide them some extra encouragement, but that suddenly became altogether unnecessary. A large chunk of the turf on the east side of the road over a mile from the barns brightly erupted skyward in silence. A few seconds later, the sound of the blast reached our position. 

    Tiger's eyes grew wide even as his pupils contracted against the brightness. Cattle instantly panicked in the barns below us and people came flooding out of the barracks-like building between the barns across the road. Their shouts and screams were barely audible amid the ongoing eruptions in the fields. 

    Something big blew up out there, briefly illuminating a high spray of rock, dirt, and concrete flying in all directions, then a few more of those

'something big's' seemed to explode in a series before they all seemed to blow at once. 

    The ribbon of concrete road that masked the main tunnel seemed to swell upward and split, then there were several muted thumpings and quite a length of the road nearest to the crater forming in the fields seemed to rear up and topple slowly back upon itself. 

    That display seemed to convince some of the people below that the explosions were heading for the barn and a frantic exodus began in the opposite direction. 

    In truth, I didn't know how well the tunnel under the road would fare, either, and it bothered me that all the cows in the barn might be at risk, after all. 

    "Three and five suits on, board on," I said, and slid off the deck to fly into the barn through its open north doors. A couple of men were laboring as quickly as possible to open all the stalls as two more men shoved open the south doors that led to fields and pastures. 

    One man ran ahead to close the eastern gates to the grain fields and the cattle were channeled into the west pasture as they came galloping out of the barn. 

    A cow slipped and fell in the damp grass and the gate-guy ran through the oncoming cattle to encourage it to get up and keep moving. The cow balked, half-sitting as it bawled its panic to the world. I sent a tendril to sting a line along its butt and it was up and running instantly as yet another string of massive explosions rocked the night air. The strings of lights became bigger as they approached, then they veered off the road into the gated eastern grain field and milled around in about the same manner as the cattle in the western pasture as I returned to the flitter. A few of the vehicles were fire trucks and half a dozen ambulances were mingled in with US Army and Iraqi police HumVees and some armored transports. Troops and cops unassed the vehicles and began rounding up people around the farm buildings. 

    Sipping my cold coffee, I asked, "Well, Tiger, what do you think? Is it a pretty good show?" 

    He hopped to the farthest portside seat and intently watched one set of flashing lights on a cop car below us circle the fenced enclosure as he replied, "Yes, it's a very good show, Ed." Looking at me, he added, "It's much better than TV." 

    Ruffling his chin, I said, "Glad you like it, Tiger." I opened my mug to warm my coffee with a field tendril as another string of explosions thunderously ripped up a hundred feet or so more of the road nearest the crater. 

    It began to seem less likely that the tunnel would blow in the vicinity of the barns, and a quick tour of the barn showed me that all the stalls were now empty. 

    Returning to the flitter, I asked, "Flitter, do you have a sitrep on Tom Levine yet?" 

    "A sitrep, Ed?" 

    "Sorry. It means 'situation report'." 

    "Yes, Ed. Tom Levine is currently in a military vehicle en route to General Mason's office. His ETA is forty-one minutes." 

    "How is ol' Tom, flitter?" 

    "Tom Levine appears to be in good health, Ed." 

    "Thank you, flitter. You're very good at what you do." The flitter made no reply, of course. Compliments apparently didn't register with its programming as requiring replies. 

    Oh, well. I took a seat by the console, put my feet up, and sipped coffee as I watched the explosions taper off to few and far between, kind of like the last few kernels of microwave popcorn going off in the bag. I took the yellow paper with Janice Miller's phone number out of my pocket. Area code 802. That was Vermont, if I remembered correctly. It was nearly nine in the evening, Iraqi time; three in the afternoon, Vermont time. Conjuring up a field screen, I placed to call to Janice. The phone rang eight times before she picked up and said, "Hello?" in a somewhat breathless voice. 

    "Hi, there," I said, "Ed here. What were you doing, running around the yard?" 

    "Well, yes, actually. I'd decided to try to keep busy while I waited for word about Tom, and I was in the garden when the phone rang. Have you heard something already?" 

    "Yup. He was on TDY, as advertised, and there was a snafu of sorts. Someone marked him AWOL, then changed it. He's okay and should be arriving at brigade headquarters in an hour or so. Want the number? It's kind of long distance." 

    "Yes!" she almost shouted, "Are you sure he's okay?" 

    "That's what I was told, Janice." I looked up the list of main numbers at brigade headquarters and read two of them off to her, then said, "He bunks in the basement there. That's all I have for you, ma'am. If you're all set, I have to hit the road. Gimme a holler if you're ever in my part of Florida." 

    "But... Uh, Ed... Is there any way I can repay...?" I laughed, "You did it twenty-two years ago, Janice. You were pretty good company. Later, milady. Call Tom." 

    Poking the 'off' icon, I sipped coffee. No more explosions rattled the night and things on the ground seemed to be well in hand. 

    "Flitter, please send copies of the data concerning all the underground farm complexes to Dalton's office computer. Put them in a folder titled 'Ammo Bunker Farms in Iraq' so she won't have to hunt too hard for them. Where's Dalton now?" 

    "She's in her BOQ room, Ed." 

    "Does the room have a phone?" 

    "Yes." 

    Calling up a field screen, I said, "Ring it for me, please." When she answered with, "Lieutenant Dalton," I said, "Hi, there, LT. I'm the guy who dropped by your office this evening. I just sent the intel on the other farms to your computer." 

    "What? But... my computer's off. How?" 

    "The same way I sent it to your fax machine, of course." 

    "Uhh... Why? I thought you wanted to find Levine first." 

    "Found him, ma'am. He'll be at brigade HQ shortly. The deal's done and you're on your own with the other farms. Trade hard, lady. Make 'em give you a silver bar. Bye." 

    "Wait! Who the hell are you?!" 

    I laughed, "Oh, come on, LT, you know better. Have a good evening," and disconnected. 

    "Ready to go home?" I asked Tiger. 

    His right ear flicked back in a feline equivalent of a shrug. 

    "Okay," he said, hopping onto the console. 

    "Flitter, back to the house, please." 

    As we launched into the night sky, I loaded my latest book-in-progress and started preliminary editing. That's when, of course, Steph appeared by the console. 

    Tiger yowled a greeting and she returned it, then she looked at me and smiled. 

    "Hi, there," I said, "Did you shorten your skirt, milady?" Sighing expressively, she replied, "No, I didn't. You're thinking wishfully again." 

    "You understand me too well, ma'am." 

    "The processing upgrades helped, I'm sure. You tend to go for the quick solutions, don't you?" 

    "Me?" Thumbing back over my shoulder, I asked, "Oh, you mean that little ruckus back there?" 

    With a snicker, she said, "Yes, Ed. That little ruckus back there. Do you have any idea of the range of repercussions you may have set in motion?" Shrugging, I said, "Farm searches for weapons bunkers. Questions about why the farms have never been searched. TDY investigations. Probably a series of hostile audits and publicity for some Arab multinational corporations that appear to have ties to terrorism. Public examinations of Saudi financial interests and motivations. Possible promotion consideration for a lady lieutenant who was probably doing all the real work in her office anyway. One very relieved mother of an Army sergeant. Other than that, probably not." 
Chapter Nine

    Steph's left eyebrow went up as she took a seat beside me. Tiger immediately abandoned his dashboard post for her lap. I sipped my coffee and put my feet up. 

    Linda hadn't called me yet. I found that somewhat disturbing. I had no doubt that she knew exactly where I was and what I'd been doing. I also had no doubt that she'd have disapproved the venture if she'd known about it ahead of time. 

    With a small grin, Steph asked, "Have you been wondering why you haven't heard from Linda?" 

    "Yup. Have you added telepathy to your many skills?" She shook her head slightly and smiled as she scuffed Tiger's chin. "It just seemed likely." 

    "Any idea why she hasn't called?" 

    Calling up a field screen that displayed the farm we'd just left, Steph said, "No. By the way, your ruckus isn't finished." On the screen were people in uniform herding people who weren't, cows still spreading out into a pasture, and a fat column of smoke coming from the crater, vaguely illuminated by a dull glow from below and lights from the vehicles. 

    The bottom of the smoke column suddenly turned a nasty green color, then a bronzish-yellow, then an explosion that dwarfed all previous explosions caused a geyser of semi-solid matter and flame. 

    Something odd happened to a nearby board fence; it seemed to arch upward. The ground for a hundred yards or so around the crater suddenly seemed to form a mound, then the top of the low mound sprayed itself into the sky. A new, much wider column of smoke rose that had a whitish cast to it at first, then it began to darken and a grey fog of some sort started oozing out around the edges of the crater. 

    The fog didn't spread far before it dissipated, but it looked rather evil to me, like something you'd expect to see in a horror movie. The smoke turned dark and I glanced at Steph. 

    "Ammonium nitrate?" 

    She nodded. "Several tons of it, stored in separate rooms. Your explosions ruptured the walls between them." 

    "Huh. Too bad I didn't think of that. I didn't bother looking beyond the artillery rounds and mines." 

    "It was on the manifest the flitter made for you." 

    "Yeah, as fertilizer. Those rooms had their own surface access ramps and vents, all the right spreader equipment was there and had obviously been used recently, and with all those acres of pastures and crop fields to cover, it just didn't seem unusual to me that they'd have a lot of the stuff on hand." Shrugging, I added, "Besides, the military stuff made a big enough bang to start some investigations. I'm just glad nobody was killed. I was worried about how you'd take that." 

    Steph gave me a long, quiet look and said, "Ed, there were eleven casualties from the explosions. Did you really think such people would immediately evacuate, leaving their precious weaponry behind?" 

    "Guess I did. And apparently most of them did leave, or there'd have been a helluva lot more casualties. My biggest worry was how you'd react, ma'am; I expected you to give me a hard time about it. How come you aren't doing that?" In a mystified tone, she said, "I see no reason to lament the deaths of terrorists or their supporters, Ed. My programming precludes only causing or allowing death or injury to humans within the scope of my control or responsibility." 

    Blink. Stare. Duh. Okay, so I'd been laboring under a misconception. On the Iran mission, I'd been prevented from harming people because Steph, Sue, and Elkor had been part of that crew. In this op, I'd been acting alone. With a small grin, Steph commented, "You look relieved." I gave her a droll look. "Only because I am. How do you think Linda will take it?" 

    Shrugging, Steph replied, "Poorly, I'd expect, but your actions haven't fallen within her range of responsibility, either, and she's capable of distancing you immediately." 

    'Distancing me.' That could only mean that... "Steph, the retirement papers I filed and rescinded back in 2000 are still in Linda's desk, aren't they?" 

    Steph nodded. "Yes." 

    "That means the dates have been blanked for future use." 

    "Yes." 

    "Oh, well. She likes to keep an ace or two in reserve. How's your PFM and robodoc business going, milady?" 

    "Very well. I decided to promote robodocs for another year before releasing PFM's to the public." 

    "Reason?" 

    She paused before answering, raised her chin slightly, and said firmly, 

"To establish... beachheads, if you will... of field technology use in order to create controversy and develop a worldwide public awareness and interest in other, non-medical field technologies --PFM's in particular --that will deliver an estimated seventy percent immediate market saturation upon release to the purchasing public in western nations." 

    Grinning at her board room poise and delivery, I said, "Yeah, a few miracle healings might do that. How many robodocs are up and running?" 

    "Three. Two in Angola and one in Namibia in order to make best use of Andrew's experience and his contacts in Africa." 

    We chatted for perhaps another hour before the double-chime signal I'd assigned to Linda's incoming calls sounded through my implant. Steph asked, "Do you want me here for this?" 

    "Not visibly, but I'd like you to monitor the call." Nodding, she vanished, but her presence remained and she gently lowered Tiger to her seat. 

    Keying up a field screen, I answered, "Hi, Linda." Tiger stood up to greet Linda as her face appeared on the screen, but he hesitated. She obviously wasn't happy. For long, silent moments, Linda's eyes seemed to study mine as if searching for something, then she spoke. 

    "Hello, Tiger. Ed, are you prepared to explain what you've done today?" 

    "Sure. I looked into something for an old friend and found something else. The 'something else' blew up and now a bunch of people can search farms in Iraq." 

    In a tight tone, Linda said, "You used a flitter and fields, Ed. People will automatically assume 3rd World was involved." 

    "Doubtful. By now you have a report. Was I mentioned by name? Did anyone see any field tricks or a flitter?" 

    She glowered at me as she answered, "There are people who might deduce your involvement." 

    "And you control them all in one way or other, milady. Anyone else will see what's going to be on the evening news, and the Army and the CIA will take the credit for everything. You're the only one who knows for sure." Linda's glower didn't lessen a whit as she said, "Okay, then." She smiled and said, "Goodbye, Tiger," then snapped, "Later, Ed," and poked the 'off' 

button. 

    Tiger looked rather confused. Steph reappeared and gave me one of those highly critical looks; a kind of worried sidelong grimace with big eyes. 

    "You could have been more tactful with her, Ed." 

    "Nope. She opened with a challenge and closed without argument. All she wanted was a quick --and indisputable --explanation so she'd know what to expect during the day. By now she's likely messing with some other issue." Steph stroked Tiger for a moment, then nodded. "You're right. She just called Lisa Morgan into her office." 

    "Lisa's in trouble?" 

    "No, she's pregnant. They're discussing her transfer to the asteroid station." 

    I grinned. "Good move. The public schools down here suck." Giving me a 'you're being tiresome' sigh, Steph said, "Her husband's transfer came through in June. She's going there to be with him." 

    "Kinda figured that. Well, I guessed it, anyway." My house came into view as we plummeted toward the ground. Tiger stood up and happily yelled, "We're home!" 

    Hm. He didn't usually do that after a run in the flitter. Knowing the answer, but offering him a chance to express his thoughts on the matter, I asked, "Tiger, were you very bored during this trip?" He turned to look at me as we landed. "Yes." Hm, again. This coming from someone who seemed to spend most of his time asleep on the couch. 

    Shrugging, I said, "You could stay home next time. Come along on the short trips." 

    Glancing at Steph for some reason, he returned his gaze to me and replied, 

"Okay," as the flitter landed. Steph zapped herself off the flitter and Tiger jumped into her arms, so I grabbed my backpack and headed for the front door. As I saw the stacked cases of extra drinks and snacks I'd bought before leaving for Iraq, I briefly wondered what to do with the stuff, then wadded up and tossed that thought; they'd all be used sooner or later. I dumped my bag on the couch and headed for the kitchen to make a fresh coffee, noting the flashing red LED on my answering machine. Sending a field tendril to push the 'play' button, I pulled the top off my mug and rinsed it as I listened to the first two recorded callers hang up. The third caller was Toni, who said, "Hi, Ed. I'd like to set up a playdate. It's a company thing in a park next Wednesday evening. I know it's short notice, but there'll be free food, beer, and all that." Pausing, she sighed and plaintively added, "If you can't go, I'll have to use Louis. Call me, please?" 

    Laughing, I finished making my coffee and conjured a field screen to call Toni. 

    "Hi, there," I said when she answered, "A company thing in the middle of the week?" 

    "We're getting a new VP," she said, "It's a softball game in her honor. Or something like that. Hell, I don't know; all I know is that anyone who doesn't show better have a good excuse." 

    I laughed, "And if I don't go, you'll have to use Louis?" 

    "I didn't mean to make it sound like that, but... Well, yes, I did, really. Louis isn't convincing enough as a boyfriend and he's way too fond of beer. He might say or do something stupid or puke again like he did last summer." 

    Her last sentence brought the words and music of 'Twist Again' to my mind, but with a twist of their own; 'Hey, let's puke again, like we did last summer...' 

    Poor Louis had downed one --or maybe three? --too many beers and tossed his lunch on the hood of someone's car, then found what he'd thought was a good place to pass out. Someone found him as the event was closing; he was still drunk, still very sick to his stomach, and covered in poison oak. 

    "Okay," I said, "I'll save you, ma'am. What time?" 

    "I'll have to be there around six. If it's as much fun as the last time, we'll probably be able to hit the road after an hour or so. Okay?" 

    "Sure, lady. Unless something comes up, I'm in. If the food's good, I won't even charge you." 

    "Ha!" she snorted, "I should be charging you. I'll be wearing shorts. Hey, thanks, Ed." 

    "De nada. Anything for you, ma'am." 

    "Yeah, right. Oops, the bell. Tina's here. Gotta go. Bye!" As soon as I'd said, "Bye," her thumb hit the icon on her datapad. I let my field screen disappear. 

    Tina? The same Tina who'd argued with her about damage to Toni's car? 

Well, damn. She'd been ready to rip Tina's head off and spit down her neck less than a week ago. Maybe she wouldn't be calling for bail money after all. 
Chapter Ten

    Steph visited a little longer, then popped out. I cranked up the lawnmower and buzzed the yard generally flat before it got too dark, then headed for the shower. 

    After checking email and newsgroups, I worked a few hours on one of my three books-in-progress, then stopped. I just wasn't in the mood to sit and mess with words on a screen any longer. Wasn't in the mood for TV, either. My car hadn't been run in about a week; I'd moved it away from trees during hurricane Jeanne and hadn't got around to moving it back to the driveway. I decided to use it to check out a new bar south of town and maybe shoot some pool. 

    Some fifteen minutes later I found the place on the east side of US-19, but there was no median crossover. I went another quarter-mile and found a place to U-turn, then headed back to the bar just as a dark Corvette roared out of the parking lot. 

    The Corvette hit the broad drainage dip at the end of the lot, bounced hard, and leaped completely into the air, its big engine red-lining with a squalling howl. 

    When it landed --well into the second traffic lane of US-19 --its tires screamed and its muffler and some tailpipe clanged away into the night as the Corvette bottomed out on concrete in a splash of sparks, then rather loudly rocketed across the remaining two lanes, reached the slightly raised median strip, and went airborne again. 

    Before it left the ground, the Corvette's rear wheels spun furiously in the median's damp grass and its rear end slewed hard to the right. The driver apparently tried to steer out of the skid; his front wheels were still turned sharply in the wrong direction when they slammed back down to the concrete of the highway. 

    The left front tire blew on impact and that wheel snapped flat on the ground and wedged beneath the chassis. The Corvette's rear end blastingly pivoted the rest of the car to the left and the crippled vehicle spun halfway around as its forward momentum carried it grindingly across the remaining lanes and into the drainage ditch. 

    The Corvette slid sideways down the slope and into the ditch with a tremendous splash. The roaring engine stopped as a high wall of water rose to drench the road. 

    A car on US-19 braked sharply as it approached the scene. The Corvette's skyward-facing passenger door opened and the driver climbed out to stand on the car, briefly illuminated by the passing headlights. 

    Correction to my previous supposition; the driver was female. Very female, by her outline. Before she jumped down, I noted that she had shoulder length hair and wore either jeans or slacks below a dark blouse. She started running along the shoulder of the road behind the passing car, closing the gap between them, but the driver hit the gas and left rubber pulling away from her. Instead of slowing to a walk or a stop, the woman kept running at full bore, her long strides quickly carrying her well down the road. 

    Sometime during all that activity, I'd pulled my car off the road as I'd watched the show. Noise ahead made me look away from the running woman. People swarming out of the bar headed for their cars or ran across the highway after the woman. Wowsers! That ol' girl must've really punted that anthill! 

    One of those 'sport' vehicles --an SUV with that phony 'toughened' look about it and oversized tires --blasted out of the parking lot, went airborne briefly at the dip, and screamed across the highway and median after the running woman. 

    The SUV screeched to a stop just barely behind her and its headlights spotlighted her as a guy leaned out of the driver's window. He shouted something that sounded pretty hostile. The woman shouted something equally hostile back at him and raised both hands at almost shoulder level. Was she begging him not to run her down? She shouted something in an angry tone. Nope. She was more likely giving him the finger. He yanked his head back inside the vehicle and the SUV lunged forward at the woman as he gunned it. I thought he might only be trying to scare her, but the SUV blasted through the space where the woman had been standing and continued on for some distance before it again screeched to a halt. The driver's door opened and a man started to get out, then he apparently changed his mind and began backing the vehicle along the shoulder. 

    'Holy shit, he ran her down!' I thought, steering my car back onto the highway after a truck had passed. I eased across the median strip, waited for a southbound car to pass, and headed toward the area where I expected to find a mangled body. 

    Someone from the bar had the same idea and nearly rammed my car when his wheels left the median grass and got a grip on the pavement. As I put on my flashers and stopped, he rushed past me, apparently heading for the SUV. When he saw the other car hurtling toward him, the guy in the SUV put it in drive and hit the gas. Both vehicles howled away into the night as I got out of my car and looked for the woman. 

    I searched the embankment and ditch to the north and south, but didn't see her. To the east, across the ditch, was nothing but a three-strand barbed wire fence in front of some typical Florida pine forest and underbrush. Other people had come running from the bar, making their way toward me between passing cars as they crossed the eight lanes of highway and the median. 

    Some of those people used their cars to illuminate the drowned Corvette and its surroundings, turning on their flashers to warn oncoming drivers. Good enough. I eased back onto the road and continued to the U-turn, then returned to the bar. 

    Someone shouted at me and came running back across US-19 as I pulled into the parking lot. I ignored him and put my car in a slot, then got out as he pantingly approached me. 

    He yelled, "Why the hell did you come back over here? Your lights were..." Holding up a hand and pointing with the other, I cut in, "There are four other cars over there. You don't need mine." 

    "But you were already there, dammit!" 

    "I'd rather be here." 

    I looked back across the highway, where there were now seven cars. He angrily tried to knock my keys out of my hand. 

    As he quickly stepped back, I stunned him with a tendril and watched him collapse to the gravel, then glanced around and spotted a woman standing in the bar's doorway. 

    Thumbing at the guy, I said, "He fell down, ma'am. You might want to call somebody." 

    She nodded and went back into the bar. I leaned on the trunk of my car and gazed across the road at the small herd of people searching the area for the woman --or her body, I supposed. They'd have seen the same thing I had; the SUV apparently running her down. 

    Cop cars came screaming toward the scene from the north and south. One of them stopped behind the cars illuminating the dead Corvette. Another one came sliding to a stop behind my car and a sheriff's deputy quickly got out to put two fingers on the side of the downed guy's neck. 

    Standing up, he snapped, "Why the hell are you just standing there?! What happened to this guy?" 

    "He came running across the road and stopped, then he fell down. I told some woman at the door to call for help." 

    "Did you check him out? See if you could help him?" Shrugging, I said, "I tried to make him more comfortable." The deputy glared at me and said something into his shoulder mike, then held a brief conversation with someone as he looked rather carefully around the parking lot. 

    Returning his gaze to me, he snapped, "Did you hit this guy?" Shaking my head, I said, "Nope. He was across the street with those people. He came running over here when I pulled in, then he just fell down." 

    "Will anyone else back you up on that?" 

    "A woman was standing in the doorway when it happened." I thumbed over my shoulder at the bar's open doorway and the cop asked, 

"Did you see this guy pull in?" 

    Looking back, I saw the same woman nod again as she said, "Yeah, I did." Pointing at the man on the ground, the deputy asked, "Did he hit that guy?" 

    The woman looked at the deputy as if he'd lost his mind and said with a heavy Alabama accent, "Hell, no, he didn't hit him! Jack was a-runnin' and a-yellin' and... well, he prob'ly just up and passed out, the damned fool!" 

    'The damned fool' started to wake up and moaned. The deputy turned away from the woman and me to tend him. I headed into the building past the woman. No thrill. The place was clean and neat, but amounted to just a couple of pool tables, a short bar, a twelve-by-twenty dance floor, and a lot of chairs around tiny tables. 

    Behind me, the woman asked, "You wanna beer?" Turning to her, I asked, "Do you have Ice House?" As if I'd somehow qualified for her list of 'damned fools', she snorted, 

"Sure, we got Ice House. Buck-fifty. You want one?" Nodding, I replied, "Okay," and watched her head for the bar. She was about forty, dirty blonde, too slender for my taste, and had a no-nonsense stride to match her general attitude. 

    Following her, I put two bucks down when she set the bottle on the bar, then sipped my beer as I looked around the place again. Still no thrill. I winced as the juke box finished one whiny country song and loudly cranked up another one, apparently about two people who drank themselves to death over each other. 

    "You don' like the music?" asked the woman. Returning my gaze to her, I said, "No, I don't. I can't figure out why anyone would pay to hear something like that, either. It's not particularly conducive to having a good time." 

    Peering at me, she thumbed a remote and the whiny music stopped as she rather warily asked, "You a friend of Donna's?" 

    "Nope. Who's she?" 

    "The woman who started all the shit in here awhile ago." 

    "Ah," I replied as if enlightened, "Nope, still don't know her," and took a sip of beer as I studied the pool tables. 

    Interesting inconsistencies catch my attention. She had a thick cornpone-Alabama accent, but she'd said 'the woman who' instead of 'the woman that'. 

    There were a few cardboard coasters on a stool and the floor near the bar. I leaned to pick them up and put them on the bar, then sat down on the stool and took another sip of beer. 

    After eyeing me for some moments, the woman asked, "You don't care what happened? Why that guy went chasin' after her like a damn pit bull pup?" I set my beer on the bar and met her gaze as I asked, "How would knowing that be of any particular benefit to me?" 

    She laughed, "You talk funny, but you got a point, there." Glancing around the well-stocked bar, I asked, "I talk funny, huh? Is this really your place? I mean; your place, as opposed to your husband's place?" Her eyes narrowed. "Yeah. My place. Nobody else's. I bought it and fixed it up with my own money." 

    "Then how about dropping the hillbilly act, ma'am? You're bright enough to open and run this bar, so I'd bet you can speak English as well as just about anyone else." 

    Instantly bristling, the woman glared at me for a moment, then a wry grin appeared. It didn't amount to much more than a tiny smile, but it was there. 

    "Okay," she said, without any discernible accent at all, "Just for you and only until everyone comes back from trying to find Donna, then it's back to good ol' down-home hootin'-holler Alabammy for me. That's what they expect to hear." 

    Tipping my beer to her, I said, "I'll keep your secret, milady. I promise." 

    She laughed, "You'd damned well better. Tell me something; why aren't you at least curious about what happened in here earlier? I saw you drive across the median to follow her." 

    "I might have been able to help, but she disappeared, and whether she's plastered across the grill of that SUV or hiding in the woods, I'm better off in here with a beer. Everybody else can feed the bugs and gators and wade around in high, wet grass in the dark." 

    Laughing again, she asked, "Do you think they'll find her?" Sipping my beer, I said, "Nah, I kinda doubt it." 

    "Why?" 

    Grinning, I aimed my beer at her and replied, "Because you know her and you don't think they'll find her, either." 
Chapter Eleven

    She grinned and shifted her position to lean both elbows on the bar, then said, "Maybe I just don't like her much, don't care if they find her, and don't want her coming back in here." 

    I met her gaze for a moment, then shook my head. "Also doubtful, ma'am. I can't say why, but I don't think that's it. It just doesn't ring quite right." With a short laugh, she stood straight and extended a hand across the bar. 

"I'm Jenny." 

    Taking her hand, I said, "I'm Ed." 

    "Well, Ed, you're interesting. I can't say that about most people, so your next beer's on the house if you stick around." 

    Retrieving her hand, she strode to the front door just as the deputy and the guy I'd stunned --Jack --came in. 

    I ignored them and headed for the juke box, but the deputy snapped, "Hey. You." 

    When I looked around, he was pointing at me. 

    "Yeah?" 

    "Get over here. Now." 

    I read his nametag and asked, "Is that how they taught you to deal with the public, Deputy Trask?" 

    He puffed up and snapped, "You don't wanna be givin' me any trouble tonight, dude! None at all, y'hear?" 

    "That works both ways. Give me a hard time and a lawyer will tear a fat chunk out of your wallet before he goes after your whole department." Jenny turned around and sighingly said, "Awright, now'at you two boys know where ya stand with each other, getcher bizness done an' get out. Ah got a bar t'run here." 

    The deputy stared at her as if she was nuts and started to puff up again. 

"You'd be smart to mind your own business." 

    Marching over to him, Jenny produced a business card with the sheriff's office emblem on it and quietly asked, "You know my ol' friend Dave Marks? 

If'n you don't, I'll be right happy to call him for you." I didn't know who Dave Marks might be, but the deputy obviously did. While he met her tight gaze briefly, he soon backed down and turned to me. Speaking tightly, he said, "Sir, I need your statement." The flags were down. It was time to meet him halfway. I said, "No problem," and walked over to take a seat at the bar. Some of the people who'd run out to the road trickled back in as we talked. The juke box launched into a more upbeat country song that had some of the people laughing and singing along with the chorus: "Hell, yeah! All right!" 

    Fifteen or so minutes later, I read the deputy's notes, used my pen to draw diagonal lines through the blank space at the bottom, initialed the lines, and signed the form. 

    Eyeing the lines, the deputy seemed about to say something, so I said, 

"It's an old Army habit. Never leave empty space on anything you sign." Once the deputy had gone outside, Jack thumbed at me and said accusingly, 

"Jenny, this guy just left her over there." 

    Sipping beer, I asked, "Did anyone find her?" He snapped, "Well, no, but..." 

    Interrupting him, I asked, "Then how the hell would you know whether I left her there?" 

    Jenny snickered and shook her head as she went behind the bar. Jack gave her a sharp, questioning look and asked, "What the hell are you laughing about?! Blaine tried to run her down!" 

    Shrugging, Jenny laughed, "Yeah, an' twenny people seen him do it, too, Jack. If'n he got her, it's murder. If'n he missed, it's attempted murder. He'll be pullin' some jail time, no damned doubt about it." Jack apparently thought our values were somewhat skewed. He stood up, shaking his head in amazement or disbelief, and headed for the restroom at a march step. Doing her best to contain her laughter, Jenny turned away so he couldn't see her face as he stomped past us. 

    I asked, "Blaine's what? A boyfriend or a hubby?" 

    "Her almost-ex-hubby. They got married when she still had a year to go in the Army. Things were fine while she was home on leave, but when she got out, she came home to nothin' 'cept him in bed with another woman. He'd sold everything they owned or put it all in his own name, and this isn't a community-property state. You finally gettin' curious?" 

    "Oh, yeah, 'fraid so. I have a feeling the events of this evening weren't all that spontaneous." 

    Jenny shot me a grin and set a new beer on the bar, though I still had half an inch in my old one. I downed it and gave her the bottle. 

    "Like I said," she said, "This one's on the house." 

    "Mind if I ask why? Just being interesting doesn't usually get me free beers in bars, ma'am." 

    Tossing my empty bottle in the trash, she replied, "Maybe you've been goin' to the wrong bars," and stepped from behind the bar to check drinks at tables. 

    I watched a tow truck haul the Corvette out of the ditch as I waited to play pool. Sometime later, I was more than halfway through my beer and I'd won three games of pool when something caught my attention without quite making itself obvious. 

    As I prepared to break the new rack, I pretended to study the angle and eyed the area behind the bar for a moment. A quick flash of light splashed out from under the door, but it wasn't as bright as you'd expect from a flashlight and it didn't stay on. The space below the door remained absolutely dark until the next flash. 

    Jenny was making her way between tables, taking orders and picking up empties. I tapped her arm as she passed and she stopped beside me with her tray of bottles and glasses. 

    "There's someone in the back room," I whispered. Her eyes locked on mine in a narrow gaze, then she quietly asked, "How did you come to that conclusion?" 

    Not a hint of hayseed in her speech. No games. 

    I answered, "Someone's using retinal afterimages to navigate. A short flash of light. Take a few steps or reach for something. Another short flash and back the way you came." 

    Her gaze never faltered during our conversation. 

    She said, "You sound as if you've done that, too." Instead of agreeing or denying, I said, "Just thought you'd like to know, ma'am. If you didn't already, of course." 

    Fiddling with the bottles on her tray, she said, "Yeah, I knew, but thanks, anyway," and moved on. 

    A few more games of pool later, I shot too hard on the eight ball. It rattled in the pocket I'd chosen and climbed back out, then the other guy managed to dunk his last three balls and the eight. Game over and I was out of beer. 

    Someone else put his quarters up and I headed for the bar to save Jenny a trip for my empty bottle. As I approached, she held up a fresh one and looked at me questioningly. I nodded and put my empty on the bar. Jenny used reaching for my empty to whisper, "Play along." I nodded. Loudly enough to be heard above the music, she asked me to help her take the trash can marked 'glass' out to the back porch. I agreed and joined her by the end of the bar. 

    We hauled the big 'tilt 'n roll' trash can to the rear door and she opened it with a key, then we hauled the can outside and set it to one side with another can like it. 

    My proximity bells went off while she was saying, "The recyclers come by on..." and I shoved her back into the bar as I pulled the steel door shut. She yelped, "What the hell are you doing?!" Holding up a hand, I said, "There's somebody out there. If it isn't Donna or a dumpster-diver, it could be trouble." 

    Sighing with apparent relief, Jenny said, "It's Donna. How the hell did you know she was out there?" 

    "Just did. Now what?" 

    Snorting a chuckle, she said, "Now we go back outside," reopened the door, and stepped onto the back porch. 

    Following her out, I stood beside her as she sent two low whistles into the woods behind the bar. Nothing happened and I studied the direction in which I felt a presence, then pointed at a spot and said, "Over there." A shadow detached from the trees and came forward, becoming a human figure in camo fatigues, black combat boots, and a screened camo hood as it approached. 

    I said, "You're dressed for hunting turkeys, ma'am." Stopping in front of Jenny and making no move to lift her hood, the woman asked, "Who's he?" 

    "Someone who figured things out," said Jenny, "What's the situation?" 

    "Things went as planned," said Donna, obviously reluctant to speak in front of me. "What was all that about just now?" 

    "He thought you might be a robber." 

    Turning a startled look on me, Donna hissed, "You thought... You couldn't have seen me. No way in hell." 

    Thumbing over her shoulder at the door, Jenny said, "I need to get back inside. Talk to him. I think he can help." 

    "But..." 

    "Just talk to him." she turned to me and said, "If anyone asks, I'll say you got sick out here." 

    "Gee, thanks. That'll do wonders for my reputation." She laughed and went back inside the bar. 

    I turned to Donna and said, "You're Donna. I'm Ed. What can I do for you, milady?" 

    "You can tell me how much you think you know." Nodding, I sat down on the steps and sipped my beer as I said, "You had a problem with what's-his-face and tonight you're getting even plus interest. Sound about right so far?" 

    "What else?" 

    "Not much, really. He'll go to jail for trying to kill you with an SUV. That'll give you time to do some stuff, even if he can make bail in a week or so. I'd say you're probably going to stick a divorce decree up his ass and light it." 

    Moving to stand in front of me, she pulled her hood off and shook her dark hair free, then ran her fingers through her hair as she said, "You got it. Let me have a hit of that beer." 

    Handing her the bottle, I watched her tip it so she could wet the rim, then wipe it with her shirt and take a drink. She stood about five-ten and looked thirty-five or so, with a nice face that had what I think of as

'character lines' --the lines that continual concern can etch into your face after a while. 

    I wondered when she'd gone into the Army, what she'd done while in service, and how long she'd been in. The Army prefers to recruit the seventeen-to-twenty-five crowd. 

    "How long were you in service?" I asked. 

    "Twelve years." 

    "That's half a retirement pension. Can you get back in?" 

    "Sure, if I don't wind up in jail, too. But not until I've cleaned that son of a bitch out." With a wry grin, she asked, "Want to buy a two-year-old Corvette?" 

    I laughed, "Oh, I think not, ma'am. You roughed it up some and I prefer a big trunk and four doors." 

    Donna took another hit of beer and said, "He bought it with my money. Sold my house and bought that goddamned car. I'm hoping there's enough left to..." 

--she stopped talking and her eyes met mine --"I just hope there's some left, that's all." 

    "Mind if I make a suggestion?" 

    She shrugged. "Go for it." 

    I took my beer back for a sip, then said, "You're missing. Stay that way for a day or two while you make a close recon. You can always say you ran like hell and hid in the woods." 

    "A close recon? You mean at my house?" 

    "Is that where he's staying? I thought you said he sold it?" 

    "He did, but he doesn't have to be out for another two weeks. Eighteen days, actually." 

    "Got a key?" 

    "Yes. I had extra keys made for everything." 

    "Any reason you shouldn't be in the house?" 

    "Not unless he files a restraining order while he's in jail." 

    "Got proof you belong there? ID with that address?" 

    "Yes. You want to see it?" 

    "Later. It's too dark to read. I'll make excuses and hit the road in a few minutes. Half a mile up the road there's an overgrown sign for 'Danielle's Restaurant'. If you aren't there, I'll open the hood and fake a stall. I have a bronze '84 Olds." 

    She took the beer back, wiped it again, and sipped it before saying, 

"Thanks, but I have a ride." 

    "Why would Jenny introduce us, Donna? Maybe she thinks I'd be more suitable for what's on your agenda." 

    "But why would you want to get involved in this?" I laughed, "Don't ask me stuff like that, ma'am. There's nothing I could say that wouldn't sound like a pass in your present mood." 

    "Try me." 

    Shrugging, I said, "Okay. I saw the way you... flew that Corvette... across the highway and put it in the ditch. Very impressive. Then you scampered down the highway and disappeared when he tried to run you down. I saw that area; there was no place to hide unless you made one, and I figure it was a covered pit on the far side of the ditch." 

    Her gaze hardened slightly, but she said nothing. 

    I continued, "You never intended to take that Corvette anywhere else; you just wanted to make damned sure he'd be pissed enough to come after you. Was the SUV yours, too?" 

    "Yes. He bought it so he wouldn't have to put too many miles on his egomobile, but he bought it with my money, so it's mine. He even bought a trailer for the damned 'Vette so he could haul it to shows." Reaching for the beer again, I took a sip and handed it back, then said, 

"Anyway... Seems to me you came here tonight to light the fuse and let him try for you in front of a bar full of witnesses. On top of that, he left the scene, so he became a fugitive. Now he's up to his ass in bad news and you'll have time to work on getting your world back." 

    Without bothering to wipe the top of the bottle, she took a drink, handed it back to me, and said, "You still haven't told me why you want to help me." Laughing, I said, "As someone once said to me, 'I wouldn't miss this trolleycar for the world.' It might turn out to be something of an adventure, ma'am." 

    Eyeing me, she asked, "That's it? That's all?" 

    "Well, I don't know you well enough for much else, do I?" 
Chapter Twelve

    The beer bottle was empty. I stood up, tossed it into the bottle can, and said, "I'll wait at the sign for half an hour." 

    "That doesn't give me much time." 

    Putting my hand on the doorknob, I replied, "I saw you run tonight, ma'am. You could do half a mile in five minutes without breaking a sweat." With a small salute, I left her on the porch and entered the noisy pub. Jenny waved a beer at me from her post behind the bar, but I shook my head and took a seat in front of her. 

    "I told her to meet me up the road in half an hour." 

    "Think she'll do it?" 

    "Won't know 'till she gets there. I'll give her an extra few minutes to talk to you about it." 

    Shaking her head, Jenny said, "No. There's a cop over by the pool tables. The guy in the blue shirt; he came in right after the other cops left. I'm here by myself tonight. If I take too long away from the bar, he'll know something's going on." 

    "How do you know he's a cop?" 

    "I've seen him before. My husband was with the sheriff's department for six years. Let me see your driver's license." 

    I handed over my license. She took notes and handed it back, then said, 

"Now your phone number." 

    Once she'd added that to her notes, she said, "Good enough for now," wrote a number on the back of a bar business card, and said, "My cell phone," as she handed it to me. 

    Putting the card in my shirt pocket, I asked, "Mind if I ask why you're handing Donna off to me?" 

    Jenny met my gaze and leaned across the bar to almost whisper, "I saw you on TV. When that boat went down in the Gulf. I know who you are." Shaking her head with a slight shrug, she amended, "Well, not exactly who you are, but I know you were out there and you helped people. I recognized you when you came in." 

    "You're sure about that, huh?" 

    She nodded and plucked at my shirt. "Oh, yeah. That ol' car threw me for a minute, but you're even wearing the same shirt you were wearing that night." Giving her a wry look, I said, "Maybe, but I have a bunch of them. Did you tell Donna?" 

    Shaking her head again, she said, "No. I would have, but I didn't get a chance." 

    "She may still be out back. I'd better get underway now." Seizing the flap of my shirt pocket to stop me, Jenny said, "I won't tell her. You want her to know, you tell her." 

    When I gave her a curious look, she said, "If you wanted people to know, you'd be driving that flitter thing around, not some eighty-something car." Letting go of my shirt, she made a little 'shoo-shoo' gesture with her hand. 

    "Now go help her nail that bastard and clean up her life." Straightening up, I replied, "Yes'm. On my way," and headed for the door. The blue-shirted guy Jenny had said was a cop watched me go by for a moment, then appeared to turn his attention back to the pool game. Once in my car, I kept an eye on the bar's door and windows as I used several moments to choose a CD from the packet in my console box and put one of the CD's in the dash player. 

    Sure enough, the blue-shirted guy moved into view in the window near the pool table, leaning on the wall as he sipped a beer and glanced at the parking lot. 

    The player had to read the MP3 directory on the CD, which took another few moments, then the Thunder Club mix of DaHool's 'Was Ist-Eichelruck' started pounding a dance beat. 

    I made a show of it. I cranked up the volume and kept time on the steering wheel, doing my best to look as if I'd just gotten fed up with country music and decided to split. 

    The guy was still at the window as I left the parking lot, which meant nothing. He wouldn't be the one to tail me; he'd call the info in and stay put. 

    Turning the music down, I gave matters some thought. By now the cops likely had... Blaine?... in custody. Nobody was still searching the woods across from the bar, but there was a cop quietly stationed inside the bar. That meant the cops had an idea that something more than a simple domestic dispute was happening or about to happen. They'd be searching for Donna if only to determine whether to charge Blaine with murder or attempted murder. I drove past the sign and up US-19 another two miles before I turned around and cruised back. The only northbound vehicles I saw were a couple of trucks, a motorcycle, and two cars, all of which seemed intent on getting somewhere further north at the posted speed limit or better. U-turning again at a crossover halfway between the sign and the bar, I keyed my implant to ask the flitter if there was anyone in the woods between the bar and the sign. 

    "Yes, Ed. A woman is in a position of concealment thirty-six meters from the sign." 

    Pulling up near the sign and fairly close to the underbrush behind it, I said, "Thanks, flitter," unlocked the rear passenger door, popped the hood release, and got out of the car. 

    Scanning the area, I felt a presence in a southeasterly direction and said, "Hi, there," before I moved to stand in front of the car. "I'll open the hood and mess with things while you sneak up to the car. The back door's unlocked." 

    I opened the hood and reached to touch the radiator's overflow bottle, then the alternator. Brush rustled beside the car and I saw Donna slip across the short open space to the back door, which opened and closed fairly quickly. Closing the hood, I walked around to get back into the car with a glance at the back seat. Donna --or at least someone about the right size, wearing camo fatigues and a hunting hood --was lying on the seat, almost invisible in the darkness. 

    As I started the car, I asked, "Where to, lady?" She replied, "Away from here is good enough for now," as I steered us back onto the highway. 

    "Then what? You'll have to go home sooner or later to get started on whatever you're going to do. Do you still have the clothes you were wearing earlier this evening?" 

    "Yes. Are you trying to get rid of me already?" 

    "Nope. Just thinking ahead a bit. You'll have to look as if you've had a hard night. Act kind of confused and frightened. All that kind of stuff." 

    "I know that. What are you trying to tell me?" 

    "Only that I think you ought to change into the other clothes so I can take you to a Denny's and buy you a coffee. We can call the cops from there." After a brief pause, "That's kind of what I had in mind, too, but not yet. Turn right on Denton Road. I want to have a look at the house before I do anything else." 

    She put some kind of a bag on the ledge above the back seat, then sat up behind it and looked around. After a moment, she lay flat again. The bag stayed where it was on the ledge. 

    Deep Dish's 'Renaissance-Ibiza' started playing and I turned it up a little. 

    From the back seat came, "What's that? I've never heard it before." 

    "A club dance mix. Like it?" 

    "It's okay. Yeah." 

    "Like it better than country?" 

    Donna snorted, "That was his thing. I listen to classical and rock. Turn left on Dwyer Lane. 15321. It'll be two blocks in." It was a pale yellow two story home with a double-wide garage and big bay windows trimmed in white. A fairly new-looking bass boat on a trailer sat in front of the wooden fence that ringed the back yard. To either side of the house were uncleared lots. 

    When I glanced in the rearview mirror, Donna was sitting up, hunkered behind the bag to stay out of sight of anyone who might be watching. I said, "Tell me something, Donna. Why was tonight the night to kick things off?" 

    "His lawyer left to visit her family yesterday. She'll be out of reach until Blaine gets out of jail or she comes back." 

    "Uhm... It's a cellular world these days, Donna." 

    "Not in some parts of North Carolina. One time the bitch told me her cell phone won't work up there unless she drives to the other side of the mountain." 

    "Is she the one he was in bed with when you came home?" 

    "Yeah. She's been helping him clean me out." 

    "Mind if I ask where you got all the money?" 

    "My dad left me almost four million. That's the main reason I left the Army. I was going to start my own business." Slumping down on the seat, she said, "Okay, let's get out of here. Head for the Denny's on County Line Road." I heard a big zipper slide, then a blouse and a pair of jeans were tossed across the back of the front seat. Various shufflings and a couple of thumps told me when she took off her boots, then I heard her military buckle clank and rattle and the sound of another, smaller zipper. 

    Men look at women. We can't help it. We don't even want to help it. I glanced in the rearview and saw her lie back to slide out of the fatigue pants. Nice legs, indeed. She grabbed the jeans and worked them up and on, then fastened them and sat up to put on her blouse. 

    In a caustic tone, she asked, "Enjoy the show?" 

    "Sure. Ever since I saw you run from that SUV, I just knew you had to have great legs, ma'am. Tell me something else, please; how come you didn't wait for the cops tonight?" 

    "They'd have given me a hard time about the Corvette and I wanted a look at some things." 

    "Weren't you living there?" 

    "Yes, but the boat was in storage. It's at the house now because he had it on the water today and got back too late." 

    "What's the big deal about the boat?" 

    "I think it's where he stashes the things I couldn't find in the house. His insurance that I'd cooperate were my stocks, bonds, bankbooks, and my mother's jewelry. He said he put everything in a safe deposit box, but he wouldn't tell me where. I called around. None of the banks had a box registered in his name, but there were two large ones registered in hers." 

    "The lawyer, you mean." 

    "Yeah. She helped him get into my bank account with a power of attorney. Esther --at the bank --knew I was in the Army, so she didn't question the need for it." 

    "Uh, huh. Let's get something out of the way now, Donna. I need some quick proof that you're actually taking your stuff back instead of just taking his stuff." 

    In the rearview mirror, I saw her face turn angry as she patted her pockets and snidely said, "Oh, so sorry! I seem to be a little short on proof at the moment." 

    Pulling into the rearmost corner of the Denny's parking lot, I said, "Not necessarily," and grabbed my coffee mug as I got out of the car and stood beside it. 

    Donna opened her door and got out, then asked, "What do you mean, 'not necessarily'? Are you about to offer to help me anyway if I do a little something for you?" 

    "Just stand by one. Flitter, come pick us up, please." Giving me a wary look, Donna backed up a pace and asked, "What? Who are you talking to?" Looking around, she amended her question as, "Or who do you think you're talking to?" 

    A strong gust of wind caught Donna off guard and nearly pushed her into me as the flitter settled to earth behind my car. She whipped around and stared, saw nothing, and turned back to me. I turned her back around and gave her a little push forward so she'd be inside the flitter's field. 
Chapter Thirteen

    Donna disappeared along with most of both my arms until I followed her into the field. She stood staring at the flitter as I stepped aboard and offered her a hand up. 

    For a long moment, she continued to stare wide-eyed and open mouthed at me, then she took my hand and stepped aboard. I told the flitter to take us up to five hundred feet, then led Donna to a seat by the console. Her dark blue blouse, jeans, and sneakers were generously anointed with mud, which led me to believe that my guess about her having concealed herself in a pit might have been right on the mark. 

    There were some long, tense moments of silence before she spoke without taking her eyes off the scenery below. 

    "Well, at least I know now why Jenny dropped you on me tonight. When did she call you? Yesterday or tonight?" 

    "Neither. She recognized me when I came to the bar." Turning to face me, she snapped, "What?! You mean you two didn't even know each other before tonight?!" 

    "I'm pretty sure that's what I just said, ma'am." Looking rather shocked and mystified, she asked in an outraged tone, 

"Then... then she just... handed me off to you... without even knowing who the hell you were?!" 

    "Same answer. Sorry 'bout that. If you're through being all freaked out, could we get down to business?" 

    Her gaze narrowed. "What business?" 

    "Jenny said, 'Go help her nail that bastard and clean up her life.' That business. Or do you need another few minutes to get your head back on straight?" 

    She took a cell phone and flicked it on with her thumb, stared at the screen, whacked the gadget on her palm, and poked the 'on' button again as she swore in a heartfelt manner. 

    "Hold one," I said, touching her arm to stop her from banging the phone again, "Flitter, let her make her call, please. Put a privacy field around her, too." 

    A translucent grey box appeared around Donna. It was just as well the box was soundproof; I saw her scream just as wholeheartedly as she'd cussed a moment before. 

    With a hand cupped to my ear, I grinningly mouthed, "Huh? What?" as her hand flashed out and met no resistance, plunging through the field. She froze, staring at her arm. 

    I reached to take her hand, pulled her forward a bit so her head was on my side of the field, and said, "It's just a fancy kind of phone booth. Go ahead and make your call." 

    She was trembling and her eyes were big, but Donna took a breath, nodded, and sat upright within the field booth. With a shaky hand, she poked the numbers on her phone and lifted it to her ear, glancing rather starkly at me as she listened. 

    Putting my feet on the console, I opened the cooler, took out a dr pepper and a can of tea, and offered them to her. She stared at the open cooler for a moment, then at me. I wiggled the bottle and can in a 'come on, pick one' 

gesture. She almost hesitantly reached through the field and took the can of tea. 

    Someone answered her call and Donna's attention focused on her conversation, which seemed to start rather stridently. As she set her unopened tea on the deck, I turned away from her and keyed up a field screen to check my email and get an update on a new Atlantic storm they'd named Lisa. Three hurricanes had already pounded Florida in the last two months or so. The last one --Jeanne, they'd named it --had been bad news, indeed, marching right across the the state. 

    The weather lady showed Lisa's location and the aimless, wandering track the storm had made so far, then she added the northward directional cone anticipated by the experts. 

    Yeah, right. With the last three storms, their projections hadn't contained a helluva lot of accuracy until the storms had been two days from shore. In fact, right up until a little more than a day before Jeanne had made landfall, they'd projected her to spin sharply northward and miss Florida altogether. 

    I glanced at Donna. Even as she stared wonderingly at my field screen, she was having a very animated conversation with someone, likely Jenny. She suddenly stopped talking, stared at her phone and exclaimed something, then put the phone back to her ear. 

    After a moment, I saw Donna say something like, "Yeah, but...," then she listened some more. Maybe ten seconds later, she sighed, turned off her phone, and sat with her forearms on her knees for a time, then she looked at me. Her gaze was critically appraising. I told the flitter to cancel the privacy booth and asked Donna, "How'd your call go?" Reaching to touch the air where the field had been, she mumbled, "Ah... Okay. I guess." 

    "Then put your right hand on the flitter's screen and say your name, Donna. Last name first." 

    She turned away from staring over the side to stare at me and asked, 

"What? Why?" 

    "It'll match your prints with your military records." She gazed at the console screen and said, "Oh. Is that what you meant about proof?" 

    "Yup." 

    She placed her hand on the screen and said, "Perrin, Donna Louise," and I told the flitter to match her up. When her military records and picture appeared, I said, "Good enough. You're you. Now tell it your dad's name and everything you can remember about bank names, stocks, bonds, and all that." She did that, too, clarifying or spelling where necessary, and at the end of about fifteen minutes, she said, "That's about all I can remember, I think." 

    Nodding, I said, "Should be enough for a good start. Flitter, run a search on that data and show us the most comprehensive financial report you can manage on this lady, starting with the month before her inheritance, please." Yeah, it was all there or it damned sure seemed to be. Piles of it. Miles of details. Screenful after screenful of financial data. I studied the stuff for a moment, then said to hell with it. 

    "Flitter, boil it down for me. What was her net worth before her inheritance, after her inheritance, and what's she worth tonight? Try to make it all fit readably on one screen, please." 

    "I can present approximations," said the flitter, and did so. Before: $121,302.41. 

    After inheritance: $3,884,397.87. 

    Tonight: $704,661.18. 

    "Damn!" I muttered, "They've been busy little thieves! The last two months account for almost all transactions. When did you get back in town?" 

    "Last week. I got here Sunday. Monday a guy called about buying some stock I'd never heard of. He said Blaine bought a thousand shares. I asked Blaine about it Monday night and got a load of bullshit, so I did a little research over the next two days. On Wednesday I discovered he'd bought the boat, the Corvette, and the SUV using one of my accounts. I confronted him and he gave me more bullshit about borrowing the money because he was having to wait for some investment checks to clear. That afternoon, he left for what he called an appointment. I followed him to a house in New Port Richey. Karen met him at the door in a red and black teddy." 

    "Hm. I wonder what her hold on Blaine is? What's to keep him from dumping her, too? He doesn't really seem the type for undying love or gratitude." Donna coughed a snide laugh. "No, he doesn't. You're probably wondering what the hell I saw in him." 

    I met her sheepish, grinning gaze as I considered that. No, I didn't give a rat's ass what she'd seen in him. Knowing that wouldn't be of any particular use in retrieving her money. 

    "No," I said, "Not really. That isn't useful info right now." Maybe she'd been in the mood to talk. Her eyes hardened a bit and Donna sat rather stiffly upright, then she reached for her unopened can of tea and used opening it and taking a sip to avoid looking at me. Speaking softly, she said, "You probably think I'm an idiot." Laughing as softly as she'd spoken, I replied, "Oh, no! Huh-uh! I've been there, too, ma'am. Once upon a time I fell hard for a gorgeous blonde and conned myself into thinking I could somehow find a way to fix an alcoholic." Glancing at her, I added, "No need to guess how that turned out. The problem on the table is how to get your money back. I think I have at least a partial solution. Flitter, regarding the accounts you just researched, please adjust ownership of those accounts so that Donna is the only registered owner or user and have new paperwork sent to Donna's home. Show us your progress on the screen." 

    Progress, indeed. What seemed to me to be virtually everything we'd been shown scrolled on the console screen for something like ten seconds, then stopped with a display of the final figures. Donna was suddenly worth

$2,943,806.11. 

    I said, "The post-inheritance number was 3.8 million. That figure seems a little short, flitter." 

    The flitter said, "I adjusted accounts regarding funds. This figure encompasses only unencumbered liquid assets." 

    Donna asked, "That means cars, boats, and houses aren't included, right?" 

    "Yes," said the flitter. 

    I asked, "Can you adjust ownership registrations on those items, as well? 

And add Donna's name on the lawyer's safe deposit boxes, so she won't have to get warrants to search them?" 

    "Yes." 

    As Donna gave me a sidelong 'what the hell?' sort of look, I asked, "Would you please do so, then?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Thank you, flitter." 

    Registration and charge-receipt changes appeared on the screen for a Corvette, an SUV, a hunting rifle, two pistols, a trailer, a house, a big motorcycle --which made Donna mutter, "I didn't know about that bike." --and a twenty-acre undeveloped property in North Carolina. 

    All of that brought the total up to $3,681,917.36. 

    Donna whispered, "My God, is this for real?!" 

    "Yup. All that stuff's officially in your name now, but we're still a couple hundred thousand short. Flitter, where did that money go?" 

    "Mr. Perrin made several cash purchases." 

    Sighing for Donna's benefit, I said, "Well, I kinda figured that, flitter. Assume that I wanted more specific info, please, and put the details of those purchases on the screen." 

    Donna snickered. "Not quite a perfect system, huh?" Shrugging, I answered, "Best available at the time. The one I had before left me to start her own business." 

    Laughing softly, Donna started to say something, then turned from the screen to stare at me. "It what?" 

    Sipping my dr pepper, I said, "My first flitter computer outgrew her job as my driver and I had to let her go. She started her own business." Blinking as if unsure whether to believe me, Donna again started to say something, stopped, and simply stared at me. 

Chapter Fourteen

    Apparently Donna decided I was kidding. She grinned, chuckled, and leaned back in her seat a bit. "You really had me going, there," she pitched her voice lower and mimicked, 'I had to fire her,' then chuckled again. 

    "That's not what I said." 

    Blinking at me, Donna asked, "Huh? Same thing, isn't it?" 

    "Nope. It's not even close. I didn't fire her, Donna, I just let her leave to be on her own." 

    Her eyes got a little bigger. "You mean... there's a... a supercomputer... uh... running loose... somewhere?" 

    Laughing, I said, "'Running loose' isn't what I'd call it. Like I told you, she started her own business after she moved out." She glanced at the console and asked, "Why do you call that one 'her' and this one 'it'? Shouldn't this one be a 'her', too, since she's running your...uh...flitter?" 

    Sipping my dr pepper seemed to remind her she had a can of tea. She sipped, too, as I said, "No. My last flitter computer constructed a female persona. She made herself look like a seventies movie star, in fact. This one is still an 'it'." 

    Eyeing the console for a moment, Donna asked, "Isn't replacing a flitter computer kind of expensive?" 

    I settled for the shortest possible explanation. With a shrug, I said, 

"I'm in an update program. You know, that was a pretty hairy stunt you pulled tonight." 

    "Are you about to ask a bunch of 'what if's', like, 'What if he'd gotten lucky with that SUV?'" 

    "Oh, hell, no," I chuckled, "That was simple admiration, ma'am. You set him up and knocked him down, and it would have worked even if Karen hadn't left town. After he'd tried to kill you, chances would be pretty good you'd get most of your stuff back in court sooner or later. All we did just now was short-cut the bureaucracy." 

    She'd been sipping her tea. Lowering the can, Donna asked, "Can your flitter tell us what's happening with Blaine?" 

    "Flitter," I said, "See if you can locate Donna's husband, please." The flitter instantly replied, "He's in the custody of the Pasco County Sheriff's Department." 

    "Damn," muttered Donna, "That was quick. Are you sure?" 

    "Yes," said the flitter. 

    Glancing at me, she asked, "Uh... how do you know, flitter?" 

    "He attempted to use a credit card to make a long distance telephone call from a commercial telephone within the jail facility." 

    "Was it a call to North Carolina?" asked Donna. 

    "Yes." 

    The flitter's answers seemed to irritate her. I chuckled as I put a hand on her arm. 

    "Gotta be specific, ma'am. If you want to know whether he got through to her, that's what you have to ask it." 

    With an exasperated sigh, she asked, "Was that call to North Carolina successful, flitter?" 

    "No." 

    "Then how do you know he's in custody?" 

    "That credit card was recorded as personal property when he was processed for incarceration." 

    Donna closed her eyes and took a breath, then asked, "Would it be too much to ask what they've arrested him for?" 

    "No, it would not." 

    Muttering a soft, but heartfelt, "Goddammit!" Donna took another breath and asked in a saccharine-sweet tone, "What did they arrest him for, please, flitter?" 

    The list of charges against Perrin ranged from attempted vehicular homicide and fleeing the scene of an accident to speeding and four counts of running stop signs. As an added bonus, the deputies had found one of the pistols he'd recently bought under his seat in the SUV. 

    "Hm," I said, "There's some kind of a grey zone in this state where using vehicles to kill people is concerned. They never just call it plain ol' 

murder." 

    "Doesn't matter," said Donna, "He's stuck there for a while and I'll have time to get a few things done." Guzzling the last of the tea in her can, she sighed deeply, stood up, and said, "And I guess I'd better get moving. Does Jenny have your number?" 

    "Yeah, she had me pegged the minute I walked in." Grinning, Donna said, "You know what I mean." Returning her grin, I nodded. "Yeah, she has it." 

    "Good. If you'll drop me off across the road from the bar, I can stagger in looking worse than this." She gestured at her clothes. "I'll tell a story about hiding in the woods, settle with the cops about wrecking the Corvette, and tomorrow I'll start doing whatever I have to do to make sure Blaine can't touch my world again in any way whatsoever." 

    "Don't forget to fill in your hidey-hole, ma'am. Wouldn't do to let the cops find it and decide you set him up. He'd still be in jail for the same reasons, but they'd look hard at you, too." 

    Shaking her head slightly, Donna said, "Already done. I backfilled the hole I used and created one in a brush pile for the cops to find when they check out my story. It's over a hundred yards into the woods from the real hole." 

    "Cute. How'd you manage to avoid leaving tracks?" She grinned. "I didn't. Those brush piles didn't exist until Tuesday. Jenny owns the land and the land's for sale. She hired some hard-luck guy from the bar to bush-hog some of the underbrush on Monday. He and his family cleaned up the area on Tuesday. I helped them for a while on Tuesday afternoon, so my boot tracks are all over the place out there." 

    "Ah. Speaking of boots --and camo hunting outfits --why not leave that stuff with me? It wouldn't look right if you got caught with it." Glancing at her bag, she said, "I was going to hide it beyond the... no, you're right. If they check my story, they'll search the area. Okay, you hold the stuff. I'll get rid of it later." 

    "Why get rid of it? They're your boots and fatigues and you just got out of the Army, so it's only natural you'd have them. The only thing I saw that wasn't GI-issue was the screen hood. I'll just clean everything and you can get it later." 

    Giving me a narrow look, Donna asked, "You're thinking I should come to your place to pick it up?" 

    Meeting her gaze, I replied, "I can just as easily drop the stuff at the bar, lady. What I was thinking was that you should probably keep it as a souvenir and a reminder." 

    Her gaze narrowed further. "A reminder? You think I'm ever going to let a man have that much control of my life again?" 

    "Flitter," I said, "Follow US-19 south about four miles, please. Donna will tell you where to let her off." To Donna, I said, "Whatever attracted you to him is likely to make someone else look just as attractive someday." As she was about to make a sharp rejoinder, I held up a hand and flatly added, "Save it, ma'am. I still have a noticeable weakness for smart, gorgeous blondes. All that trouble I had with the alcoholic one didn't cure me in the least." 

    Thumbing over the side, I said, "We're here. Where's your brush pile?" She'd been about to say something again, but even as her mouth opened to say it, her eyes registered our surroundings; the bar across US-19, first, then the woods to our right as she turned to stare around us. In a small voice, she asked, "Al... already?" 

    "Yup. Where do you want to be dropped?" 

    "Ah..." Looking around more closely, she pointed, "There's the pile over there. Set me down on the other side of it." 

    Once we were over the spot she'd selected, she turned to me and seemed to dither for a moment, then thrust out her right hand. I took it. Donna said, "I... well... Thanks, Ed. Really. Thanks so much for taking care of... well... just about everything, I guess. I was expecting to have to spend months trying to..." She sighed and said, "Oh, hell. Thanks, that's all. I really mean it." 

    Nodding, I grinned and replied, "It's been kinda fun, ma'am. Don't forget to check out Karen's safe deposit boxes." Pointing over our handclasp at her bag with my left hand, I said, "And don't forget to call about your laundry." She laughed shortly and agreed to do so, then leaned to give me a quick kiss on the cheek and hopped off the deck to the mucky ground near the woodpile. Donna gave me a little wave as the flitter lifted, then she froze and stared as the flitter's field moved beyond her and it seemed to disappear. A moment later, she shrugged, grinned and waved again as if on general principles, then moved to crawl into the brush pile. After fully covering herself, she roughly shoved the stuff aside and stood up, examined the scene briefly, then headed toward the highway. 

    There seemed to be something odd about her gait, then I realized that Donna was being careful not to march. Her steps were relatively small and she wove slightly along her path. 

    In an area where the grass and soil had been churned to muck by machinery and people, she dropped her cell phone face down in front of her foot and punted it gently to send it skidding six feet or so away. Scooping some mud from in front of her, she tossed the mud on the phone, then let herself fall flat, catching herself on her hands and knees and spending some time bumbling around in a pretend-search for the phone, her efforts carrying her within a foot or so of the mud-covered gadget. Apparently deciding she'd left enough evidence of having searched for her phone, she got to her feet and continued toward the highway. This is Florida, home to gators and several varieties of snakes that like high grass and dampness. I guided the flitter to hover above Donna, monitoring the area ahead of her. 

    At the highway's drainage ditch, she stopped and examined the water for a moment, then simply slogged through it. About halfway across, she stopped and seemed to be doing something with her feet. She emerged from the ditch and trudged up the slope to the road with only one sneaker. 

    Laughing, I muttered, "Good touch, ma'am. Showing up half-barefoot should engender tons of sympathy." 

    She looked like hell when she arrived at the well-lit parking lot. Her feet were encrusted with mud, her jeans were soaked halfway up her thighs, twigs were caught in her hair, and there was fresh mud just about everywhere on her from lying in the brush pile and 'searching' for the phone. As she trudged across the gravel, the bar's front door opened and about a dozen people rushed out, one of them being the cop in the blue shirt. While everyone bombarded her with questions, the cop quietly put an arm around her waist, held her other arm, and helped her up the steps into the bar. Within a few minutes, an ambulance and two police cars arrived. Maybe ten minutes later, some of the uniforms came back out with Donna and spread some cardboard boxes on the back seat of the lady deputy's car before Donna got in. The ambulance left, then the deputies, and the small crowd in the parking lot trickled back inside the bar. 

    "Flitter," I said, "I'll hop off now. When I do, return to your parking place, please." 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    Calling up my board, I said, "Five and three suits on," and slid off the deck to return to my car, drove home, took a shower, and went to bed. 
Chapter Fifteen

    My Friday began with a loud clanging, thumping noise that jarred me awake around seven-thirty. It took me a moment to realize that I'd heard a fairly heavy barbell hit a concrete floor. I went to the window and parted the curtains. 

    Behind my house, my neighbor was on one knee in his open carport, clutching the right side of his back and gasping. Uh, huh. Not the first time. Louis knew there was a chance his back would go out, but he kept messing with his damned weights. 

    His wife, DeeDee, came out the side door, stopped and appeared to make an exasperated comment, helped him to his feet, then helped him hobble into the house. 

    Sending a field tendril over there, I braced part of it on their car's bumper and used the end of the tendril to guide the heavy barbell, rolling it to the back of the carport so she'd be able to get their car most of the way in later. 

    DeeDee opened the side door again and stopped almost exactly as she had before, staring at the spot where the weight bar had been. She looked around, saw the bar against the rear wall, and stared some more. Letting the curtain fall, I turned away from the window to do something about coffee and breakfast. I was putting some bacon down for Tiger when the phone rang. It was Jenny. 

    "Hi, there," I said, "Aren't you up kind of early?" 

    "I haven't been to bed yet. After I closed the bar, I went down to pick up Donna. We've been on her computer all night, moving money around. I just called to say thanks before I hit the hay and try to get some sleep before two. Come on down to the bar tonight. Your beer'll be on the house. Bye!" Without giving me a chance to answer, she hung up. I sipped my coffee at the kitchen table and petted Tiger as I gave some thought to Donna Perrin. It seemed likely to me that a woman who could so quickly and effectively plan and execute her felonious husband's downfall would need something more out of life than a simple existence of indolent leisure. In its simplest use as working money, four million bucks could generate a lot of return --easily enough to live pretty well --but Donna was the dynamic type. She'd go nuts without a meaningful occupation of some sort. She'd spoken of starting her own business, but hadn't mentioned what that business might be. I wondered if she'd consider going to work for Steph or Linda. 

    I seem to maunder best on a keyboard, so I fired up my computer and composed a summary of the last evening's events. After editing it a few times, I told the flitter to grab a copy and send the note to Steph and to Linda's datapad. 

    Steph's presence materialized as I was turning off the computer. I said, 

"Hi, there," and got up from the desk. 

    Smiling, Steph said, "Hi, yourself, Ed. You seem rather impressed with Mrs. Perrin." 

    Leading the way to the kitchen table, I said, "Soon-to-be-ex-Mrs. Perrin, and yes, I'm impressed. I sent a copy of that note to Linda, too, in case you have a full staff." 

    "I don't really need her at this time, but I could create a position..." Shaking my head, I said, "Nah. It has to be real. It wouldn't take her very long to figure out she had a make-work job." Shrugging, I added, 

"Besides, it's not as if being between jobs for a while will be much of a hardship for her. She has a few bucks to tide her over." 

    "Indeed," said Steph, "But she might not have them if you hadn't intervened. Her taste in men appears lacking." 

    "That's due to a lack of training, ma'am. People are taught from day one to shop for a Mr. or Mrs. Right, but they aren't taught enough about how to shop for one." 

    Steph gave me a look of skepticism I'd seen often enough on Selena's face; a sort of eyelid-lowered, dubious sidelong gaze with a wry tightness to the mouth. 

    Nodding, I said, "It's true, milady. They have to teach themselves the job by doing it. That's why so many women seem to get stuck with lemons every time they go man-shopping. Most of them know as little about shopping for a man as they know about shopping for a used car. More often than not, they end up settling for something that seems to be close to what they think they want or need at that moment." 

    Snickering, Steph petted Tiger as she asked, "That's how you see it?" Shrugging, I said, "Sure. Think about it every time you see a tee-shirt that says 'So many frogs, so few princes'. What that ol' girl is actually saying is, 'I haven't given enough thought to what I truly want and need in a man and it doesn't really matter a damn 'cuz when I'm hungry I can't stick to my shopping list and I only shop when I'm hungry'." Steph laughed and asked, "Would you happen to have a similar theory concerning men?" 

    "A theory? No, just observations over the years. Guys grow up thinking it's macho to go out and get laid as often as possible and to duck marriage at all costs. Most of 'em'll poke any woman who's willing and the only list they ever assemble is a 'best' and 'worst' roster of half-remembered names and occasions." Chuckling, I added, "And diseases." Linda's two-toned chimes had sounded through my implant as I'd said the word 'diseases'. Steph grinned and disappeared. 

    I answered the chimes with, "Hi, Fearless Leader." 

    "Hi, yourself. I take it your note was a suggestion to check out and consider Donna Perrin." 

    "Yup. She's not just another pretty face and she may become available when she gets bored with being rich." 

    Laughing, Linda said, "Okay, I'll put Martinez on it, just in case. Will you maintain contact with her?" 

    "Could be. She left her laundry with me last night and we have a bartender friend in common." 

    "Her laundry? Oh, well, that pretty much guarantees another date, doesn't it? I hate to ask, of course, but since you've been in the mood to do favors for people lately, could you perhaps spare 3rd World --your employer, if you recall --some of your time this afternoon? Maybe even earn some of your pay?" 

    "Well, gee, I dunno, ma'am. What's the job?" With a chuckle, Linda said, "Nothing as dramatic as a rescue, I'm afraid. Three family members of a station employee are stuck in Atlanta. Flits one and two aren't available, but we'd like those people to stay on schedule." Hm. So now I'm a shuttle service. On the other hand, I remember how it feels to be stranded on a tight schedule. Oh, well; 3rd World pays the same no matter what I'm doing. 

    Linda started to say, "I know it isn't quite a thrilling adventure, but..." 

    Sighing dramatically for her benefit, I interrupted her with, "Oh, I guess I could find or make the time somehow, if I shelve a few of my less-critical projects." 

    "That's so good of you," Linda replied wryly, "Thanks ever so much. I'll make arrangements and call you back." 

    "Roger and wilco, Fearless Leader! Standing by, ma'am! You call, we haul! 

On time or it's free, by God! I'm at attention and saluting your picture at this very moment, ma'am!" 

    Snorting a sharp laugh, Linda said, "Oh, blow it out your ass, Ed. And thanks. Bye for now." She disconnected. 

    Tiger hopped onto the kitchen table and sat down. 

    I asked, "How would you like to go flying and meet some new people today?" He seemed to give the matter some thought, then replied, "Do they know I talk?" 

    "Linda didn't say who they are, but I don't think so." 

    "Good." He jumped down and went to his food dish as he always does before leaving the house. 

    "Tiger, we may not be leaving for a couple of hours and there's food on the flitter." 

    Looking up from his dish, he replied, "Okay," and continued nibbling. I thought perhaps he wasn't quite clear on what an hour was, but I didn't want to embarrass him by asking, so I said, "Linda will probably call around lunchtime." 

    Apparently my message got through. He hopped onto a chair and said, "I will wait." 

    Conversation with Tiger was sometimes a chore. Basics were easy enough, but the moment abstract concepts came into play, Tiger sort of zoned out. He understood 'a few minutes' or 'half an hour' to be a relatively short time, and he knows that a week is seven suns (that many of his toes), but I once made the mistake of trying to define months and years to him. I wound up trying to use seasons to define a year, but this is Florida. As Tiger says, "It is a little cold for a while and there are no little lizards, then it is hot for a much longer while." 

    Seizing the opportunity to close the discussion, I said, "Exactly! You've got it, friend Tiger! One hot time and one cold time is one year. The little lizards sleep when it's cold." 

    His right ear flicked back as he considered the information, then he said, 

"Okay," and hopped onto the window ledge to watch the lizards. Oh, well. At least he wasn't a TV junkie. 

    Linda called me back a little before eleven to tell me where my passengers would be waiting for me and suggest that I get them to Carrington in time for lunch. 

    "Sounds good to me," I said, "I like the mess hall." 

    "Dining facility," Linda corrected me. 

    "Yeah, that place. Who are these people? Bigwigs?" 

    "No, just family members who got stranded in an airport." 

    "Okay, milady. I guess I can lift off as soon as you stop gabbing at me." 

    "Over and out, then. Have a good trip." 

    She dropped the link. 
Chapter Sixteen

    I had Tiger in my arms, my coffee mug hung on a pants pocket, and my backpack on my left shoulder. We headed for the flitter as a silver SUV parked on the swale in front of my house. Donna got out, waved, and headed our way at a trot. 

    "Hi!" she said, "Jenny gave me your address. I'd have called ahead, but she said she didn't have your phone number." 

    With a smile and a shrug, I said, "She lied, ma'am," and noted her obviously brand-new sneakers, jeans, and her medium-blue blouse. Either her small yellow backpack was her purse or her purse was in it. 

    "Yeah, I know," she said, "Who's your little furry friend?" She was reaching to pet Tiger when he brightly said, "Hello! I'm Tiger!" Donna's hand stopped reaching, then continued and petted him as she looked at me. Looking highly skeptical, she said, "That was cute. You're a ventriloquist, too?" 

    Shaking my head, I said, "Nope. Say hello or you'll hurt his feelings." Tiger looked at her expectantly and repeated, "Hello!" 

    "We're going for a flitter ride," I said, "If you want to come along, you'll say 'hello' to my fuzzy friend." 

    Still appearing vastly skeptical, Donna looked at Tiger and said, "Hello. Tiger, was it?" 

    "Yes," he replied, "Who are you?" She rolled her eyes, but decided to play the game. 

    In a tone one might use with a retarded child, she said, "I'm Donna, Tiger. It's very nice to meet you." 

    Tiger eyed her for a moment, then looked up at me and said, "She doesn't believe I can talk." 

    "No, she doesn't," I said, "Here, I'll put you aboard." Donna stared and gasped as about half of me disappeared into the perimeter field of the flitter she hadn't realized was sitting in my driveway. She reached toward the flitter and watched her hand and forearm vanish. Emitting a kind of squeaking gasp, she pulled her hand back, then reached into the field again. 

    I extended a hand to Donna, led her into the field and helped her aboard the flitter, then followed her onto the flitter's deck. Keying up a two-foot field screen, I tapped Linda's flapping-lips icon as Tiger stood on the seat in front of the screen. 

    When Linda's face appeared, Tiger yowled, "Hello, Linda! Hello!" Linda grinned and returned his enthusiastic greeting, and looked at me. Her eyes flicked to Donna, then back to me. 

    "Hi, Ed. Who's your friend?" 

    "Donna Perrin, milady. She pulled in just as I was about to pull out. Mind if I bring her along?" 

    Shaking her head, Linda said, "Not at all. Captain Perrin, did he tell you where he was going?" 

    Captain? Well, damn! The one thing I hadn't asked. Hadn't seen any railroad tracks on her fatigues last night, either. 

    "No," said Donna, "He just said he was going for a ride." Checking her watch, Linda said, "Tell her on the way, Ed." 

    "Roger that, Fearless Leader. Flitter, head for Atlanta, please. Get the coordinates from Linda." 

    "Atlanta?!" yelped Donna. 

    Linda said, "I'll see you when you get here. Bye for now, everybody. Bye, Tiger!" 

    Tiger stood tall and yelled, "Goodbye, Linda! Goodbye!" Donna stared at Tiger as he hopped from the seat to the console dash area and sat down. She turned to me and seemed about to say something, but froze with her mouth open and her eyes growing wide. 

    I looked where she was looking. We were already above the first layer of clouds. Turning back to Donna, I looked for signs of panic, but she was already coming down from her shock. 

    Donna's mouth closed and her eyes became more normal-sized, then she sat down in the farthest-left flitter seat. I took my usual seat by the console. 

    "Wow!" she breathed. 

    She appeared to have a mood going, so I didn't disturb it by talking to her. I changed the field screen for internet use and checked email as we soared in a long, high arc toward Atlanta. 

    Maybe five minutes passed before she leaned forward, reached to see if there was anything beyond the edge of the deck, went to her hands and knees by the seat, and apparently tried to see directly below the flitter. As I admired the way she filled her jeans, she asked, "How high are we?" 

    "I cruise at a hundred thousand feet. People get kind of pissy about sonic booms at lower altitudes." 

    "Maybe because they're illegal," she suggested, "How fast are we going?" 

    "A bit over twelve hundred," I said, using my stock answer to that question. 

    She stiffened, then rolled on her side to look up at me. 

    "I'm a helo pilot, Ed. Completely aside from the fact that I read somewhere that flitters can only go six hundred, we're going considerably faster than 'a bit' over twelve hundred." 

    Nodding as I hit the 'Empty Bulk Mail' icon, I said, "Yup." Sitting up, she asked, "Is there some reason you don't want to tell me how fast we're going?" 

    "You aren't cleared for that info, ma'am. I will tell you, however, that Atlanta isn't our final destination. We're picking up three people there and we'll be at Carrington, North Dakota in time for lunch." 

    "North Dakota?! But that's... what? Two thousand miles?" 

    "About sixteen hundred from Atlanta, I think." Logging out of my email, I checked my ebook sales pages, then dissolved the field screen and stood up. 

    Donna also stood up and asked, "Who are we picking up?" 

    "They're supposed to be station personnel family members." Blinking at me, she asked, "The asteroid station?!" 

    "No, the base gas station." Chuckling, I said, "Of course the asteroid station, ma'am." Pointing over the flitter's nose, I said, "By the way, that's Atlanta." 

    Rushing to lean on the console and peer at the uprushing ground, Donna made all the noises I'd come to expect from passengers. She eased herself on weak knees into the nearest flitter seat --my seat, as it happened --and seemed enthralled with the view as we descended toward Hartsfield-Atlanta International Airport. 

    The flitter paused twice on the way down, then dropped like a stone toward one of the flexible docking tunnels. I expected the flitter to stop right against the tunnel, but it parked by a set of nearby ground-floor doors and made itself visible. 

    Three guys carried luggage out to the flitter and one of them asked where I wanted it. I told him to set the bags on the deck and asked the flitter to take care of them. 

    The guys backed off when bags began lifting and arranging themselves, but then one of the guys clapped his hands softly and said, "Okay, guys, let's get the rest of it," and they made another trip to and from the building with luggage. 

    My passengers finally came through the doors; a man who was obviously in a rotten mood and a woman who carried a baby in a shoulder sling. The various noises outside the building woke the kid up and it started to squall piercingly. 

    I turned away from the approaching group and pretended to adjust the luggage as I whispered, "Flitter, make that baby sleep while it's aboard, please. Start sending theta waves the moment its mother steps aboard and keep the theta waves on until the kid's off your deck." 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Thank you." 

    As I handed the mother up to the flitter's deck, the kid looked around in a rather glassy fashion and started to settle down. A moment later it was asleep. 

    "Well," said the woman, "It looks like little Randy likes flitters, doesn't it?" 

    "Jesus, let's hope so," said the guy, "He's been screaming his damned head off all the way from Philly," then he pointed toward the console and said, 

"Hey, that cat-looking thing on the... uh... thing, there! It just moved!" 

    "That's because it is a cat," I said. "His name is Tiger and he's sitting on what's called a 'console'." 

    After a look at me, the guy moved closer to the console and peered at Tiger, who gazed back at them without comment. 

    'Hm. That's a first,' I thought. 

    The guy looked at me and asked in a tone of disbelief, "You brought your cat?!" 

    "Sure, why not? He likes to fly." Standing in front of my usual seat, I said, "Okay, we're all aboard and we'll be in the air for about half an hour. I'm Ed, this is Donna, and that's Tiger. Now, everybody pick a seat 'cuz we're taking off. Flitter, take us to Carrington, please." They hurriedly sat down as we lifted. The flitter again paused twice as it avoided air traffic, then it zipped up to cruising altitude with an alacrity that caused my passengers to clench their seats and stop breathing for a few moments. 

    The woman unclenched enough to hiss, "Do you always fly like this?!" 

    "Yup. This is how flitters fly, ma'am. It's also why they sent one to pick you up today." Pointing over the side, I asked, "Anybody see anyplace you recognize down there?" 

    They didn't, of course, but the view certainly held their attention well. We'd been cruising for several minutes before the guy thumbed at the rear deck and asked, "What's all that stuff back there? You planning a picnic?" Thinking of Toni's company outing, I said, "There's an outdoor thing going on Wednesday in Florida." 

    The woman exclaimed, "Oh, are those golf shoes?! They are! My Steve's been playing for years. You two should..." 

    Holding up a hand, I interrupted, "I don't golf, ma'am. I just like the shoes." 

    The man --Steve, I supposed --looked at me as if he couldn't believe his ears, and blustered, "You wear those shoes, but you don't play golf?" 

    "Nope." Turning to Donna, I called up a field screen and said, "I'd like to go over some data before we arrive, ma'am," and thumbed at the back of the flitter. 

    Donna stared uncomprehendingly at me for only the briefest moment, then nodded and headed that direction. When we stood alone by my 'picnic supplies', I put up a soundproof transparent barrier as she grinningly asked, "'Some data', huh?" 

    Changing the screen to the internet and poking icons as a way of looking busy, I replied, "It got us away from those people for a few minutes. Even Tiger doesn't want to talk to them, and he was looking forward to startling them." 

    "He was?" 

    "Oh, yeah. Definitely. He gets a giggle out of making people blink and stare. How long do you think we can fake having something to do back here?" She shrugged and grinned. 

    "I guess that depends on how long you can keep this charade going." Giving her a narrow look, I replied, "You're a whole lotta help, lady." Sighing, I added, "Okay. I have an idea that may verify why these people are aboard my flitter," and headed back to the front of the flitter. Addressing the group, I said, "It just occurred to me that I haven't been told where to deliver you, and with all that luggage, I can't see just dropping you off at the front doors." 

    Calling up a three-foot field screen, I ignored her gasp and his soft shout behind me as I poked Linda's flapping lips icon. 

    When she answered, I said, "Sorry to bother you, Ms. Baines, but am I supposed to deliver these people to anyone in particular at the terminal?" Tiger came running from the rear of the flitter, exuberantly yelling, 

"Hello, Linda! Hello! We're coming to see you!" as he jumped into my arms to be closer to the screen. 

    The woman jumped, too, damned near leaving her seat as Tiger bolted forward yelling. She now sat as if frozen, staring starkly at the talking cat in my arms. 

    Linda grinned and replied, "Hello, Tiger!", then scanned the shocked and staring people around me and added, "And hello to everyone aboard, of course. Ed, take them to the main doors of the passenger terminal. Eve Porter is waiting for you." 

    "Roger that, ma'am. Think I oughta tell these people about the super secret talking cat project?" 

    Laughing, Linda looked around the group again and replied, "Oh, gee, Ed, I'll let you decide." Her desk phone rang and she said, "Oops. Gotta go now. Goodbye, all. Goodbye, Tiger." 

    Tiger yelled, "Goodbye, Linda! Goodbye!" and Linda gave him a little

'bye-bye' wave as she tapped her 'off' icon. 

    A long moment passed before Steve stood up and angrily snapped, "Was that some kind of a goddamned joke?" 

    "Be just a little more specific, please," I said, "Are you referring to my friend Tiger or my call to Linda Baines?" 

    Rather exasperatedly, he snapped, "Yeah, smartass, your cat. Some people don't like being made fun of." 

    Meeting his gaze, I replied, "It wasn't a joke. Why don't you just sit back down, relax, and enjoy the trip?" 

    He leaned forward a bit and growled, "Some people don't like being told what to do, either." 

    I smelled booze on his breath and his eyes were just a little glassy-looking, but he was steady enough on his feet. 

    "Uh, huh," I said, "You've had a few drinks, you've had a bad morning, and now you're ready to be pissed at just any little thing at all, aren't you? Go ahead and try something, macho man. This flitter'll stun you cold and put you with your luggage. They don't allow violence on deck." Steve's gaze narrowed even further, and although he was trembling with rage, he glanced at the console, then back at me, and contained the punch he obviously wanted to throw. 

    "You think I'm kidding?" I asked, spreading my arms to give him a choice of targets, "Go for it, dude. Gimme your best shot. I won't make a move, but you'll never touch me." 

    We had a staring match for a few seconds, then he said, "I'd like to meet you sometime when you don't have this... flitter... to cover your ass." Shaking my head, I said, "Actually, no, you wouldn't, but what I'm trying to show you right now is what'll happen if you get ugly while you're aboard any Amaran vehicle of any kind. Or, for that matter, aboard an asteroid station." 

    Pointing at his seat, I said, "Now sit down and listen up. I kind of wondered why I'd been picked to haul passengers today. Now I think I know. I think you got tipsy and turned mean and your airline booted you off the plane." 

    He just glared at me. The woman sighed and gave me a tiny nod, which made him switch his glare to her. 

    "Uh, huh," I said, "Well, Steve, on an Amaran vehicle, you don't want to grab or hit anyone. You'll wake up in a stasis field if you do." 

    "A what field?" he snapped. 

    "Flitter," I said, "Put him in his seat and slap a stasis field on him, please." 

    The flitter responded, "Yes, Ed," and Steve abruptly sat down. He tried to bolt out of his seat and failed. In fact, he failed to do anything more than swivel his eyeballs to stare at me and groan with strain as he tried to break free. 

    To give him time to absorb his situation and calm down, I turned to the woman and asked, "Who will you be visiting at the station, ma'am? A brother or sister?" 

    She tore her eyes off her hubby's struggle and almost whispered, "Uh... My brother. He hasn't seen my baby yet." 

    The guy had stopped struggling and simply sat breathing hard. I said, 

"Flitter, release him, please." 

    Suddenly unrestrained, Steve twisted left and raised his arms as if to be sure he was free, then he looked at me with unconcealed hatred and tensed as if to rise from his seat. 

    "Flitter, if he stands up, use a stasis field to freeze him. He can spend the rest of the trip as a lawn ornament." 

    "A deck ornament," corrected Donna. When I looked at her, she shrugged and said, "No lawns up here." 

    Looking properly enlightened, I agreed, "Ah. Yes'm, you're absolutely right. A deck ornament." 

    Turning back to Steve, I asked, "Are you getting the real message in all this? You were set up, man; set up for a private lesson; a quiet warning before you board the big ship. I'm supposed to head off a repeat performance of whatever you did that got you bumped off your flight." To the woman, I said, "3rd World encourages family visits, but they won't put up with problem people. If he pulls that boozy bully-boy crap on anybody upstairs, they'll just zap him like I did and ship his ass back to Earth in a cargo hold so he can't annoy other passengers." 

    Steve's glare of hatred continued unabated. 

    I shrugged and fished a quarter out of my pocket as I said, "Oh, well, I gave it a shot." Holding the quarter up between my fingers, I said, "Flitter, use a visible beam to cut a half-inch hole in this quarter, please." 

    "Yes, Ed," said the flitter, and an actinic blue beam flashed to the quarter from the field perimeter just beyond the console. A center disk from the quarter fell out and landed on the deck by the woman's left foot. Tossing the still-hot quarter into Steve's lap, I said, "If you feel yourself getting mean, take that quarter out of your pocket. Look at it and remember what I've told you. 'Stunned cold. Shipped home in a cargo hold.'" Using an unseen field tendril to lift the quarter's cut-out center to my hand, I gave it to the woman and said, "And if he somehow forgets, use this to remind him." 

    Her eyes followed the rising bit of quarter. When I put it in her hand, she stared at me and asked, "How did you do that?" Shrugging, I said, "Just another field trick, ma'am," and sat down in front of the console. 
Chapter Seventeen

    A few minutes passed in silence before Steve asked, "Are you going to tell anyone about... this?" 

    He didn't seem quite so hostile. 

    Shrugging, I replied, "Who needs to know?" 

    "That woman you called, maybe?" 

    Shaking my head, I said, "Only if she asks, which she probably won't if you don't go off on anybody." 

    "She's your boss?" 

    "Yup." 

    "But you aren't going to tell her? Why don't I believe that?" 

    "Oh, hell, Steve, I don't know. Could be you don't want to. Or could be you just can't get by even five whole minutes without starting some shit with someone." 

    The woman bit back a grin. 

    "Now, look, you..." he started to bluster, but I held up a hand to cut him off. 

    "No, you look, Steve. I don't particularly want to talk to you more than I have and I don't want you to wind yourself up again before I turn you over to Eve Porter, so can the macho crap or I'll tell her about our recent discussion." 

    Pointing ahead, I added, "That's Carrington Base down there, and the big silver ball is your ride to the station, so make up your mind how you're gonna behave before we land." 

    We were still well above the base and descending at a speed my passengers

--Donna included --found rather disturbing, but they still managed to marvel at the size of the spherical Amaran ship docked among the much smaller buildings. 

    Steve looked a little green as we settled to Earth by the front doors of the passenger terminal. He jumped to the ground and dashed toward the building past a mid-twenties blonde woman who was approaching us on a baggage trolley that floated six inches off the ground. 

    Donna and I helped his wife --I still didn't know her name --down from the flitter's deck and onto the trolley's rear bench seat as I told the flitter to set the luggage on the trolley. 

    I asked the blonde woman on the trolley, "Would you happen to be Eve Porter?" 

    "That's me. And by the passenger manifest photo, that's Mr. Sully running to the building. What's that about?" 

    "You may want to keep some happy pills ready for that one, ma'am. Drinking and flying seem to really upset him." 

    Mrs. Sully snickered softly as Tiger yowled, "Hello, lady! I'm Tiger!" Eve's eyes swiveled to the flitter, saw only a cat, and turned questioningly to me. I motioned for Tiger to jump into my arms and held him as I said, "His collar is a PFM translator." 

    Grinning, Eve asked, "So he really talked to me?" She reached to ruffle Tiger's chin and cooed, "That's so cool! Hi, Tiger! I'm Eve." 

    "Hello, Eve," said Tiger, "You're very nice." She giggled and ruffled him some more, then looked up and said to me, "I guess you'd be Ed, then. Ms. Baines told me to watch for a guy with a cat. I didn't know whether to believe it." 

    "Yup, that's me. And this is Donna," I said, nodding to indicate her on my left. The ladies shook hands, then both of them petted Tiger a bit more and we chatted for a time before we heard footsteps and saw Steve approaching. Ruffling Tiger's chin again, Eve made a sad face as she said, "Sorry, Tiger. Gotta go now. Bye, bye, little guy." 

    As she headed for the trolley, Tiger bellowed, "Goodbye, Eve! Goodbye!" then he looked up at me and said, "I like her." Donna chuckled and I said, "Yeah, she's nice, Tiger. Maybe we'll see her again." 

    Eve plunked herself in the driver's seat of the baggage trolley and Steve got on next to his wife. As the trolley headed back into the terminal, Donna, Tiger, and I got back on the flitter and headed for the base's Admin building. A guard I recognized as Chuck-somebody opened the front door for Linda and Wallace. They strode out into the sunshine, stopped on the steps to look around, then headed toward us. 

    I stopped the flitter near her and offered her a hand up as Wallace stepped aboard, and after a round of greetings and introductions, Linda turned to me. 

    "Well? How'd it go? Any trouble?" 

    "Not too much. He now knows what a stasis field is, and I told him they'd ship him back to Philly in a cargo hold if he got out of line upstairs." Laughing softly, she said, "I'll make sure they get the word, then. Thanks for taking care of that little matter for us." 

    "No problem, milady. Ready to go to lunch?" 

    "Not quite yet. It occurred to Emory and me that we've only ever seen pictures of your flying board, Ed. How about a little demonstration?" Leaning close as if confiding something to me, she added, "Emory seems to think it's a rather chancy way to get around, you know." 

    In a similar confiding tone, I said, "Well, ma'am, you know how Navy officers are about new things. Move the food dish two inches and they start barking about traditions." 

    "Oh, that's real funny," said Wallace, "Especially coming from a guy who doesn't have any. How about showing us how well you can ride that scooter, sport?" 

    "Sure, sailor. Board on, five suit on. Flitter, am I clear to use runway nine?" 

    "Yes, Ed," said the flitter, "The next incoming flight will arrive at twelve-thirty-two." 

    Linda took out her cell phone and tapped numbers as Tiger yelled, "I want to go, too!" 

    "Hop on, Tiger. Thanks, flitter. On the off-chance that Wallace is more than simply curious, please record my flight." 

    As the flitter said, "Yes, Ed," I saw Linda close her phone. 

    "Okay," she said, "I've warned the tower, so they won't shoot at you." Jumping onto the board, Tiger assumed his usual ears-back, ready-to-pounce position near the nose. I keyed my implant to guide the board up to four feet and forward in the direction of the Admin building's big glass doors. We were doing about sixty when I cut hard left, then angled the board almost straight up, accelerating and corkscrewing around a center axis. At what looked like about two hundred feet, I leveled the board, aligned it with runway nine, and put the hammer down. 

    The board shot us forward above the tarmac at what the flitter had once told me was three hundred and seventy-nine miles per hour, my best possible speed while standing upright on the board. 

    I made a flat-out dash the length of runway nine, swung around in a wide arc, got flat on the board, and headed back toward the flitter at full speed about four feet off the ground, jinking it left and right like a skier on a downhill slope. 

    One moment the flitter was a speck in the distance surrounded by smaller specks, then the specks loomed close ahead on my right for only a split-second before I pulled the nose up and shot skyward. 

    Starting into a large inverted loop, I flipped the board at the apex of the loop, arced to the right, and descended through a long spiral to slip aboard the flitter, where I hopped off the board and grabbed my coffee mug for a sip. 

    Tiger had sat up on the nose of the board. He used a hind foot to scratch an ear and displayed an absolutely unruffled demeanor that I knew was absolutely phony; even cats get shaky legs, and sitting was Tiger's way of concealing that potentially embarrassing fact. 

    After several moments of scratching, he stood up, stretched, and jumped off the board to resume sitting by the edge of the deck, where Donna and Linda could reach him. 

    Everyone stared at the board, at me, and at Tiger for a couple of moments. As I called up a yard-wide field screen, I said, "Tiger's sitting there because you're supposed to pet the kitty, ladies. He's probably hoping for some flattery, too." 

    Linda and Donna rather abstractedly reached for Tiger as they stared at the screen, on which my flight was displayed from my flitter's point of view on the ground. 

    "Flitter, add a green line of travel and notes about my speed where it changed, please, and loop the video. Enter a half-second delay and clear the screen between replays." 

    As the video began again, my board appeared to leave a narrow green line wherever it went and various numbers appeared in green beside the line along my route. 

    Turning to Wallace, I asked, "Would you like your very own copy for future reference?" 

    He glanced at me, then returned his gaze to the screen. 

    "Hell, yes, I want a copy," he muttered, "Jesus! You were doing four-forty when you were coming back toward us!" 

    "Yup. Getting flat on the board gives me an extra sixty-one miles per hour. Flitter, send a copy of my flight to Linda's datapad, please. A copy to Wallace's, too." 

    Donna asked softly, "How the hell do you even stay on it at those speeds?" 

    "Fields. The board won't let me fall off while it's moving and its field shapes itself to deflect wind as much as possible." Wallace finally turned to face me and said, "This is one helluva step up from hang gliders, Ed. Linda told me you came up with this idea. True?" 

    "Almost. Not quite. Steph and Sue had considered a number of entertainment product possibilities, but their board design had a forty mile per hour speed limit and didn't fly above ten feet or so. I came up with this version." 

    "If you wouldn't mind, I'd like a copy." 

    "I'd rather hang onto my design and sell you some boards, Cap. No offense, but you work for the US Navy, so there's no reason to hand out freebies. Show

'em the video and make 'em cough up some money. The boards are two grand apiece." 

    He gave me a slightly dark look and said, "We could simply ask the Amarans to make them for us." 

    "Uh, huh. Do you have any flitter plans yet, Cap? Even if you could somehow convince the Amarans to make a version like mine, you'd end up paying five grand a board." 

    Linda asked, "Would Steph, Sue, or the Amarans even allow you to make and sell the boards, Ed? And what happens if someone tries to tinker with the engine?" 

    "The board uses broadcast power, Linda. There's no engine. That's why I can only go four-forty at full blast." 

    Wallace chortled, "'Only four-forty', he says. Ha." 
Chapter Eighteen

    One of the base flitters settled to earth near us. When its field turned transparent, I saw Angela Horn stepping off the deck. She saluted Wallace and nodded to Linda, then asked, "May I join the group? Flit One's alert sounded on my way in from Oregon and I saw Ed flying around down here." Linda nodded. "Sure, Angela. Ed's come up with a new toy and he's trying to sell them to Emory." 

    Indicating Donna, I said, "Angela, this is Captain Donna Perrin, formerly with the Army. Donna, this is Angela Horn. I don't know her current rank, but she's a flitter pilot, among other things." 

    Angela grinned as she shook Donna's hand and said, "I'm a 1st Lieutenant, Captain Perrin." 

    "Call me Donna, please," said Donna. Turning to me, she said, "And I'm not a captain at the moment, Ed. Maybe later, if I go back in." Shrugging, I said, "Hey, you don't need jewelry on your collar to rate my salute, ma'am. I've seen you in action." 

    For a moment, she seemed to think I was making some kind of double-entendre joke, but I met her gaze until she realized I wasn't. Angela stepped onto my flitter to study my board and the field screen. 

    "Wooww!" she breathed as she followed the video, "How do I get one of these?!" 

    Stepping up beside her, I said, "Raht cheer, ma'am. Be the first one on your block. They're only two grand apiece." 

    Without batting an eye, she asked, "Do you take plastic?" 

    "This place has its own bank, you know. I'll wait while you run inside for cash." 

    She turned away from the screen to look at me and asked, "Are you serious?" 

    Nodding, I said, "Yup." My back was to Wallace and Linda, so I added in a whisper, "But seeing as how it's for you, make it one thousand and your deep, undying gratitude." 

    Giving me a wry look, she grinningly asked, "Just how grateful are we talking about? My boyfriend will want to know." 

    I shrugged and grinned back as I said, "However grateful you want to be, I guess, as long as it's 'deep and undying', per the verbal contract." She stuck her hand out. "Yeah, I can do that. Okay, you got it. Are you going to be here for lunch?" 

    "Yeah. Linda's treating us at the mess hall." Linda said, "As I told you, we prefer to call it the 'dining facility'." 

    "Ah, so you did. Yes'm." 

    Angela snickered. "Okay, Ed. I'll see you there." 

    "Better yet, come with us. We can do this deal after lunch." She glanced at Linda and Wallace. Wallace nodded. 

    "Okay," she said. "Does it come with lessons?" 

    "Oh, yeah. I learned the hard way. You won't have to." Donna stepped up beside us and asked, "Is this a private deal, or can I get one, too?" 

    For some reason, I glanced at Linda to see how she'd take that idea. It wasn't in any way her decision to make at that point, but I wanted her opinion. 

    Linda's left eyebrow went up quizzically, but she gave no indication that she had an objection. Good enough. I turned back to Donna. Nodding, I said, "I'll sell you one, but there's a string attached to it. Linda may want to talk to you later. I'd like you to seriously consider whatever she has to say." 

    Donna gave me a studious look for a moment, then looked at Linda, who met her gaze without comment or expression. Donna turned back to me and nodded. 

"Okay." 

    I asked Linda, "Is range six available today?" She nodded, so I said, 

"Okay, then; let's go there after lunch." 

    "Can't," said Linda. "Meetings all afternoon. Emory?" 

    "I can get loose," said Wallace, "And I'll make sure Lt. Horn can be there. Range six it is." 

    As we headed for the 'dining facility', Tiger asked if he could explore the base. I told him that he'd have to have Elkor with him. Tiger said something in cat and Elkor materialized beside him in his cat suit. 

    Elkor said, "Hello, all," then looked at me and said, "I would be happy to accompany Tiger, Ed." 

    "Thanks, Elkor. How are things working out in Boston?" 

    "Very well, thank you." 

    "Good news, indeed. Congratulations, dude." 

    "Uh..." Donna eased forward and very quietly asked me, "Did that cat just... appear out of nowhere?" 

    "Of course not. He was in Boston. That's technically a 'somewhere', isn't it?" 

    Angela snickered as Donna sighed and said, "I mean... I mean, he just... popped... into being there." 

    Nodding, I said, "Yeah, that's a good description for it. Elkor, Tiger; we're off to find some food. You guys have a good time." Tiger and Elkor hopped off the flitter and trotted toward the hangars. I told my flitter to park above the Admin building and Angela sent her flitter to hangar two. 

    Wallace and Linda more or less led the way into the building, but as we stopped to let Chuck issue Donna a base ID, Linda whispered something to Wallace, then hung back a bit and fell into step with me. 

    "We need a word," she whispered, "Follow my lead." I nodded and Linda said aloud, "Ed, let's save a trip and detour past my office. You need to sign off on something and I want to get my purse." With a small salute, I said, "Aye, aye, milady," then I looked at Wallace and said, "See? I know some Navy words, too." 

    Wallace gave me an 'uh, huh' sort of look and said to Linda, "We'll see you there, Linda. Keep a leash on him indoors." 

    Our group split with a couple of giggles from Donna. Once Linda's office door closed behind us, she turned to face me. 

    "Ed, do you really think selling those boards to civilians is such a good idea?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "They can't crash into anything; the boards won't let them. Only the owner will be able to ride his or her board. Now another question; why didn't Wallace say anything when I agreed to sell Angela a board? And for all his interest, why didn't he ask to buy one, too?" She smiled. "Maybe --unlike some people --he isn't an eighteen-year-old kid at heart." 

    Shaking my head, I said, "Cute, but not good enough. He paraglides with a PFM. If he didn't have some nerve and a penchant for flying, that flatly wouldn't happen. Now, about Donna; her board is just bait. If you decide you want her to sign up with 3rd World and she seems reluctant, you can dangle a PFM in front of her to help close the deal." 

    "Why are you so hot to see her join 3rd World, Ed?" 

    "Just a feeling, Linda. Within three days of coming home, she planned a recovery op against her larcenous hubby and his lawyer girlfriend that would have worked perfectly without my help. She doesn't mind getting dirty --even very dirty --doesn't panic at new things, and didn't hesitate to use herself as bait when setting her hubby up for a murder attempt that would take him out of play while she worked." 

    Linda lifted a folder from her desk and handed it to me as she chuckled, 

"Maybe you see her as a kindred spirit. She's certainly had the training." In the folder was a copy of Donna's Army 201 file. I scanned a few pages, but didn't see anything obvious or familiar, like Ranger school or Green Beret training. Fact is, I couldn't remember ever hearing of female Rangers or Green Beanies. 

    "Page six, middle," said Linda, "The Army doesn't want the kind of press that would accompany putting women through clandestine combat schools. They sent her to the Agency's version of Recon school a few years ago. She's been part of half a dozen clandestine ops since then." 

    Parking her butt on her desk, Linda handed me another folder and said, 

"She's fluent in two extra languages. She goes in as a wife or a girlfriend, a private nurse, or maybe as a business associate or a tourist. If things get unpleasant, she's capable of extracting herself under almost any circumstances." 

    I flipped through the pages to see what kind of ops. Four of them were resupply runs in which money and equipment had been delivered to intel types in regions hostile to the US. 

    Two of her ops had been extractions; one to retrieve an American woman who'd finally located her missing daughter in Saudi Arabia. The other involved a man who'd been taken by a radical student group from his hotel room in Iran. Both ops had been successful, but the last one had turned nasty. After disarming the students, one of them --a twelve-year-old boy who'd been the group's gofer --had made a dive across the room for a rifle and aimed it at one of Donna's team. 

    Donna and another member of her team had fired first. As I finished reading the page, I asked, "Is the dead kid the reason she left the Army?" 

    "Although that wasn't the reason given, I think it may be a possibility. Or a strong contributing factor." 

    When I looked up from scanning the folder, she added, "At least I've found no reasons to believe that anyone set up your encounter with her." Her statement didn't startle me. Elaborate schemes to set up meetings aren't at all unusual. I nodded. 

    "Well, that's somewhat comforting," I said, handing the folder back, "But it's also about what I expected. Most plain ol' everyday female ex-Army captains would have taken him to court instead of doing what she did." Un-assing her desk and opening a drawer to retrieve her purse, Linda laughed, "Well, I'm glad to know you aren't simply lost in lust for her, of course. I'd like some more time to check her out, Ed. At least a week." 

    "Okay," I said with a shrug, "If anything worthy of mention comes up in the meantime, I'll pass it along." 

    As we left her office, I said, "Be honest, milady; you just want me to wine her and dine her and do all the heavy recruiting work, right?" Linda laughed and set the door's lock with her keycard. 
Chapter Nineteen

    When we arrived at the mess hall --pardon, the 'dining facility' --we found that Wallace and Donna had already been through the serving line and had claimed a table near the doors. Angela was nowhere in sight. Linda and I went through the serving line and joined them at the table just as Angela came marching in, waving as she passed the table on her way to the serving line. 

    Lunch was quick and there was a lot of excited chatter, mostly questions about the flying boards. As I cut the last of my steak into Tiger-sized bits and scooped the bits into a small self-sealing plastic bag, Angela reached in her back pocket and produced a green and white bank envelope. 

    "Your money," she said, handing me the envelope. 

    "Thanks," I replied, folding it and stuffing it into a shirt pocket, then scooping the rest of the steak into the baggie. 

    "Do you always carry that plastic bag?" 

    "Only when I'm likely to find steak bits for Tiger." Sealing the bag, I added, "Or lemon chicken. He likes that, too." 

    "Will I get a receipt? Some kind of registration paper?" Looking up from the bag, I shook my head. "Nope. Just a flying board that won't work for anyone else and won't let you crash into anything." Donna asked, "They really can't crash?" 

    "Nope." 

    I saw a busboy pushing his cart in our general direction and asked Linda, 

"When did they start bussing tables here?" 

    "When it became politically expedient to provide some part-time jobs for local kids." She picked up her purse, stood up, and said, "Donna, it was nice to meet you. Goodbye, all. It's back to the salt mine for me." Wallace and I had stood up with her, and by the time she'd finished speaking, Angela and Donna were also on their feet. We all made our goodbyes as we left together, then split up in the corridor. 

    Calling up a field screen as we walked, I had it locate Tiger, then asked, 

"Tiger, do you want to come out to the range with us or continue exploring?" 

    "I will stay here, Ed." 

    "Okay. I'll put your steak in the flitter cooler." 

    "Thank you." 

    We took my flitter to the range and everybody stepped off by the snack building. I put things on hold to visit the bathroom, and while alone, I told the flitter to turn on its opaque hull field and make two more flying boards like mine. 

    "Make them so that they'll only work for the person to whom they're issued, please," I said, "And make sure you can track them later if necessary." 

    As I zipped up, something else occurred to me; as private property, the boards had to be stand-alone devices. I controlled my board through my PFM

implants. Angela's stick-on PFM had been issued to her as a 3rd World Products employee, and Donna had no PFM. 

    "Flitter, another thought; Donna doesn't have a PFM, so the boards will have to generate their own protective fields. Also, we're going to add controls to the boards. We need some kind of all-in-one device like your old control egg. Could it be a stick-on, like a PFM?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    I washed my hands and said, "No problem, then." 

    "Ed, may I make a comment?" 

    Huh? What? No... 'what the hell?!' was more like it. 

    "Excuse me, flitter? You want to make a 'comment'?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Well, it's a little unexpected, but go ahead." 

    "Yes, Ed. A control device would interpret motor impulses from the owner's brain. The board is already capable of monitoring those impulses. A control device would not be necessary within nine feet of the board." Blink. Stare at self in the mirror. Absently grab a paper towel to dry hands and think. I'd keyed my board to my implant without ever considering that any other means of control might be either necessary or available. 

    "Good, flitter," I said, "Very good. But people would have to adapt themselves, and that could be a big problem. We'll use a simple

'up-down-left-right-forward-back' command set through a stick-on control device. Now... Did the idea to make that suggestion occur to you, or did someone suggest it to you?" 

    "It occurred to me that there was no logical reason to add an extraneous control device, Ed." 

    "Uh, huh. Okay, but there is a logical reason; humans have limitations, and I may want to sell boards to people who aren't able to adapt well. Thanks for the info, flitter." 

    My flit wasn't supposed to think for itself. As I left the bathroom, I keyed my implant to call Steph. 

    "Yes, Ed?" she answered. 

    "Is my current flitter computer sentient, Steph?" 

    "No. Why?" 

    "You're sure?" 

    "Yes." 

    "Then how is it making conceptual suggestions, ma'am?" 

    "We added some of our interpretive routines to its matrix." 

    "Ah. That simple, huh?" 

    "Yes, Ed. That simple." 

    Sighing, I said, "Sorry to have bothered you, milady. Oh, wait... does my selling flight boards in any way affect any of your interests?" 

    "No, Ed, but thanks for asking. Sue and I have our own designs and we have no immediate plans to market the devices on Earth." 

    "Kewl. Next time I'll try to remember to ask before I sell something. Thanks, Steph." 

    "You're welcome, Ed. Bye." She dropped the link. Ambling up to the others, I wadded the paper towel I'd used and tossed it at my flitter. When it hit the hull field, the wad flared brightly and disappeared, causing Donna to gasp. 

    "What the hell..?" 

    "I don't litter. Flitter, send out the boards and their controls, please. One goes to Angela and the other goes to Donna." 

    The boards zipped off the flitter and stopped, hovering about a foot off the ground next to the women. On the center of each board lay a metallic-looking disk about two inches in diameter. 

    Angela exclaimed, "You mean they've been aboard the flitter this whole time?" 

    Grinning, I said, "Just put your hands on your boards, ladies. Let 'em get a taste of you so they can lock on your DNA. Afterwards, your board will respond only to you." 

    The women looked as if they were kneeling to pet puppies or something as they reached for their boards and ran their hands over them. In truth, even the briefest touch is enough with such devices, but I wanted to give the ladies a reason to really study their boards without feeling self-conscious about it. The activity would end when either of the women asked how long she had to keep touching her board. Wallace watched them for a few moments, then looked at me with a wry look as if he thought I had some ulterior motive for having the ladies handle their boards. I returned his wry look with one that said, 'Get your mind out of the gutter.' 

    Angela looked up and asked the question first. 

    "Uh... How long do we have to keep doing this?" I shrugged. "Everybody pick up the disk on your board and stick it on yourself somewhere. Then envision the board rising to three feet or so. If it works, you're ready to ride." 

    Donna gave me a raised eyebrow and a very questioning look as she asked, 

"It's telepathic?" 

    "Something like that. You'll move the board by thinking hard about which direction it should go. Give it a try." 

    Apparently she did, because her board rose a yard and stopped. She still had her hand on it, so she gave it a tug. The board held rock-steady in the air. Donna used it to pull herself onto her feet and thumped the board with her fist. It didn't move in the least. 

    "Damn!" she muttered, getting a grip on it with both hands and trying to pull it. The board still didn't move. 

    Angela had also lifted her board. She caused it to drop back down and placed her right foot on it, then her left. The board didn't flinch at her weight. 

    As Donna also mounted her board, I told them how much weight the boards could carry and how the boards would protect them from slamming into things, then told them about their running lights and taillights and such. The ladies listened and asked questions, but eventually we'd covered pretty much everything and it was time to run them around the range a few times. 

    Wallace stepped forward and put a hand on my arm. 

    "Is it too late to buy one today?" 

    I shook my head. "Oh, hell, no, Cap! Since you're a friend of Linda's, I might even take one of your checks." 

    He gave me one of those 'how very funny' looks and asked, "How about I owe it to you until we get back? I didn't bring my checkbook with me." Pretending to give the matter some thought, I tried to make it look as if the decision was a big one, then said, "Yeah, okay. Stand by one." Leaning into the flitter's field, I said, "Flitter, I need another board for Wallace, please. Have it leave your deck eastward and loop around to arrive from the west. If he doesn't already know you make them, he doesn't need to find out." 

    I thought it likely he did know, but couldn't be sure. Linda didn't tell him every little thing. Straightening back up, I turned westward and shaded my eyes. Everybody looked that direction and Angela suddenly said, "There it is! 

I think..?" 

    The board zipped in and came to a stop a foot from Wallace. He stared at it for a moment, then leaned to put his left hand on its nose for another few moments. 

    Standing up, he stepped onto his board as the ladies had, then made it lift a few feet and settle back down. 

    "My God," he whispered, "Even after everything else I've seen and done since I've been here, I'd never have believed I'd be standing on something like this." 

    I asked, "Is it too late to jack the price up?" He looked up sharply at me and snapped, "Yes." The ladies sniggered as I shrugged and sighed, "It was just a thought. Come on, people. The bunny slope awaits." 
Chapter Twenty

    Put people on horses or motorcycles for the first time and you'll hear all the same new-rider exclamations that came from the trio of newbies behind me as we entered the range. 

    None of the tactical obstacles were active; that is, no holographic terrorists shot at us, fired rockets, or threw grenades. We slid forward at about a foot of altitude and what looked like maybe twenty miles per hour as we negotiated the winding road that led to the mock city portion of the range. After half an hour or so of buzzing at various low altitudes and speeds through the dozen or so short streets of the fake town, I called a halt and asked if anyone wanted to visit a restroom or take a break. It was no coincidence that I made that stop on the far side of the town from the range's break area. When Wallace said he wouldn't mind a cold drink, Donna nodded and agreed. 

    "Good 'nuff," I said, and sent my board up to a hundred feet, where I waited to see who'd join me first. 

    Probably because she'd been a flitter pilot for a few years, Angela popped up beside me first. Donna and Wallace arrived a few seconds later, and neither of them looked particularly comfortable with our altitude. To avoid giving them time to chat about things, I fed some power to my board and sent it toward the break building at about sixty miles per hour. When I looked back, all of them had lost a little altitude and were moving at different speeds, but they were following along at better than forty. Stopping my board three feet off the ground by the drink machine, I sat down and straddled it like a real surfboard as I studied the machine's offerings. No dr pepper. Rats. At least it had lemon tea; that would do. I was fishing in my pocket for change when Wallace pulled in beside me, hopped off his board, and said, "I'm buying." He opened his wallet and fed the nearby change machine a five-dollar bill, then fed the drink machine and gestured as he said, "Go for it." 

    "Thanks," I said, and poked the canned tea button as the ladies arrived and straddled their boards as I had. 

    Once everybody had a drink, Angela asked, "What next?" Pointing upward, I sipped my drink and said, "Now that you know you'll really stick to your boards, we'll go higher and faster. Like that." Grinning, Angela asked, "Are we going to race?" Chuckling as he remounted his board, Wallace asked, "Yeah, when do we race?" 

    "No point. She's smaller and lighter than you and me. That's going to help her maneuver a little quicker and go a little faster at max." Wallace stopped in mid-sip and somewhat incredulously asked, "They'll be able to go faster than four-forty?" 

    "Oh, yeah. Maybe a full five hundred." 

    "Jeee-zus!" He looked at Angela's fat, happy grin, then at Donna's rather amazed expression and shook his head. "Are you two really up to going that fast on one of these things?" 

    Donna shruggingly replied, "Not yet, obviously, but if he can do it, so can I." 

    Angela grinned at Donna and sipped her tea. I pulled my feet up, crossed my ankles, and levered myself upright to stand on my board, then guided it down to a foot or so off the ground. 

    "Showoff," said Wallace. 

    "Nah," I replied, "Donna can do it, too. Right, ma'am?" Without a word and with what looked like much less effort, she lifted her legs onto the board, crossed her ankles, and powered upward, then her board lowered and she stepped off. 

    Now there was a challenge of sorts on the table. Angela also pulled her feet up and gave it a go, making a false start and settling back on her butt once before she, too, stood up on her board and lowered it. That left Wallace. He gave me a truly dark expression, then he pulled his feet up and gave it a try. Like Angela's, his first effort was unsuccessful. His shiny black low-quarter shoes slid out from under him, but he pulled them back, rocked back and forward a bit, and gave it another shot. This time he succeeded in the unfamiliar movement, balancing on the sides of his feet as he pushed himself upward with considerably more wobbly caution and effort than the ladies. Once his board had lowered, he stepped off it. 

    "It's like trying to stand on a balance beam," he muttered. 

    "Hardly," I said, "A balance beam is only a few inches wide. The board's well over a foot wide." 

    "You know what I mean," he snapped, "It's up off the ground and it's not what we're used to standing on." 

    "Yeah, I know. My first few minutes on my board weren't all that graceful, either." 

    As if amazed, Angela sweetly asked, "They weren't?" Grinning, I replied, "Oh, definitely not, ma'am. I know that shocks and disillusions you to your very core, but it's true." She snorted a laugh and said, "Yeah, right. To my very core. It's just nice to know you're still more or less human, Ed." 

    Donna grinned along with her, but gave Angela a somewhat studious glance. Good. She'd be wondering what sparked that remark. Maybe she'd get curious enough to... 

    "Hey, Ed," Wallace interrupted my train of thought, "How long are we going to sit here?" 

    He put his empty can in the receptacle by the machine and returned to his board. I swilled the last of my tea and waited as the ladies finished their drinks, then gathered all the cans and put them in the receptacle. 

    "I want to show you something first," I said, "Board off." My board seemed to disappear. Reaching above my head, I felt around until I found the board's core and brought it down to show it to the others. It looked like a featureless slice of metal about four inches wide, a foot long, and half an inch thick. 

    "This is what your boards will look like when they're off," I said, "Your boards won't disappear, but they'll go inert like this one until you tell them to come back on. Your control disks go in the recessed center area on the slab." 

    "Why does your... slab... disappear?" asked Donna. 

    "Can't say, milady. You aren't cleared for that info." Donna gave me a raised-eyebrow look of extreme skepticism and even Angela looked rather dubious about my answer. 

    "Angela," I said, "These boards are a private matter, not subject to 3rd World's security protocols. You only know about certain other things I can do because you work for 3rd World and we've worked together a few times in the field. Unless you see me demo some field trick in front of someone, please don't say a word about anything else I may be able to do." She bridled slightly, then said, "Huh. That's funny. I kind of expected you to be one of those guys who didn't mind showing off a little now and then. Especially around attractive women." 

    Chuckling, I replied, "Hey, I showed her my flitter and my board. And my talking cat. Isn't that enough for now?" 

    Turning to Donna, I asked, "How about it, Miz Attractive Woman? Were you suitably impressed?" 

    With a grinning shrug, she brightly replied, "Oh, sure! Startled and shocked a few times, too, but definitely very impressed." 

    "Well, there you go," I told Angela, "Mission accomplished." Wallace rapped a knuckle on his board to get our attention and turned the gesture into a thumb pointing skyward. 

    "Can we get to it? I have a few other things to do today." Sighing as if beleaguered, I answered, "Yeah, sure, Cap. Up, up, and away, people," and called up my board. 

    Feeding it power, I sent my board straight up until the range below looked like a tabletop model of itself. There I waited and watched as the others made their way upward. 

    Angela was first to join me, as I'd expected. Wallace arrived in second place, which surprised me a bit. Donna arrived a few seconds later, making sounds of awe and wonder as she stared at the ground below. All three were standing on their boards, but Wallace and Donna looked a little shaky. 

    "Take a minute and get used to things," I said, "There's no hurry unless your name is Wallace." 

    Slowly, carefully turning his head to look at me, Wallace hissed through clenched teeth, "Just shut the fuck up, okay?" 

    "Sure, Cap. Just take it easy and remember you can't fall off." Flipping my board upside down to demonstrate that feature, I added, "Okay, everybody, we're way the hell up. Fly your boards any way you want." My implant chimed Linda's notes. I called up a field screen and answered, 

"Hi, there, O Fearless Leader." 

    "Hi, yourself," she said, "We have you on-screen down here. How are the others doing?" 

    Elevating my board so it was level with Wallace's head, I grinned, then I tilted the screen so she could see the others behind me and nothing else but blue sky. 

    "What the hell?!" she muttered, "Ed, what the hell have you done? Why are they upside down?" 

    "They aren't, ma'am. I'm the only one upside down at the moment. I'm busy making a point." 

    "A point? What point?" 

    Sighing as if she just didn't get it, I said, "The point that they can't fall off their boards, of course. We're a couple of miles up and not everybody is comfortable with that, so it seemed like a good time to mention that again." 

    Flipping my board rightside-up, I let it settle to align with the others. 

"There. See? All better now." 

    Linda eyed the group behind me and said, "Just for the record, you're two point six miles up. I called because I was hoping your lessons would be over or nearly so. We'll need Emory down here in an hour or so." 

    "Okay, I'll wrap things up, milady." 

    "Thanks. Bye." 

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

    I let the screen disappear and asked Wallace, "You heard that, Cap? You have an hour to play outdoors." 

    He nodded and answered, "Yeah, I heard." 

    If he could nod, his paralysis wasn't total. Good enough. I said, "Okay, then, let's do it," and powered forward. 

    They trailed along as I bored holes in the sky with high-speed runs, loops, spirals, and some other maneuvers that just sort of occurred to me at the time, like when I saw some kind of a big bird --it wasn't a vulture, but it might have been some kind of hawk or eagle --and tapped its tail as I buzzed past it. 

    The poor bird arced away and flapped like hell for a few moments, then arced again to keep us in sight. When the others zipped through essentially the same space at more or less the same speed, I decided that they'd learned enough to practice on their own and made a sharp turn to aim us at the main base complex, barely visible four miles away. 

    We arrived more or less together and dismounted our boards to go inside the Admin building. When I said, "board off," mine disappeared as usual, but the other boards simply retracted themselves into foot-long slabs and remained where they were, hovering next to their owners. 

    Donna hefted her slab and said, "I'm going to need a bigger backpack," and the others chuckled as we entered the building. 
Chapter Twenty-one

    Angela excused herself to return to duty and made her goodbyes with Donna and me, then set off down a side corridor. 

    Looking at his slab, Wallace said, "I think it'll fit in my laptop case," then he said to me, "Let's visit the bank." 

    I said, "Let's make it one thousand, too." 

    "What?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "I'll save the high prices for strangers. You've been able to hold things together with Linda for over two years, Cap. You're practically family now. Just think of how mean she'd be without you and call it an anniversary present." 

    He gave me an odd look, but he nodded. "Okay. Thanks." A few minutes later, he received ten hundreds from a bank teller and slid them along the counter to me. I gave him a small, sloppy salute and a "Thanks, Cap," and he excused himself as Angela had and headed for the door. 

    "Hey, Wallace," I said. He stopped at the door and faced me and I said, "I wasn't kidding. She's my best friend. You've been good to her and good for her. I appreciate that." 

    Canting his head slightly as he studied me, he nodded and left the bank. Donna asked, "So he goes with Linda?" 

    Putting my money away, I answered, "Yup. I wasn't real thrilled about that at first 'cuz he's a classic hidebound brass hat. We didn't get along at all until Linda drew some lines in the dirt between us." 

    "She's really only your best friend? I mean... that's all?" Nodding, I said, "Oh, yeah. Long time. Best friend and boss in one way or other for over thirty years." 

    As we left the bank, she said, "That's kind of unusual." With a quick smile, I said, "You aren't the first to say that, but it doesn't seem all that unusual to me. I guess you could ask her about it; we're going to her office now." 

    "We are? Why?" 

    "To visit a bit before we hit the road. I only see her about once or twice a month these days." 

    A few more strides along, Donna asked, "Who are Steph and Sue?" 

    "They're friends, too. You'll probably meet them sometime." 

    "Only probably? Is there a reason I might not meet them?" 

    "Yup. Two reasons. Steph's pretty busy lately and Sue's out of town until Thursday." 

    We walked another thirty feet or so before she asked, "Those communication screens you've been using... What are they and how do they work?" 

    "They're just field devices, like the boards. Fields can be used for all kinds of stuff." 

    Donna stopped walking, so I did, too. She eyed me for a moment before she spoke. 

    "That may be the least informative 'explanation' I've ever heard, Ed." Shrugging, I said, "Well, sorry 'bout that, milady. I just use 'em. I know they're made of fields and I know how to call one up, but I don't know how to build one from scratch, okay?" 

    "Then how did you manage to design that surfboard?" 

    "Now you've run into that 'classified info' wall again." 

    "Uh, huh. What if I don't believe you designed it?" 

    "That's your privilege, ma'am." 

    When I started walking again, she followed and caught up. She didn't ask any more questions or say anything more the rest of the way to Linda's office. Linda met us at her door and escorted us toward her inner office past her secretary's empty desk. The secretary's phone buzzed and Linda answered it, then told someone, "For the next hour or so, yes, I am. What's up, Harve?" She listened for a few moments, then said, "Okay. Send her at four and I'll give her fifteen before closing time. If we can't work something out, I'll split the lab unit. Yeah. Okay, bye." 

    Without offering any explanations, Linda continued into her office and seated us by her desk. I smelled coffee and pointed at her cup. She nodded, so I got up to get the pot and a couple of extra cups. 

    As I poured coffee, Linda said, "I may want one of those boards later, too, Ed." 

    "I was wondering why you didn't go for one today." 

    "While you people were out playing, I was working. Maybe next time." 

    "Anytime, milady. I'd make a special trip." She grinned. "Thanks. I may take you up on that later." Turning to Donna, she said, "Ed sent me a flitter usage report that included a brief mention of your campaign to reclaim your inheritance. How's that going?" Glancing at me, Donna replied, "Uh... Oh, pretty well, actually. Ed helped a lot, and I'm making good progress." 

    "Good. Do you think you'll be going back into the military?" Apparently taken somewhat off-guard by the question, Donna sipped her coffee before replying. 

    "It's very possible, I think. I'm in my thirties, Ms. Baines..." 

    "Call me Linda, please." 

    Nodding, Donna said, "Okay. I've been thinking about that, Linda. I considered starting my own business when I first learned of my inheritance, but I've come to think that might be, uhm... well, having just almost lost everything, let's say I'd rather not move too precipitously. A few million will provide a comfortable income if invested well, and I was told that I could become an instructor if I decided to return to the Army." She hitched around in her seat and crossed her legs, then said, "And -altogether beyond what happened with my husband --I've discovered that what I've seen of civilian life doesn't really appeal to me. It's as if there are no rules, and of those rules that do exist, damned few of them are enforced. For instance, there's a noise ordinance in my county, yet boom-box cars woke me up last night and this morning. That wouldn't happen on an Army base." I grinned and applauded politely. 

    "Those damned things bug the hell out of me, too. They should be confiscated and destroyed." 

    Linda grinned and said, "You could buy a piece of land out in the country." 

    Shaking her head, Donna said, "First, I shouldn't have to. Second, I don't particularly want to become a hermit. When I was a kid, we had to drive twenty miles to the grocery store. It meant running out of things during winter. No, thanks; I like the convenience of the city." 

    We chatted half an hour more before Linda checked her watch, stood up, and said, "Well, break's over for me. I have to get ready to meet some people." In fact, the people arrived as we made our goodbyes. Harvey Jakes and four other people were ushered in as Donna and I were ushered out. As Donna and I headed for the front doors, she pointed at the big silver ball on the transport pad and asked, "How would I get a tour of that thing?" 

    "Today? You probably wouldn't. It'll be lifting off in a couple of hours. If you want, I'll ask Linda to put you on standby." 

    "Standby?" 

    "Yeah. Politicians and other bigwigs are always scheduling visits, but there's almost always someone who can't show up. You'd get one of those slots." 

    She stopped just inside the doors and eyed the big ship as she said, "I'd really appreciate it. It's hard to imagine something like that actually getting off the ground, isn't it?" 

    "Tell you what, ma'am; I'll ask them not to shoot at us and we'll buzz around it once or twice before we leave." 

    Grinning, she nodded happily. "I'd like that. Thanks." After collecting Tiger and receiving clearance, I told the flitter to circle the ship twice at twenty miles per hour, spiraling upward as we went. As we approached, another flitter --one of the large ones --emerged from a bay near the loading areas and flew up to accompany us. 

    I dropped our hull field and waved. The other flitter's hull field also dropped and some woman I didn't know grinningly waved back at me from her seat by the console. She then did a roll-out to the left and zipped back down to the bay. 

    Without looking away from the big ship, Donna asked, "What was that about?" 

    "No idea." She glanced at me with a raised eyebrow and I added, "Really, I don't know. They have us on screens and they know who we are, so I don't know what made that ol' girl come check us out. Maybe she just wanted a look at Tiger." 

    When we finished our second circuit of the ship, I told the flitter to take us back to Spring Hill and we headed skyward. 

    Donna checked her watch and began opening her purse as she said, "Ed, I saw some beers in your cooler last night. Are they still there?" Opening the cooler, I pulled out a beer and said, "Yup. It's Ice House. Want one?" 

    Nodding, she found her checkbook and a pen and held them up as she said, 

"Yes, thanks. You'll get the first check from my new account. One thousand for the board, right?" 

    Opening the beers, I said, "Yup. Here you go, milady." She took her beer and asked, "Could I add some for your help last night and everything else since?" 

    I shook my head and sipped, then said, "Nope." 

    "You're sure?" 

    Chuckling, I said, "I didn't do it for money, Donna. I just helped out because I could." 

    Sipping her beer, she regarded me briefly, then put the beer down and wrote the check. When she handed it to me, I put it in my pocket with the money from my other two board sales and thanked her, then sat back and put my feet on the console. 

    Calling up the music menu, I asked, "Wanna pick something from the list, milady?" 

    She shook her head and sipped her beer. I fished through the list until I found Dee Roberts' 'I Believe-extended mix' and In-Grid's 'I'm Folle De Toi' 

and set the volume at two. A little farther down the list I saw Linda Ronstadt's 'Blue Bayou' and added that to the list, then poked the line for Annie Lennox's 'Love is a Stranger'. 
Chapter Twenty-two

    Donna snickered, then chuckled, "I see you're eclectic." Adding 'Magic Bus' by the Who, I agreed, "Yup. I like what I like and screw the critics. Those oughta be enough to get us down the road a ways. This last one's just for you, ma'am." 

    I poked 'Cell Block Tango' from the movie 'Chicago' and sipped my beer as Donna read the screen. 

    "'Cell Block Tango'? Are you trying to tell me something?" Laughing, I replied, "You'll see." 

    With a narrow look, she said, "Tell me why that one." 

    "Nope. You'll just have to trust me, lady." She snorted a chuckle, then canted her head and studied me for a moment. 

"Yeah, okay, what the hell. I guess I can trust you for one song." We sat sipping and listening to the tunes for a time. When Annie's 'Love is a Stranger' cranked up, I saw Donna's feet keep time to the music as she swayed gently in her seat. 

    "Like that one, huh?" 

    She nodded in time with the music. 'Magic Bus' made her grinningly look at me and ask, "Where the hell did you find that one? My uncle used to play it all the time." 

    "It was playing the first time I saw the Atlantic Ocean and it always kind of stuck with me." 

    We were over Baton Rouge when 'Cell Block Tango' came on. Donna listened until it reached the first chorus of 'He had it comin! You would have done the same!' and burst out laughing. 

    "It seemed fitting," I said. "Well, almost fitting, anyway, since he's the one in the cell block, not you. Seems to me that would have been their next step." 

    She'd been about to sip her beer. Lowering her bottle, she asked, "What? 

What the hell are you talking about? What 'next step'?" 

    "Finding a way to put you in jail so you'd have little or no opportunity to screw up their scheme." I sipped beer and looked at her. "He bought two pistols, Donna. One was found under the seat of the SUV --which was registered in your name --that he drove to the bar. Loaded or not, an unsecured gun in a car is a crime, even for someone with a Concealed Carry permit. Did they happen to say whether it had been fired?" Donna shook her head. "No. They didn't." 

    I shrugged. "Prob'ly wasn't. Doesn't matter. Still a crime. He couldn't have bought the gun in your name 'cuz of the Fed paperwork the store has to fill out, so for the moment, assume he bought them in his name. Did they mention the gun at all when they talked to you?" 

    Nodding, she said, "Yes, but I didn't know anything about it and they didn't push it." 

    "That's 'cuz he drove the SUV to the bar and bought the guns the day before. The shop would have run his ID and logged their sales at the FDLE

website. Did you drive the SUV on Wednesday or Thursday?" 

    "No. I've never driven it at all. I've been using my old Beemer." She gave me a little grin and added, "Well, up until I took the Corvette to the bar, anyway." 

    "Uh, huh. So when they ran the gun's make and number, it came up in his name, even though it was put in your name a little later in the evening. Good. We might even want to switch the pistols back to his name to make sure any weapons charges stick later." 

    She nodded. "Yeah. Might be a good idea." 

    I told the flitter to do the name changes, then asked it to see if anything other than the gun had been found in the SUV. The flitter listed four empty Long Island Ice Tea cans found under the passenger seat. Donna sat upright and looked startled. 

    "Another charge," I said, "Open booze in a vehicle. I'll bet it's even the right flavor." 

    Her gaze narrowed tightly as she answered, "It is. I keep a few in the fridge, and everybody who knows me knows that." 

    "Uh, huh. I think you acted just in time, ma'am. Your days of freedom were numbered, and it looks as if it was probably a damned small number. Flitter, search Donna's house and any vehicles on the property very carefully, please. We're looking for something that would knock someone out for a while and leave little or no trace later." 

    A couple of minutes went by before the flitter said it found a small bottle of gamma butyrolactone in the boat's battery compartment. 

    "What the hell is that?" asked Donna. 

    "A GHB analog," I said, "That means it turns into GHB once it's in the body. Mixing GHB with alcohol can trigger a coma. You'd have probably been found wrapped around a tree in your SUV, ma'am. Or maybe in one of the deeper drainage canals." 

    Giving me one of those 'try again a little harder' looks, she asked, "And what exactly is GHB?" 

    That made me look at her rather curiously. She'd had an Agency course, but she didn't know about GHB? 

    "Gamma hydroxybutyrate," I said, "It's a rave club drug that's damned hard to trace in the body after a few hours. Long Island Ice Teas would hide the taste well enough, too, if there was any. Sometimes there isn't." 

    "You seem to know a lot about this stuff." Giving her a fisheye look, I said, "I'm surprised you don't. You had the Agency recon course. Were you out the week they talked about interrogations and disrupting command centers?" 

    Donna masked her shock well enough, then glanced at the console screen as her face went completely expressionless. 

    "I guess I shouldn't be too surprised," she said, "But I don't think that's in my Army records." 

    "Not as such, no. There's a code number with a date in a block in your 201

file. Anyone who doesn't already know what it means doesn't need to know." 

    "But you know. How is that?" 

    "I was a medic who ended up being a '97B' for close to a year. When I got out, I went to work for some people who ran me all over Europe during the Cold War, but mostly we just pulled people out of East Germany and delivered stuff behind the Iron Curtain." 

    I could almost see the gears turning in her head and a veil of ice seemed to descend between us. In short, she took the news of my previous employment just as I would have. 

    She asked, "Should I simply assume that Linda knows, too?" Nodding, I sipped beer and said, "Oh, yeah. But don't sweat it. She was my boss back then, too." 

    Donna took a sip of beer, sat back in her seat, and eyed me briefly, then asked, "Were you sent to help me last night?" 

    "Only by Jenny." 

    "How can I believe that?" 

    I laughed. "At this very moment, you probably can't. Your training won't let you. Maybe later." 

    "Does she know you were a spook?" 

    "Nope. She only knows me from seeing me on TV the night the gambling boat went down." 

    The west coast of Florida was below us when she spoke again to say, "The trip to Carrington. The board. You and Linda want to recruit me for something, don't you?" 

    Yeah, the paranoia training had definitely kicked in. I sighed, "The trip to Carrington happened because you showed up when I was about to leave. No reason you shouldn't go; Carrington's an open base. The board sale happened because I was selling boards today and there was no reason you couldn't buy one." 

    "But our last-minute visit with Linda was kind of a quiet preliminary job interview, wasn't it?" 

    "Probably. You'd have to ask her. Want me to call her?" Raising a hand to stop me, Donna said, "No. If it was, I'll hear about it. Or not. Ed, I thought you were a friend." 

    "What have I done that's unfriendly, Donna? You got a flitter ride and a board. It doesn't really matter to me whether Linda hires you. You've been good company and you have a board now. We can go flying together and..." 

    "Just hold on. Let me think about it." 

    "About what? Look, Donna, once in a while things happen that are truly coincidences. I walked into that bar, Jenny saw me, she put me on you, and we worked out your money problems. You showed up at the right time today and got a trip to Carrington Base. You bought a board like mine. I checked you out last night because I wanted to know whether the money was really yours before I screwed around with it. The other info was just there, okay? You can go to work for Linda or go back in the Army or do whatever else may strike your fancy. I like you and that's all that matters to me." Tiger hopped down from the dash and stood tall in the seat next to hers as he yowled, "I like you, too, Donna! Don't go!" When she grinned and choked out a chuckle, it almost seemed to happen against her will. She met Tiger's earnest little gaze and bit her lip as she reached to pet him, then pulled him into her lap. 

    As he rearranged himself a bit, Donna looked at me with piercing eyes and said in a conversational tone, "I wasn't scared of you before, Ed. Now I am. A little." 

    Shrugging, I said, "Then you're wasting perfectly good trepidation, ma'am. I'm just looking for a compatible friend." 

    Lifting her backpack with her soiled clothes and boots, I unzipped it and asked the flitter to clean everything. The boots, fatigues, and even the bag lifted into the air and a grey translucent ball formed around them. A few seconds later the items hung in the air as clean as they could be. Ignoring Donna's gasp of amazement, I folded the clothing and put it in the bag atop her boots, then rezipped the bag and set it on the deck by her seat as I sat down. 

    Donna studied me as we landed in my driveway and asked, "A 'compatible' 

friend?" 

    Swilling the last of my beer, I tossed the bottle into the flitter's perimeter field, where it flashed to bright oblivion and nodded at Donna. 

    "That's right. A 'compatible' friend. Toni's sexy and smart and fun to be with, but she'd never get on one of these boards. Well, not unless something else scared her worse." 

    "Who's Toni?" 

    I called up a six-foot field screen and put Toni's picture on it; the picture I'd taken when she'd competed in the Florida Fitness finals the year before. 

    Donna eyed Toni's face, then her solid arms, shoulders, and legs, and hissed, "Damn! She's for real?" 

    "Yeah. She's a fitness queen. Spends half her time at the gym and the other half playing volleyball on a college team. But she truly, absolutely hates to fly, even on the flitter." 

    "She's your girlfriend?" 

    "Ah. Well. That requires some explanation, I guess. Yes and no. She has girlfriends, too, you could say. She generally prefers them, in fact. Sometimes we get together, but she's more of a ladyfriend who parties with me now and then than an actual girlfriend. We used to spend more time together, but I think she's getting ready to move on when she graduates." After a moment, Donna asked, "Would she agree with all that?" 

    "I think so. I'll call her if you want. She has a datapad." 

    "A what?" 

    "A mechanical version of this screen. A handheld unit." Before she could stop me, I tapped Toni's icon. 
Chapter Twenty-three

    The screen shrank to normal two-foot size and Toni answered with, "Hi, Ed!" saw Tiger, and added, "Hi, Tiger! How's my little furry pal today?" Tiger happily yowled, "Hello, Toni! Hello!" but seemed to have nothing else on his little mind beyond his greeting, and having made it, he sat down and subsided. 

    Looking to my right, Toni's eyes betrayed her instant and intense interest in Donna. 

    She met Donna's gaze for a moment in avid appraisal, then said in a rather huskier tone, "And a warm and wonderful hello to you, too, whoever you may be." 

    "Donna," said Donna, in a somewhat less forthcoming tone. With an 'ah, it's like that' look, Toni turned back to me and asked, 

"Another straight one, huh?" 

    "Seems so, ma'am. Sorry 'bout that." 

    "You told her how wonderful I am?" 

    "I even showed her your picture. She seemed impressed." Grinning like a fox, Toni turned to Donna and asked, "Is that right, Donna? You were impressed?" 

    "Ah... you could say that. You're very... uh... fit, Toni." Enjoying Donna's discomfort, Toni held out her right arm and ran her fingers over her it from elbow to shoulder as she studied it, then said, 

"Yeah, that's what they call it. 'Fit.'" She laughed and asked, "So, what's up besides you, Ed?" 

    "Oh, not much. I was telling Donna how you use me now and then and don't even think about me between times. She didn't seem to believe me." Doing her best to appear shocked that I could suggest such a thing, Toni yelped, "I do, too, think about you between times! You know I do! Just the other night in the shower with Tina, I said, 'Good ol' Ed! I sure wish he was here.'" 

    Laughing, I said, "You're such a sweet, sexy liar, ma'am. If that were true, you'd have called me and told me to get my ass up to Inverness." She laughed, then sighed, "Yeah, you caught me. But if you're free this weekend, let me know. I might be able to squeeze you in, y'know?" Donna gave me a sidelong glance. 

    "Yes'm," I said, "Will do, milady. Donna just bought a board like mine. Do you want one, too?" 

    With a horrified look, Toni shook her head dramatically and yelped, "Oh, hell, no! You people are nuts to whiz around on those goddamned ice cream sticks! Have fun, but don't call me when you make a crater in somebody's yard!" 

    She suddenly looked concerned and asked, "Oh, damn, does this... I mean, does she mean... our playdate's off? Will I have to use Louis on Wednesday?" 

    "No, milady. I'm still yours on Wednesday." 

    "Whew! Thank God! I already told Louis you'd do it." 

    "May I ask a question, ma'am? If you're going to go with another company after you graduate, why not just tell those people you prefer girls?" As if I'd said something truly stupid, Toni replied, "You know why, Ed. I still need this job. I have another four months before I can forget about them and their stupid picnics." 

    Looking around, I said, "Oops, we're here. Okay, Toni. If anything comes up before Wednesday, I'll call you." 

    Grinning lasciviously, she replied, "Yeah, Ed, if anything comes up, you do that. Bye, now! Bye, Tiger!" 

    After Tiger had yowled, "Goodbye, Toni! Goodbye!" she poked her 'off' 

icon. 

    I let the screen dissolve and asked, "See what I mean? I think she only wants me for my body." 

    Donna snickered as she sipped the last of her beer and looked for a place to put the bottle. I took it and tossed it and it disappeared with a bright flash as my bottle had. 

    "She sounds like she takes hormones," said Donna, "Maybe that's why she's more macho than most men." 

    "Could be. I've never asked." 

    Snorting a chuckle, Donna said, "It's probably a good thing you didn't. She looks tough." 

    "She is tough. Those fitness contests are grueling." Pulling her backpack closer to her feet, Donna watched her fingers fondle the padded strap and asked, "So, what now?" 

    "Whatever you want, Donna. If you're still insecure, go home. If you aren't, let's dump our stuff and go flying." I shrugged and added, "Or even if you are, I guess. You can think about it while you learn a few tricks on your new board." 

    A few moments passed, then Donna stood up and hefted both of her backpacks onto a shoulder. 

    "I should go home and check in with some people." I wrote my number on the back of one of my Abintra Press business cards and handed it to her. 

    "Always call ahead," I said, "If Linda or the Sheriff's Department calls, I may leave on a moment's notice." 

    "The Sheriff's Department?" 

    "Yup. Sometimes they need the flitter." 

    "What if they need it while you're out flying?" 

    "Then the call will be patched to me and I'll tell the flitter to go help out while I fly back from wherever." 

    "This thing can run itself?" 

    Laughing, I replied, "Oh, hell, yes, ma'am. It almost doesn't need me at all." 

    She grinned. "Just like Toni, huh?" 

    "Not quite. Someone has to own the flitter. Come here." I led her to the rear of the flitter and said, "Flitter, show her your license plate, please." 

    The flitter's field faded just below the deck and its Florida Panther license plate became visible. 

    "Oh, my God..." muttered Donna, "You found a way to register this thing as a car?!" 

    "Funny, that's almost exactly how Linda reacted. No, ma'am, it's registered as an 'automobile'. A self-propelled, passenger-carrying vehicle suitable for use on roads. Since it can handle roads just fine, it got the tag." 

    "But... it doesn't have any wheels!" 

    "Y'noticed that, huh? Well, ma'am, the cops tested it a couple of dozen different ways and decided it fit the bill, if only by legal definition." When I'd asked, "Y'noticed that, huh?" Donna's gaze had narrowed considerably. 

    She said, "You're kind of a smartass, Ed." Grinning, I shrugged and asked, "Y'noticed that, too, huh? Oh, well. Better sooner than later, I guess. If you aren't really leaving, c'mon in." I took my backpack and coffee mug to the house and Tiger followed along for a few paces before he raced ahead to the door. Donna hung back for a moment, then followed us, which I took to be a good sign. Dropping my backpack by the kitchen table, I set about refilling my coffee mug as I asked, "Do you drink instant?" 

    She made a face. "Not on top of beer, no." Looking at her with faux-surprise, I asked, "Are you sure you were in the Army, ma'am? Anytime is coffee time." 

    "I thought we were going flying." 

    Capping my mug and sipping a little to make some airspace under the cap, I picked up my backpack, hung the mug handle on a jeans pocket and said, "We are. Tiger, do you want to come with us?" 

    He looked up from his food dish and said, "No." 

    "Okay, then. We'll see you in a while.." 

    "Goodbye, Ed. Goodbye, Donna." 

    She answered, "Goodbye, Tiger," as I held the door for her and grabbed the moon-glow Frisbee from its peg by the door. 

    As I stepped onto the porch, she asked, "What's that for?" 

    "Call it a training aid. The idea is to keep it from touching the ground." Donna seemed to briefly give that some thought and rather quietly muttered, "Oh, lord." 

    Shaking my head, I said, "Don't sweat it, milady. We'll be high enough that we'll have plenty of time to chase it." 

    Her left eyebrow went up and she muttered, "Oh, lord," again as we stepped off the porch. I grinned and tossed the Frisbee at her. She caught it and eyed it. 

    "It's been a long time," she said. 

    "Same here," I countered, "Too bad. Board on. You coming?" My board stretched across the walkway and I stepped onto it. After a moment, Donna said, "Board on," and tossed the Frisbee at me. The disk flew toward me, then abruptly angled sharply upward as the wind from behind me caught it. I backslid fast, lifted to intercept the Frisbee, and found myself looking down at Donna from a height of perhaps twenty feet. Her mouth had fallen open and her eyes were wide. Letting my board settle back to Earth, I flipped the Frisbee at her. She took her eyes off me only long enough to catch it between her hands, then her gaze returned to me. 

    "Do you realize..." she began, then she took a breath. "You were by the top of that tree when you caught it." 

    Nodding, I said, "Yeah, I noticed that, too." 

    "Do you expect me to... to do things like that?" Giving her a shrug and a fat grin, I said, "Sooner or later, yeah. If I can, you can. Right, Cap'n?" 
Chapter Twenty-four

    Holding up a hand, I counted almost two fingers to sunset; less than two hours. Lifting and heading east, I led Donna to an area that was being cleared for some condominiums near I-75 and waited until Donna was above the graded region. 

    We were about a hundred yards up and she was about a hundred feet from me. Turning to wave at her, I flung the Frisbee. It arced high and to the right, then began a downward path that would put it in her general area. Donna aimed herself at it and charged upward, latching onto it when it impacted her middle. She seemed to take a moment to realize she'd gained another hundred feet or so of altitude, then she sent the Frisbee back at me in a trajectory that started fast and flat, but suddenly sliced upward. I overshot the height a bit, so I flipped my board end-for-end and upside down, anchored my coffee mug at my pocket, and reached down to snag the disk. Donna definitely seemed suitably impressed with that maneuver, yelling as if I'd scored a touchdown when, in fact, I'd simply misjudged the Frisbee's path. 

    When I flung the Frisbee back at her, she, too, had to chase it high, but she managed to put herself in its path again and simply clamped both hands on it when it came within reach. 

    Partly due to the easterly wind's effect on the disk and partly due to my intentions, our game rose ever higher into the evening sky; eventually reaching a height of two miles or so, judging by the appearance of roads and cars below us. 

    We hadn't been up there long when Donna raised her hands to stop me from tossing the disk again and flew closer to me. 

    "How is it I can breathe up here?" she asked, "When I visit my sister in Albuquerque, it takes me a week to get used to the altitude." 

    "No mystery. Your board's protective field gathers oxygen through its entire surface to match your immediate needs." 

    She stood eyeing me as she gave that some thought, then asked, "There's oxygen in water. Are you saying this board would function underwater, too?" Grinning, I asked, "Wanna find out?" 

    Without hesitation, she said, "I have a swimming pool." 

    "Nah." I shook my head. "By now your hubby may have reached Karen and someone may be watching your house. No point in inviting controversy." 

    "Then where?" 

    "The Weeki Wachee river. Most of it's as clear as glass from the spring all the way to the gulf." 

    Looking around at the dusky sky, she said, "But it'll be getting dark soon." 

    "Board," I said, "Lights on, please." My board's nose began to glow brightly, casting a broad cone of strong white illumination through the thin clouds around us. Donna stared at the new brightness ahead, then her eyes tracked it back to the board and she gasped softly as she pointed at the brilliant red glow at the back of my board. 

    "Why so surprised?" I asked, "I told you you'd have running lights. Try yours." 

    Donna looked down at her board and said softly, "Uh... board, lights on." As an apparent afterthought, she added, "Please," but the ends of her board had already begun glowing. 

    "Board, lights off," I said, and Donna quickly asked, "Why turn off the lights?" 

    "Don't need 'em up here. We can't hit anything and it's easier to see the patterns on the ground without the glare of a headlight. I use landmarks around town at night anyway; a Wal-Mart at SR-50 and Mariner and another one at Spring Hill Drive and US-19. I-75 and US-19 themselves. The beach road, SR-550. You already know how to get where you want to go. The boards are just a way to get there fast and avoid traffic." 

    As I pointed out my landmarks to her Donna said, "These boards are considerably more than just a way to avoid traffic, Ed." In a softly accusing tone, she added, "They're miracles of science, and we're using them as toys." I met her gaze and said, "You sound exactly like a lady named Myra. After about fifteen minutes aboard my flitter, she decided that I was whimsically squandering some kind of potential boon to mankind on my personal pleasures. I told her the flitter was mine to squander and she hadn't been asked to approve the matter." 

    Donna lifted an eyebrow at me, but said nothing, so I continued, "I also told her about the ones already in the hands of the government and suggested she try to pry one away from limo duty. After all, they technically belong to the people. Mine belongs only to me. Same with this board. Once you know how yours operates, you can do whatever you want with it." After a moment, Donna said, "Sorry, Ed. I wasn't... Oh, hell. Yes, I was. I was making a judgment that wasn't mine to make. No offense meant." 

    "None taken, milady. I'm fully aware that most of my unofficial uses for my flit and my board are inherently trivial. Are you getting hungry yet?" She'd been watching something below. Nodding slightly, she said, 

"Actually, I am." 

    "Would a buffet place do?" 

    Donna shrugged. "I guess so." 

    Pointing below, I said, "Over there, then," and aimed my board toward a cluster of lights. 

    We settled beside the building where there weren't any windows and turned off our boards. Donna stashed hers in her backpack and we ambled around toward the front doors. 

    You never know who's watching, of course. I heard an engine rev up in the distance and glanced around to see a white sedan hurrying along the service road from an adjoining shopping mall's parking lot. 

    The car whipped into the restaurant parking lot and came to a halt in a handicapped slot, where the driver's door quickly opened and a Sheriff's deputy got out. 

    Saying, "Hold it right there a minute, folks," he approached us in a manner that put him between us and the parking lot, even though he'd apparently just seen us land elsewhere. Hm. Habits and training will tell, I guess. 

    "Detective Greer," I enunciated clearly. 

    Both the deputy and Donna asked, "What?" and Donna added, "His nametag says 'Tilman', not 'Greer'." 

    Without taking my eyes off the deputy, I said, "Yeah, but if he calls Detective Greer about me, we'll be able to go to dinner in a few minutes instead of half an hour from now." 

    Toss a locally-big name at a small-town cop and you may instantly inspire caution and special treatment. Toss that sort of name at a Sheriff's deputy and you get only the caution. 

    The guy asked us to join him in his car, installed us in the back seat, asked us for our ID's, and called them in by swiping them through a gadget on the front seat. 

    Only then did he ask, "May I ask how y'all got here?" I said, "You saw us land beside the building." He met my gaze for a moment in the rearview mirror, then answered someone's comment on his epaulet radio with, "I've got 'em in my car." The dispatcher said, "Stand by," then a familiar voice said, "Greer," and Tilman got out of the car to stand a few yards away as he held a hushed conversation on his radio. 

    A couple of minutes went by, then Tilman came back to the car and opened the door on Donna's side. 

    As we slid out, he said, "Sorry to keep you from dinner, folks." Looking at me, he said, "Detective Greer said he'd be here as soon as he can get loose. He wants to talk to you." 

    Nodding, I thumbed at the front doors. "We'll be here." With a two-finger salute, Tilman said, "Well, y'all have a good evening," got back in his car, and sat doing something with a laptop computer as we entered the restaurant. 

    Donna and I had half-finished our meals before I saw Greer walk in wearing a grey suit. I waved and he nodded before he paused with the woman at the register, then he came to join us as she handed a receipt to a waitress. After introductions, he sat down with us. 

    I asked, "You aren't going to grab a plate?" Shaking his head, he replied, "I just ordered a coffee. My wife'll have dinner on the table in a few minutes. Tilman said you landed on something that looked like a surfboard." 

    Around some spinach, I said, "Yup. It does." Lifting an eyebrow, he repeated, "A surfboard. That flies?" 

    "Yup. It's a prototype." 

    Donna's eyebrow went up at that. "It is?" 

    Looking at her, I nodded. "Sure. Use something for a month and you'll end up with a list of things to add or change." 

    Greer asked, "What all can it do?" 

    "It'll carry a couple of hundred pounds. It's basically just an airborne motorcycle. Like the flitter, it won't work for anyone else, won't let me hit anything, won't let anything hit me, and won't let me fall off." 

    "Jesus. How fast can it go?" 

    When I answered, "A little better than sixty," Donna hesitated only briefly in raising a bite of steak to her mouth, but Greer noticed. 

    "Only about sixty?" he prompted. 

    Leaning forward, I lowered my tone to one of confidentiality as I said, 

"Okay. This is completely unofficial, of course, but it can break a hundred if I push it a little." 

    Greer grinned as he said, "I gotta see this thing." We chatted some more and finished eating. When we walked outside, there were four Sheriff's cars lined up along the far side of the parking lot. Half a dozen deputies in uniform and a few people in street clothes got out of the cars. A few of them had cameras and two had video cameras. 

    "Witnesses," Greer said with a grin, waving at the cars. "If you'll put on a quick show, I can spread the word that there's nothing to be concerned about." 

    Nodding, I hooked my coffee mug on a pants pocket and said, "Okay. Board on, lights on." 

    Greer jumped back quickly as the board appeared in front of me, glowing at both ends. I stepped on it and glanced at the cameras, thinking about how to proceed. 

    Moving forward at thirty or so, I stopped and backed up, then I wove between the police cars. At the end of the line I lifted and hopped over the first row of parked cars in the lot. 

    Aiming the board at a police car, I accelerated to thirty. The board took over about twenty feet from the car and hopped us over the car's rear. Turning left, I returned to the front doors at a height of about twenty feet and took my mug off my pocket before I flipped the board upside down, lowering until I was about eye-to-eye with Greer. Looking at Donna, I gave her a grin and a little wave, then flipped the board rightside up. It wasn't much of a show compared to the board's true capabilities, but it was enough. As I lowered beside Donna, Greer nodded. 

    "Good enough, by God," he said. "We'll write it up and you shouldn't be stopped again without some kind of a reason. How soon will we have to deal with them on the street?" 

    I shook my head. "You won't be dealing with boards like mine, but Sue's variant might show up later. It won't fly above ten feet and won't go over forty. Same lights, and she'll probably want to fix it so they're on all the time." 
Chapter Twenty-five

    We talked a bit more, then Greer left to talk to the other cops. Donna said, "Board on, lights on," and mounted her board, then we lifted out of the parking lot and headed toward my house at an altitude of perhaps a hundred feet. 

    In a mocking tone, Donna said, "This is completely unofficial, of course, but it can break a hundred if I push it a little." 

    Shrugging, I said, "I didn't lie, did I?" 

    She grinningly exclaimed, "Oh, no! Not at all! You just failed to mention the other three hundred miles per hour. You didn't fly above twenty feet, either, until we left." 

    "He never asked how high it would fly." 

    Donna laughed and said, "Yeah, and you would have said it could break a hundred if you push it, right?" 

    "Something like that, yeah. It's Friday night. Got a plan?" 

    "I was going to check in with Jenny. At the bar." 

    "Just check in? Not stay too long?" 

    Casting a studious glance at me, she asked, "You don't like her place?" 

    "Jenny's fine and her place is clean and neat and like that, but the music sucks." I air-guitared as I said, "Twang, Sadie Mae done left me, twang, my beer's flat, my alcoholic dog died, and my pickup don't run." Shaking my head, I said, "Beats me why they put money in the juke box to hear that stuff." Donna snickered and asked, "An alcoholic dog?" 

    "Sure. Everybody's an alcoholic in a country song." As we landed in my front yard, she fished in her bag for her keys and said, "I'll take the SUV from here to the bar, then drop it off at the house later." 

    Hm. 'Drop it off at the house later?' Had she made plans for us beyond the bar? 

    "What then?" I asked, hoping for the best. Zipping her bag and hanging her keys on her belt loop, she said, "I don't know yet, Ed. Last night and this morning, that house was like a stranger's house to me. I slept on the couch because it seemed too damned likely that he'd screwed her in our bed. Little things were out of place in ways that told me she'd been there." After a pause, she added, "That she'd made herself at home in my house." 

    She sighed and sat down on one of the lawn chairs on my front porch. 

    "She'll be back in town by this evening or tomorrow, if she hasn't already flown back. I found some of her clothes in his closet and some of my underwear was missing, Ed. If she checks her safe deposit box, she'll know somebody's been in it, because this morning I took out everything that had my name on it or belonged to me." 

    Looking up, she growled, "That bitch had my grandmother's earrings in that goddamned box, do you believe it?!" 

    I shrugged. "Doesn't surprise me. She'd just say he gave them to her." Shaking her head, Donna muttered, "Yeah, but anyone who could do that..! I mean, just move in like that..!" She looked up again and said, "Ed, I was honestly worried that she might come in while I was asleep. I strung some silverware on all the door knobs and put a piece of broomstick in the sliding glass doors, then I loaded the other pistol and slept with it." Sighing again, Donna said, "I almost brought it along today, but I didn't want to take a chance on getting caught with it." 

    "You really think she'd risk her career by trying to get revenge, Donna? 

Or would she do the sensible thing and just look for another sucker? Nothing was in her name that could be linked to you. She got him to do all the dirty work, so it's unlikely you could make any charges stick against her. Seems to me she could probably skate away clean at this point." Donna looked doubtful as she replied, "Ed, I don't think she's going to do the sensible thing. She called me at home the day after I got back. She gloated. She bragged. She said she was going to strip me naked before she was through. It was as if she hated my guts, but we'd never even met." 

    "You sure about that? Maybe years ago? Army? School?" Shaking her head, she said, "Absolutely sure. When she opened the door for Blaine, I got a good look at her, Ed. I'd never seen her before." Uh, huh. Well, maybe so, but I had my doubts. Of all the people from my school years, I barely remembered about six of them well enough to believe I might be able to recognize them at a reunion. If I simply met them on the street, forget it. 

    "She might be someone who believes you screwed her over way back when. Are there any of those in your past, ma'am? People who'd think you did something that cost them big? You're a captain and you've had some hard training. That takes drive, ambition, and winning competitions. Whatever you've won along the line, someone else had to lose." 

    Donna shook her head again, then interrupted the motion and said, "There was a case of locker theft back when I was in Basic Training. I was one of the people who caught her at it." 

    "Basic, huh? At Ft. McClellan?" 

    Giving me a curious look, she said, "Yes. During our first week, a friend of mine --Jessie --smarted off in formation and I was stupid enough to laugh at her joke. We got put on a bullshit cleaning detail. When we went into the barracks, one of the girls who was supposed to be on sick call was into someone else's locker. Her name was Madison. She said she was looking for her watch. One of the training cadre came in to set us up with mops and heard us asking Maddy what the hell she was doing in Denise's locker." Shrugging, she said, "Her story about a stolen watch didn't wash and there had been other locker break-ins. The Army put her out a few weeks later." With a sigh, she shook her head again and added, "But that was twelve years ago, Ed, and Jess and I didn't play that big a part. The Army took over and we never saw Maddy again after that morning." 

    Agreed. That one seemed a pretty long shot. How many guys had been washed out of my training units? Dozens --a few for petty theft, in fact --but not one of them had ever popped up later in my life with a personal grudge against me. 

    On the other hand, that event had been the first thing to pop into Donna's mind, so --for whatever reasons --it may have had more importance to all involved than she realized. 

    Donna was viewing matters as someone who'd simply done her job and passed the various courses and tests along her career path. Her circle of acquaintances would naturally include others of similar competence and those who hadn't been able to cut it had likely been forgotten the day they'd failed. 

    Sitting down in a lawn chair by Donna and calling up a field screen, I said, "Flitter, see if you can find a mention of a woman named Madison in Donna's records, please, then try to find out where she is today. She was put out of the Army about twelve years ago." 

    My screen almost instantly displayed an Anniston, Alabama street address that included '121'. 

    The flitter said, "That woman's name was Madison Jenker. This is her last known address." 

    "Is that an apartment?" 

    "It was a motel." 

    "It 'was' a motel? What happened to it?" 

    "The motel burned in 1992." 

    "Uh, huh. And you said her name 'was' Madison Jenker? Did she get married?" 

    "No, Ed. She died." 

    "When?" 

    "March second, 1992." 

    "Was that also the date of the fire, flitter?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    Donna leaned to see the screen and almost whispered, "That's not even a month after we... Ask it how she died, Ed." 

    "Flitter, did Madison Jenker die in the fire?" Surprising me, the flitter answered, "No, Ed. Her autopsy report lists an overdose of alcohol and barbiturates as the cause of death." Hm. She'd pulled a Marilyn. 

    "Did the fire start in her room, flitter? If so, how?" 

    "Reports indicate the probable cause of the fire to have been a cigarette which started a fire in a trash container." 

    Hm, again. Figure she'd been crying. Tissues in the trash can; easy to set alight. Drinking, too. A bottle of booze somewhere nearby, possibly open if she passed out while drinking from it. Hell, it may have been in the bed with her. 

    "Thanks, flitter." I canceled the field screen, turned to Donna, and asked, "Anybody else?" 

    She shook her head as she shrugged. "Nobody else comes to mind. That poor girl." 

    A white car went past the house, its stereo blasting as it pretty much ignored the stop sign at the corner. I looked around at the darkened neighborhood. 

    "Well," said Donna, getting to her feet, "I guess I'll get moving. Are you coming to the bar?" 

    Also standing up, I said, "Sure. I'll clean up a little and be there in a while." 

    Donna seemed about to stick her hand out for a shake, then she let it fall and shifted her backpack as she stepped forward and pulled me into a firm hug. When the hug ended, she stepped back, said, "See you there," and headed for her SUV. 

    Something occurred to me and I asked, "Hey, Donna, why did you drive this instead of your BMW?" 

    She stopped and looked back as she said, "The Beemer wouldn't start this morning, so I sent it to the shop. It gave me a little trouble on the way down here, too. It was just time, I guess." 

    Nodding, I said, "Just wondered. Watch the front end; he bashed it pretty hard coming out of the bar parking lot." 

    "Yeah, it doesn't feel quite right, but it seems to work. It'll be okay for a couple of days 'till I get my Beemer back." 

    With a little wave, she continued to the SUV and got in. I watched her U-turn by the stop sign and head back to Northcliffe, then turn left and drive away. 

    Tiger was in the kitchen window as I entered the house. I told him I'd be going back out and cleaned up a bit, then made a fresh coffee and sat down at the kitchen table. 
Chapter Twenty-six

    For some reason, I was more than slightly curious about Madison Jenker. 

    "Flitter, how did they identify Jenker's body? Fingerprints?" 

    "No, Ed. Her body was too badly burned. They used her surviving possessions and military dental records." 

    Hm. That was generally a pretty good method, but... 

    "Be specific, please. Did they match up her fillings, count her teeth, or what?" 

    "Madison Jenker had lost four teeth. The body lacked the same four teeth." 

    "That's it? That's all they checked?" 

    "Apparently so, Ed." 

    Huh. Well, I'm fifty-five and I'm only missing three teeth after all these years. Maybe missing four teeth at age eighteen or so was considered unique enough to qualify as ID. 

    "Did Madison Jenker have a sister?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    "A brother?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    Hm. Scratch sibling revenge, then. 

    "Any known close friends?" 

    "I have no way to know that, Ed." 

    "Check school records. When kids get in trouble, they don't usually do it alone." 

    A moment passed before the flitter said, "On two occasions, she and a girl named Millicent Rodman faced disciplinary actions for vandalizing personal and school properties." 

    "Ah-ha! And where's ol' Millicent these days?" 

    "She and her mother died August 11, 1990." Damn. Oh, well. "Where? What city?" 

    "Durham, North Carolina." 

    "Were they together at the time?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Did they find the bodies?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Who identified them?" 

    "Millicent's father, Harold Rodman." 

    Well, that seemed pretty final. 

    "How did the women die, flitter?" 

    "They were aboard a pleasure craft that exploded while being refueled." 

    "More info, please. What kind of pleasure craft, where?" 

    "It was a small cabin cruiser the Rodmans kept at Falls Lake, North Carolina." 

    I almost hated to ask my next question. 

    "Flitter, is Harold Rodman still alive?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    Aw, hell. "When and how did he die, please?" 

    "December 28, 1991, between ten and ten-thirty p.m. He fell on a staircase in his home and sustained fatal injuries." 

    "Who found him and how?" 

    "Police records show that Madison Jenker walked to his house at approximately eleven-thirty after being unable to reach him by telephone. She called the police from his home." 

    Hold one. She went to his house at almost midnight? For that matter, she tried to call him at that hour? What kind of relationship did they have? 

    "Flitter, how old was Madison at that time?" 

    "Seventeen, Ed." 

    "When did she turn eighteen?" 

    "January 27, 1992." 

    "And her parents let her go to his house alone at that hour?" 

    "Only her mother was available for the issuance of permission, but it does appear that she allowed her to go." 

    With a somewhat sinking feeling in my gut, I asked, "Where was Madison's father, flitter? Dead, like everydamnedbody else who was too close to her?" 

    "No, Ed. He moved to Los Angeles, California, in November of 1988, immediately after divorcing Madison Jenker's mother." 

    "Hot damn! Somebody survived! Why did they get divorced, flitter?" 

    "Records indicate he requested the divorce on grounds of his own infidelity." 

    His own infidelity? 

    I muttered, "Well, that's a fairly rare occurrence. Did he say who he was shtupping?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    Sipping my coffee, I considered matters. Madison had been the common denominator of too damned many disasters since she was fifteen or so. 

    "Flitter, Blaine's lawyer Karen... what's her last name?" 

    "Rodman." 

    Uh, huh. Kinda thought it might be. On the farthest possible off-chance that I might be wrong, I asked, "Is she truly any kind of a lawyer?" 

    "No, Ed. She's impersonating a lawyer." 

    Sighing, "Thanks, flitter," I took another sip of coffee, set my mug on the table, and headed for the front door saying, "Tiger, hold the fort. Elkor?" 

    He appeared on the kitchen table. "Yes, Ed?" 

    "A woman is calling herself Karen Rodman. If she shows up here, please stun her and let me know immediately. Review my last conversation with my flitter for more info." 

    Less than a second passed before Elkor said, "Understood." Tossing him a small salute, I said, "Thank you, Elkor," and hurried out the front door saying, "Board on, three and five suits on." Hopping onto the board and lifting southward, I asked, "Flitter, where's Donna right now?" 

    "She's approaching the intersection of US-19 and County Line Road, Ed." 

    "She lives at 15321 Dwyer Lane, right?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Great. Don't let me take a wrong turn. Send probes to her house, please. You're looking for Karen... No, you're looking for anyone who may be on Donna's properties. Also have a look around the neighborhood. If you find Karen Rodman, stun her and let me know immediately." It took me the better part of a minute to locate Donna's SUV rolling leisurely south on US-19. Taking a position a bit behind and above it, I watched the road ahead. 

    "Flitter, change of plans. I'll stick with Donna while you make the search." 

    "The search has been made, Ed. I found no one on or near Donna's properties." 

    "Great. Station a few probes there and bring yourself here to cover the roads ahead of us until we get there, please. What's Donna's cell phone number?" 

    The flitter told me and I called up a screen and dialed it. When Donna answered, I said, "Hi, there. I'm behind and above you and my flitter's got our point. Keep going, but stay alert, ma'am. If we make it to your house in one piece, I'll show you what my flitter dug up about Blaine's fake lawyer." 

    "Fake lawyer? Tell me now." 

    "Nah. Too much detail. Watch the side roads and stay where you'll have room to move. I've got your back. Bye, now." 

    Disconnecting, I moved back a few more car lengths and kept an eye on traffic. Because we were prepared, of course, nothing happened all the way to Donna's driveway. 

    After Donna parked in front of the garage door, I landed in front of her SUV, turned off the board and my field suits, then walked around the vehicle as if I'd been waiting near the front walkway and opened her door for her. 

    "Ed, what..." 

    "Not out here." 

    Once we were inside, I fired up a two-foot field screen flat on Donna's kitchen tabletop and let her read the conversation I'd had with my flitter. As she scrolled the last few lines, I told the flitter to display photos of Madison Jenker and Karen Rodman side-by-side. The two photos appeared below the text; a black and white one of Jenker as an Army trainee and the other the color photo from Karen's driver's license. 

    There didn't seem to be that much resemblance, but plastic surgery could explain that. 

    "Flitter, display fingerprints of both women, please." 

    "Karen Rodman's fingerprints are not on file anywhere, Ed." 

    "Extrapolate, flitter. Scan this house and the objects in it for prints that don't belong to Blaine, Donna, or the cops who've been here. See if any of them match Jenker's prints." 

    Below the photos appeared two sets of prints; Jenker's complete set on the left and an incomplete set on the right. 

    "Compare them, flitter. Use overlays so we can see any differences." Each of Rodman's fingerprints was superimposed over those of Jenker. Except for a few obvious points of damage --a line indicating a cut finger, for instance --the prints were a match. 

    Donna fished a business card from a small stack by her kitchen phone and dialed a number, then asked for Detective Miller. When he answered, she looked at me. 

    "Just tell him to drop by," I said, gesturing at the table, "It'll be easier to show him." 

    Without saying specifically what she wanted to show him, Donna almost had to argue with Miller to make him promise to come by the house instead of sending a uniform. He said he'd be by in an hour or so. 

    Right. An hour or so. I looked at the business card and saw a fax number. Good enough. 

    "Let's see if they're really awake down there. Flitter, use Donna's phone to send a copy of the print card from Jenker's 201 file and a copy of the prints you found in this house to the fax number on this card, marked to the attention of Detective Miller. Mark the first set of prints as belonging to a person deceased in 1992 and the second set of prints as belonging to Karen Rodman." 

    "I can't do that, Ed. It has not been conclusively proved that the fingerprints found in this house belong to Karen Rodman." 

    "Picky machine. Okay, then, just mark the second set of prints as having been found in this house on this date and that they're 'suspected' to belong to Rodman. We'll let the cops draw their own conclusions from the hints." Donna put on a pot of coffee as we waited and talked. The phone rang less than fifteen minutes after I sent the fax. Donna answered it and said, "Yes," a few times, then hung up. 

    With a small grin, she poured a coffee as she said, "Detective Miller just called to inform me that he was able to get loose after all and that he'll be here in a few minutes." 

    Returning her grin, I said, "That was good of him." Chuckling, "Yes, wasn't it?" she put the coffee pot back, placed the coffee in front of me, and went to the fridge. 

    I sent a cooling field into my coffee and sniffed as I watched her study the fridge's contents. The coffee smelled great, of course; the full, rich scent wafted up from the cup and I knew that --if I drank the whole cup at that hour --regular brewed coffee would turn my guts into a pit of acid. Oh, well. I sipped a little of it anyway. It tasted as good as it smelled. Donna leaned to choose the last can of Long Island Iced Tea from the fridge, set it on the counter and threw the cardboard carrier away, and reached into a cabinet for a glass. 

    With graceful, controlled motions, she snapped four cubes of ice out of a freezer tray and put them in the glass, then popped the top on the can and poured the booze into the glass. 
Chapter Twenty-seven

    At first I thought I'd just had too long a day. I rubbed my eyes and looked again, but the cloudy discoloration was still there, toward the bottom of her glass, and it seemed to be clearing up as I watched. Soap residue? 

Unlikely. 

    "Don't drink that," I said, and Donna turned slightly to give me a questioning glance as she continued pouring. 

    "Flitter, check the contents of Donna's glass and tea can, please. Let us know if you find anything that isn't melted ice or an ingredient for Long Island Iced Tea as mentioned on the can's label. Put the results on a screen." Donna stopped pouring and stared at me for a moment, saw I was serious, and put the glass on the counter. Looking at the can in her other hand, she put that down, too. 

    A field screen appeared as before on the kitchen table. The list of ingredients in Donna's glass included gamma butyrolactone, the line for which was highlighted. 

    Donna stared at the words on the screen for a moment, then her gaze moved to her glass as her left hand moved to her mouth. She looked as if she might become ill. 

    I said, "Flitter, check the ice cubes in the fridge, please. I don't think you'll find anything but water, but it won't hurt to be sure." 

    "You are correct, Ed. The ice is composed only of water." 

    "Then Karen --or Blaine --must have put the GHB in the glass and let it dry. Check the other glasses, please. I just want to be sure." 

    "One other glass is so tainted, Ed. It's the one on your left." 

    "Thanks, flitter. You're a marvel of technology." Donna looked at her tea can and said, "Maybe I should give Miller another call and ask him to bring a drug test kit." 

    "He'll call for one if he doesn't take the glass for a print match. The flitter said the can's clean, if you're still thirsty." 

    "Ah... maybe in a minute. How did you know..?" 

    "Splotches around the bottom of the glass. I thought it was my eyes at first, but the splotches disappeared while I watched you pour. I just thought it might be smart to check." 

    Pointing, she asked, "What about your coffee cup?" Blink. She was right. What happened to GHB in hot liquid? No idea. My nanobots could deal with the stuff, but if she or Miller drank any... 

    "Flitter, check the coffee and the coffee cups, too, please." 

    "They contain no foreign substances, Ed." 

    "Thanks, flitter. I meant what I said. You're a marvel. Remember that and remind me if I don't tell you once a week." 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    Donna snickered, then laughed. Sitting down, she laughed again, but her laugh had an edge of hysteria to it and her eyes remained focused on the glass. 

    "Hey, Donna." 

    She turned her head to look at me. I pointed at her tea can. 

    "Take a big slug of your fancy tea, suck in a deep breath, and relax. Then haul up your socks and get ready to watch me try to explain flitters, field screens, and fancy murder theories to a cop who isn't Detective Greer." For a moment she just looked at me, then she grinned and I heard a low, 

"Heh, heh, heh, heh." 

    Giving her a flat look, I asked, "You think that's funny, huh?" 

    "Heh, heh, heh, heh. Yeah, I do. Heh, heh, heh, heh." The doorbell rang and Donna's face changed to one of puzzlement as she asked, "Already?" 

    "Could be," I said, getting to my feet, "Stand by one and I'll find out." As I headed for the front door, she said, "Be careful," and reached into a kitchen drawer to produce what looked like an issue-style Beretta 9mm. She started to jack the slide back, and not knowing if she was about to look for brass in the chamber or load a round, I held up a hand. 

    "Quiet for now. If it's her, you'll have time to rack it." Donna nodded and moved to stand by the door frame as I continued to the door. 

    "Flitter," I said, "Who's at the door?" 

    "Karen Rodman rang the doorbell, Ed, but she moved to the corner of the garage immediately thereafter." 

    "How come you didn't let me know she was here?" 

    "You gave me no such instructions." 

    "I..." I thought about it. No, I'd told the flitter to station probes until we got here. Damn. My fault. "Yeah. Okay. What's she doing? Show me on a screen." 

    The screen popped into being and showed Karen kneeling beside the high front bumper of the SUV. She was wearing a jacket and mid-thigh skirt ensemble suitable for a legal office and uncaringly showing a helluva lot of her lovely legs as she aimed a big black pistol at the front door in a two-handed grip. I admired the view for a moment, then said, "Stun her, flitter. Don't let her land too hard, please." 

    On the screen, Karen suddenly toppled over, the pistol in her still-gripping hands hitting the deep carpet of grass at about the same time as her head gently came to rest on the lawn. 

    Beyond the SUV and well up the street, headlights quickly turned onto Dwyer Lane and the car they belonged to hurried our direction. Turning to wave at Donna, I said, "I think the cavalry's about to arrive. Karen's out cold on the lawn with a gun, so ditch the Beretta before he gets here." 

    She nodded and set the gun back in the drawer, then sipped her tea and seemed undecided about what to do next. I left her to work it out and continued watching the oncoming car. 

    It pulled into the driveway and a man in a suit quickly got out to cautiously approach Karen. Spotting her gun, he drew his own pistol and edged around her to kick her gun out of her hands, then he tried to rouse her. I sent another stun at her to keep her asleep as he reached under his coat for a small radio and called in a sitrep. Whatever someone told him made him nod as he signed off and put the radio away. 

    Within a couple of minutes, another car roared down Dwyer Lane and slid to a halt on the pavement just beyond Donna's swale. A uniform got out and went jogging over to the guy in the suit. 

    The two held a hurried conference, the uniform used his handcuffs on Karen and called in, then he stayed by her as the suit headed for Donna's front door, his gun still in his hand as he reached for the doorbell. Poking the intercom button before he could touch the doorbell, I asked, 

"Are you Detective Miller?" 

    He froze, glancing around as he moved to one side of the door and answered, "Yes. That's me. Who's this?" 

    "I'm Ed, a friend of Donna's. She's in the kitchen. I just watched you post that uniform with Karen and I'd prefer not to get shot tonight, so take it easy on your way in." 

    After a moment, he said, "Yeah. Okay." 

    "Okay. I'll open the door for you." 

    He seemed pretty tense as he flattened against the faux-brick wall with his pistol pointed at the door. I leaned on the wall just beyond the door frame and reached to snap the lock and turn the doorknob. As expected, the door was sharply shoved open and Miller aimed his pistol at me. He saw my coffee cup and ordered me to put it down. I shrugged and set it on a nearby glass table, then set a short piece of junk mail on top of it. From there it was routine. He checked me for weapons, found my belt knife and took it, and told me to lead the way to the kitchen, where he saw Donna standing by the table. After checking her for weapons, he told us to sit down and produce ID, and he called in about us. 

    Like a kid in school, I raised a hand and clearly enunciated, "Detective Greer." 

    With a somewhat confused look, Miller asked, "What? My name's Miller. You knew that at the door." 

    "Yeah, but my friend's name is Greer. Up in Hernando County. Can you reach him at this hour?" 

    More vehicles arrived out front as he said, "I could. Tell me why I should." 

    "Because we have a lot to tell you that may sound a little fantastic and I don't want to spend all night going through a lot of hoops and barrels with people who don't know me. Greer can back me up." 

    Miller eyed me tightly and said, "Tell you what, sport; if your story starts getting too deep, we can call him then." 

    I looked at Donna and said, "I thought you said he was one of the good guys. Flitter, land in Donna's front yard, please. Use your opaque hull field." 

    "What? What did you just say?" snapped Miller. 

    "It just started getting deep," I replied, "You may want to make that call to Greer now." 

    Somebody outside yelled, "Oh, holy shit!" and someone else yelled for people to "Get clear! Get clear!" 

    Looking at Miller, I asked, "You wanna look like the only cool head in the herd? Go out there and tell them to settle down. It's just my flitter landing in the yard. It won't hurt anyone." 

    Instead of leaving, he used his radio. A couple of the deputies knew they were looking at a flitter and said so. Miller looked narrowly at me. 

    "You say it's yours. Prove it." 

    Nodding, I said, "Flitter, glow neon red, please." There were more shouts outside and brilliant red light burst into the house through windows and the still-open front door. 

    "Flitter, stop glowing now, please." 

    The red light ceased instantly. Miller continued his wary stare at me for a moment, then said, "Let's go out front." 

    Donna and I stood up and walked ahead of him toward the still-open front door. A deputy there glanced away from the flitter, saw the three of us coming, and moved aside. 

    Someone had removed the junk mail card from my coffee cup and --of course

--there was a moth fluttering around in it. Damn. I slung the coffee into the bushes beyond the porch, put the cup back on the table, and followed Miller and Donna into the front yard. 
Chapter Twenty-eight

    A dozen or so deputies and an ambulance crew stood in and around Donna's yard. A red and white ambulance was parked on the swale and a fire truck sat some distance behind several cop cars in the street. Karen Rodman sat quietly in the back seat of the second cop car, staring as hard as everyone else at the flitter hovering a foot or so above Donna's lawn. 

    Her head turned sharply as she noticed Donna coming out of the enclosed front porch, and it seemed to me that she yelled something as her eyes narrowed to slits of hatred. 

    She began struggling against her cuffs. Her struggle became frenzied thrashing that actually rocked the car; not an easy thing to do, given the sort of suspension on a cop car. 

    Her head suddenly struck the passenger door window and she seemed dazed for a moment, then she rolled on her back and kicked at the window. I considered stunning her again, but it seemed to me that the cops ought to see her in full form before I tried to convince them she was a homicidal nutcase who'd swapped identities in order to track down someone she believed had somehow wronged her years ago. 

    Miller was saying something, but I didn't catch it as I watched Karen slam her feet against the glass. Her third kick shattered the window, then she kicked the glass out and sat up to lean through the opening and scream. It was a heartfelt, rending scream of rage and fury that lasted three full seconds, then she repeated it twice as a couple of deputies --one of them a woman --went to the car to try to settle her down. 

    Karen must have worked her hands around to her front during her frenzied kicking. As the male deputy approached, she screamed at him and seemed to retreat into the car slightly as she sucked in breath for another scream. The female deputy actually advised him not to get too close as she took out her pepper spray and readied it, but the male deputy moved forward with his hands raised toward Karen in what he probably thought was a calming manner. 

    With speed that a rattlesnake might well envy, Karen's cuffed hands shot out of the car and latched onto the deputy's left hand. His right hand instantly grabbed her wrist --for what purpose I have no idea --and Karen took that opportunity to rear back like a champion rower near the finish line. The deputy was hauled head-first into the car through the window, his plunge halted only when the gear on his belt hung up on the window's frame. Karen's legs flashed up and clamped around him and the Glock that had been on his right hip was suddenly in her left hand, the muzzle shoved hard under his jaw as she grinningly screamed again, this time right in his ear. Hm. Not good. When she'd aimed at the front door and had no immediate target, the stun had time to knock her completely out before she could think to pull the trigger on general principles. With the gun buried in the deputy's neck, she might be able to take advantage of that split-second before unconsciousness to fire. 

    Something scrabbled across the walkway; one of those inch-and-a-half long Florida cockroaches was hauling ass for the cover of the grass on the other side of the concrete. 

    I sent a field tendril to immobilize the cockroach as I whispered, "Three suit on," and field-suspended the bug ahead of me as I quietly walked toward the car. 

    Changing the field to grip only two of the bug's hind legs, I sent it toward the car's window, where it latched onto the upper window frame, spread its body-length wings, and noisily shook itself to try to get loose. Karen's eyes widened as she stared up at it. Uh, huh. Thought so. Not being from Florida, she'd never seen bugs that size before. I urged the cockroach forward along the ceiling of the car until it was suspended directly above her face. 

    The bug obligingly spread its wings and rattled again. I pulled at it until the poor bug was hanging on by only its front two legs. Karen shrieked, removed the Glock from the deputy's neck, aimed it at the unfortunate cockroach, and fired twice. 

    My stun knocked her cold as the gun went off a second time. I backed away from the car as two deputies who'd crawled up next to the car quickly hauled their buddy out of the window. 

    Other deputies edged quickly up to the car with their guns aimed at the back seat. The female deputy briefly studied Karen's inert form, then quickly opened the car's door and leaned into the car to press her gun hard against Karen's stomach as she reached to grab the Glock from Karen's hand. Returning to my position by the house's front door, I stood behind the porch roof's supporting column, whispered, "Three suit off," and stepped over to stand by Donna. 

    As some of the deputies eyed the holes in the roof of the squad car and wondered what the hell Karen had been shooting at, others who'd been closer told them about the cockroach. 

    Someone suggested that they should try to find the pieces and give it a hero's funeral and someone else taunted the deputy who'd been stuck in the window. 

    "Man, you weren't gonna get out of there alive. Not a chance in hell! 

You're probably the only man in the world who's had his ass saved by a goddamned cockroach!" 

    And so on. Some were very cop-like, eyeing the scene and saying little as they added restraints to Karen, while others let their relief out in teasing jibes at the rescuee. 

    I reached to tap Miller on the shoulder. When he turned, I thumbed at the front door and said, "There's coffee in there. I want some. Do you need me out here?" 

    Glancing around, he shook his head and sighed, "No. Go ahead. I'll be along in a minute." 

    His answer told me that Donna and I were no longer the center of his attention. I picked up my cup from the table as I entered the house and rinsed it before pouring myself another cup of coffee. 

    From behind me, Donna said, "I'll have one, too," and she came to the counter to reach for another cup. 

    Glancing back toward the kitchen doorway, she whispered, "I saw that cockroach fly from the sidewalk to the car." Looking at me meaningfully, she added, "Except it didn't fly. I mean, it didn't use its wings. It just floated to the car." 

    Taking my coffee to the table, I sat down and asked, "You say it just... 

'floated', huh?" 

    Donna stopped in the middle of filling her cup, set the pot down, and turned to face me, her irritation very evident as she hissed, "Oh, don't even pretend you don't know what I'm talking about. I looked around for you, Ed. To point it out to you. You weren't there." 

    She seemed pretty certain about it, so I didn't question the point. I didn't answer at all, in fact, electing instead to sip my coffee and look toward the front door as if looking for Miller. 

    Sitting down across from me and leaning close, Donna met my gaze and hissed, "I know you put that roach in the car." In a thick Texas accent, I replied, "Well, y'all just go ahead an' try ta prove that, ma'am. Ol' Karen done blowed the only evidence they wuz ta smithereens." Hand over heart, I piously added, "Pore lil' sucker oughta get a medal, y'know?" 

    Donna gave me a droll look and tried to pretend she was unamused for a moment before she snickered, "Smithereens? I haven't heard anyone use that word for a long while." 

    Sipping coffee, I said, "Careful. You're dating yourself." 

    "Oh, up yours. Once all these cops are out of here, I want..." Miller walked in with a tap on the door and asked, "What about 'when all these cops are out of here'?" 

    Sitting back in her chair, Donna sipped coffee in silence. Miller looked at me. 

    "I dunno," I said, "If I'm lucky, she'll get me drunk and have her way with me." 

    "What?!" yelped Donna. "I can't believe...!" She didn't finish her sentence, but she flipped her spoon at me. It bounced off my chest and clattered to the floor. 

    I picked it up and set it on the table, deliberately well out of her reach, as I said, "Well, maybe it wasn't all that much of a plan, but I liked it." Looking up at Miller, I said, "If you want a coffee, the cups are in the cabinet above the pot. What's left to do? A fat pile of paperwork?" He eyed the coffee pot for a moment, then moved toward it. As he reached for a cup, he said, "Not that much tonight. Your statements. Where's the sugar? Oh. Never mind. Found it. I'd also like to know where you got the prints you faxed us." 

    Donna gave me a raised eyebrow in a 'let's see you explain that' look. She quickly dropped the expression and sipped her coffee as Miller turned around with his coffee. 

    "Have a seat," I said, "I'll show you." Moving to a chair beside Donna, he asked, "What? You've got 'em in a laptop?" 

    "Detective Miller, do you startle easily?" With a touch of wariness, he replied, "I don't think so." Nodding, I said, "Okay, then. You may want to put your coffee down anyway." 

    Miller looked at Donna. She nodded. "Yes. You might." Looking back at me rather studiously, Miller put his cup down on the table and folded his hands together. 

    "Sure. Okay. I've put my cup down. Now what?" As he asked, "Now what?" I keyed up a data screen on the tabletop and poked the icon for reviews of previous documents. From the list, I chose Karen's prints and history. They appeared as before, with highlighted notes and overlaid print pictures. 

    Miller startled with a jolt when the screen appeared and seemed to freeze by conscious choice rather than by instinct. I touched a corner of the display and rotated it one-eighty degrees so it was rightside up for him. He breathed, "Holy Mother of God! What the hell is this?" 

    "A field-generated display screen. Like a hologram. Sort of. The loose prints came from this house; things Karen Rodman touched when she was here with Blaine. The other set is from her 1992 Army records as Madison Jenker. The issue isn't how I got the prints; it's whether the new prints match those of someone who supposedly died in a fire twelve years ago." 

    "Uh..." Miller muttered as he eyed the table, "Just a minute." He used his radio to call someone into the house. Another suit appeared and stopped dead in his tracks when he saw the display on the kitchen table. 

    "What the hell is that?!" 

    "Sorenson," said Miller, "Ask your questions later. Dust this house for Karen Rodman's prints immediately, then run 'em against the booking prints and the prints that were faxed in tonight. If any of them match, have the Army send us a copy of Madison Jenker's prints." 

    In a startled tone, Sorenson asked, "The dead girl? I thought you said..." Looking up from the table, Miller interrupted with, "Never mind what I said!" then he relaxed somewhat and added, "The 'dead girl' may have shot up one of our squad cars tonight." 

    When Sorenson stared at the display on the table a little too long, Miller snapped, "Sorenson. Get on it now." 

Chapter Twenty-nine

    Sorenson left us and Miller tried to touch the field screen. His finger encountered nothing as he wiggled it around the letters and pictures. Pulling his hand back, he seemed to remember something and reached to touch a corner of the screen. When he wiggled his finger again, the whole display obediently shook with the lateral motions. 

    "Well, damn," he muttered, using the same hand to lift his coffee as he took a sip. "You gonna tell me how you do that?" Shaking my head, I answered, "Nope. You don't work for 3rd World Products." 

    He regarded me for a moment, then looked at Donna. 

    She said, "I've gotten that answer a few times, too." Miller sat back in his chair. "Maybe I should make that call to Greer now." 

    Shrugging, I said, "It's late. Catch him when he's on duty. If you want some instant official answers, try this number." 

    He scribbled the toll-free number I gave him in his notebook and asked, 

"Should I ask for anyone in particular?" 

    "Not at this hour." Sitting back, I asked, "Can our end of the paperwork on all this wait until tomorrow?" 

    Shaking his head, Miller said, "Well, no, not really. We need at least your statements." 

    Pretending to stifle a yawn as he spoke, I canceled the field screen display and asked, "Can we get that out of the way, then? It really has been a long day." 

    Eyeing the now-empty table, Miller said, "Uh, yeah. I suppose so. I'll get a couple of uniforms in here." 

    Donna was interviewed in the kitchen as my statement was taken in the living room. After all was said, scribbled, and signed, we saw Miller to the front porch to make our goodbyes and Miller looked at the flitter in the front yard. 

    "Uh... what about that thing?" 

    I said, "Flitter, return to normal flight mode, please, and park upstairs," and the flitter instantly lifted straight up as it disappeared. There were a few muted shouts from the half-dozen or so deputies still in and around the yard. 

    Miller stared after the flitter for a moment, then glanced at me. "You staying here tonight?" 

    Shrugging, I answered, "It's up to Donna, but I think the emergency's over." 

    Turning to Donna, he asked, "Are you really okay? Do you want me to see if one of the lady deputies can stay here tonight?" 

    "No, thanks," said Donna, "Now that you have Karen Rodman --or whoever the hell she is --I think I'll be okay." 

    He nodded. "Okay. See you folks tomorrow morning." We watched him head to one of the cars and talk to one of the deputies, then go to the car he'd parked in the driveway. A deputy waved at us and got in his car as the others wrapped up whatever they were doing and went to their cars. As soon as the squad car behind him moved, Miller backed out with a wave and drove away. 

    Donna looked up at the half-moon and looked around the sky for a moment, then said, "It's been a helluva day, Ed." 

    Nodding, I replied, "Yup. It has." 

    "When he asked if you were staying here tonight, you said 'I think the emergency's over', but you also said it's up to me. Do you think the emergency's really over?" 

    "Yup. I also think he was fishing a little to find out if we have a thing going on, ma'am." 

    She grinned. "Like in the song, huh? 'Me and Mrs. Jones'?" Returning her grin, I said, "Yup. Like that. He's got your hubby and your hubby's psycho girlfriend in his jail, but maybe Miller wonders if we had more of a hand in things than he's been able to see. Or maybe he thinks you might want to even the score a little by keeping me here overnight. Maybe he even thinks you should." 

    Laughing, she asked, "Yeah? And is that what you think too, or should I even bother to ask?" 

    "Well, you already know I think you're kinda cute, Cap'n Donna, ma'am. I could probably bring myself to cooperate if you didn't get too kinky on me." With a mock-shocked look she yelped, "If I don't get what?!" as she slapped my arm, decided once wasn't enough, and grinningly slapped it again. 

    "Ow! Yeah! Stuff like that!" 

    I pretended to suffer appropriately as I shielded my arm and stepped back. 

"I'm not into pain, y'know. I bruise easy." 

    Donna gave me a 'yeah, right' sort of look and rolled her eyes, then looked into the house through the open front door and remarked, "I wonder what else she poisoned?" 

    "Flitter," I said, "Please check all food and beverages in the house for signs of tampering and let me know what you find." 

    My implants tingled sympathetically as a probe formed within a few yards of me in the direction of the kitchen. A few moments passed before the flitter said it had found nothing. 

    "All clear," I said. 

    Donna glanced away from her study of the moon and said, "Thanks," then she looked into the house and sighed, "This was supposed to be the place where I'd begin my new life." 

    When I said nothing, she looked at me. 

    "What would you do, Ed?" 

    "Depends, I guess. Two ways to look at things, Donna. One; the house has been tainted. Could you live here after all that's happened? Then there's view number two; you've successfully defended your world and this is part of it. You can clean, fix up, paint, and do whatever else needs to be done to make it altogether yours again." 

    Shaking her head, she studied the wall in front of us and the windows to either side and chuckled wryly, "No, it was never altogether mine. It was a compromise. This is a five-bedroom house, Ed. Blaine wanted to make home offices for both of us. To hell with that; I don't have any desire to work at home. I wanted a smaller house and a larger pool." 

    I looked through the house at the pool beyond the rear sliding glass doors. It seemed pretty large to me as home pools go; something like forty feet or so long. 

    She saw me eyeball the pool and said, "It hasn't had much use. I was only here a week before I had to go back to duty." 

    "You sound as if you're thinking about going swimming." Nodding, she said, "I am. Like you told Miller, it's been a long day." 

    "Would one of Blaine's swimsuits fit me?" 

    Shrugging, she said with a grin, "Probably, but I'm not going to wear a suit, so why should you?" 

    With a slight bow, I said, "That's very egalitarian of you." 

    "Yes, isn't it? But before we get in the pool, we have to do something. I'm out of my tea and you drink beer." 

    "Flitter," I said, but she stopped me. 

    "No, let's use the boards. And let me call Jenny first. She was expecting me to drop by the bar." 

    I said, "Okay," as she headed back to the kitchen, where she took her cell phone from her backpack and made her call. 

    Someone other than Jenny answered and Donna asked for Jenny. The answer she received made Donna's expression become anxious. 

    She thanked whomever and dialed another number. After a few seconds, she said to me, "Got her machine," in a tone that let me know that upset her, then she said, "Jen, this is Donna. If you're there, pick up." Donna repeated her request to pick up some moments later, waited a short time, then turned off her phone and tossed it into her backpack as she pulled out her board core and said, "Let's go." 

    As we strode quickly to the front door, I said, "Give me her address. I'll have the flitter send probes to see if she's all right." Shaking her head, Donna said, "Lois told me someone called the bar about two hours ago to tell Jen one of her dogs was hit by a car. It's probably Roxy; she's always finding ways to get loose. Jen's probably still at the vet's." 

    Grabbing her arm to stop her, I said, "Call the vet. See if she's there." 

    "What? Why? Where the hell else would she be?" 

    "Doesn't it seem a little odd to you that her dog got hit by a car this evening in particular?" 

    She shook her head again and said, "I know where the vet is, but I don't know his name or the name of the clinic. It would take as long to look it up and call as it would to go there." 

    "Then let me send the flitter to her house. It won't cost us anything to check both places." 

    Donna gave me the address as she locked the front door behind us. We'd just left the screen porch for the sidewalk when the flitter told me that Jenny wasn't at her house. 

    A few minutes later we landed in the parking lot in front of a veterinary clinic in a strip mall a mile and a half away. Donna hurried to ring the doorbell as she looked around and said, "I don't see Jen's car. Maybe the dog wasn't hurt too badly. Maybe she's on her way home." Through an intercom box by the door, a woman asked, "May we help you?" Donna asked her if Jenny had brought a dog in and the woman said she hadn't, then asked if we'd checked another clinic. Donna told her it was too far away and that Jen would definitely have brought the dog here. The woman reiterated that they'd had no canine patients that evening. Donna thanked her and turned away from the door. 

    Hm. The neighbor had called the bar two hours ago, well before we'd left my house. I'd told Elkor to let me know if Karen showed up and I'd had the flitter check the roads ahead of us, but not behind us. 

    Perhaps assuming that Donna would check in with Jenny at the bar, Karen could have made that call to lure Jenny home, but then what? 

    When Donna said, "Board on," but I didn't, she gave me a 'Well? Aren't you coming?' look. 

    "Donna," I said, "Turn your board off for a minute. Karen could have made that call to the bar. She might have wanted Jenny completely out of the picture." 

    "Oh, come on. She was after me, not Jenny." 

    "Jenny could have been a problem. How many dogs does she have?" 

    "Huh? Uh, two." 

    "Flitter, how many dogs did you notice at Jenny's house?" Through my implant, the flitter responded, "Two." 

    "In what condition, please?" 

    "Both appeared to be in good health." 

    I relayed the info to Donna. Her face tightened as her eyes narrowed farther, then her expression became alarmed. 

    "Flitter, calculate the shortest commonly-traveled routes from Jenny's home to the bar and search them for..." I glanced at Donna as I gave search parameters some thought. "Search along those routes for a dead or incapacitated woman. She may be in a car or in a car's trunk or lying on the ground. If she's injured or ill, call Stephanie before you call me, please." 

    "Stephanie?" asked Donna, "You mentioned her before." 

    "She's a doctor, among other things." 

    As we waited for results, Donna turned off her board and asked, "Ed, why would Karen go after Jenny?" 

    "To isolate you. She wouldn't know whether you'd go to the bar or home from my place. She wanted you home, where she'd set her trap. Where would you have ended up when you hadn't been able to find Jenny?" 

    "Possibly the police station. Or back to the bar to wait." 

    "For a little while, maybe. Then you'd go where? And in what kind of mood?" 

    Nodding, Donna said, "Yeah. Home. And in a mood to have one of my Long Island teas. I see what you mean. Let's get... Let's get real about this. Do you... Do you think she'd have killed Jenny?" 

    'Get real', huh? Yet she had trouble getting the words out. But there was no point in candy-coating something that might be proved out within minutes. 
Chapter Thirty

    With a sigh, I said, "It's hard to say, Donna. It wouldn't have been at all necessary, but she's not quite sane and she might not have realized that. And she might not have cared. Karen may simply have seen her as a manipulatory tool, just like most everybody else in her life." 

    Before I could mention the other victims in Karen's life, the flitter said, "Ed, I've found Jenny Hargreave and I've summoned Stephanie," and gave me a location along a limerock road that met Denton Drive. Hargreave. Hm. A heavy last name for a 'Jenny'. Donna had noticed the way my attention had shifted sharply away from her and started to speak. I raised my hand to still her and asked, "What's her condition, flitter?" Strong theta waves kept Donna calm as Steph manifested herself beside me and said, "I've begun treatment, notified the local authorities, and I've commandeered the flitter to transport her to a hospital." She paused, then added, "Jenny Hargreave was beaten and stabbed four times approximately two hours ago. She was then placed in the trunk of her car." 

    "Stabbed four times two hours ago and she's still alive? Stabbed with what, where? A hatpin in the butt?" 

    Giving me a narrow look, Steph said, "A sharpened four-inch screwdriver was used. It was rather obviously an interrogation, not an attempt on her life. Will I have to introduce myself?" 

    Taking her hand, I kissed it and bowed slightly. 

    "No, ma'am. I'll be happy to introduce you when you let up on the theta waves enough that she can think." 

    A finger tapped my shoulder and Donna said, "I can think just fine. I take it this is Stephanie?" 

    Turning so I could see them both, I said, "Yes'm. This is the fabled Stephanie, my ex-flitter goddess and good friend. Steph, this is Donna Perrin." 

    The ladies greeted each other above a handshake, then Donna asked Steph, 

"Will Jenny really be okay?" 

    Smiling, Steph said, "Yes, she will. Her wounds aren't immediately life threatening." 

    I asked, "Could we go to Jenny's car? When the cops are finished with it, I could drive it to her home instead of letting them tow it and charge her later to get it out of the pound." 

    Steph said, "The keys went to the hospital with Jenny." 

    "So much the better. That's where Donna's going to want to go. Was Jenny conscious?" 

    "Barely so. She thought I might be a family ghost." 

    "Heh. Come to take her to the great beyond, you mean?" 

    "Something like that. I expect the emergency room people have convinced her otherwise by now." 

    Donna said, "Board on," and stepped onto it, then asked, "Which hospital?" I stage-whispered to Steph, "That must be a hint." 

    "I agree," she grinningly whispered back, then she lifted into the night sky saying, "Just follow me." 

    Staring after her, Donna muttered, "Ed, she's flying!" 

    "Yes, ma'am, that she is," I said, "Board on." Once we were aloft, Steph led us quickly to the hospital and disappeared as we landed our boards well to one side of the sliding glass doors. Donna balked by the doors, looking around for Steph, but I pointed through the glass doors at a tall, gorgeous woman wearing a shades-of-green business outfit near the front desk. Steph gave us a smiling little wave. For a moment, Donna froze and stared at Steph, then she shook herself slightly, said, "Oh, hell. I'll ask later," and entered the hospital. Steph met us in the lobby and dropped a set of Volvo keys in my hand as we walked to the nurse's station. 

    We discovered Jenny had already been taken into surgery. Our inquiry about her caused a couple of deputies and a doctor to appear and begin asking us questions. 

    Steph suggested we adjourn to an empty lounge, where she called up a field screen and ran a playback of her discovery, treatment, and transportation of Jenny. 

    A few minutes later, Detective Miller strode in and stopped some distance from us. He nodded to us, but came no closer as he pointed at one of the deputies. 

    The deputy went over to him and they held a hurried conference, then Miller walked up to us with a friendly greeting. He asked about Jenny's condition, but that was just social fluff; if he'd really wanted to know --or didn't already know --he'd have asked one of the hospital staff. After some discussion, Donna went to check something at the nurse's station and I brought up the matter of Jenny's car. Miller said he'd release it to me as soon as the forensics people had finished with it. With a nod, I said, "Thanks. I'm sure she'll appreciate not having to bail it out of a yard later. If I'm not necessary here, I'll stop by the bar and let Lois know what's going on, then head over to get Jenny's car." Miller blinked at me and asked, "What about Mrs. Perrin?" Shrugging, I said, "I figured I'd leave her here." 

    "You two came here together, right?" 

    "Yup." 

    "Then how's she gonna get home?" 

    Shrugging again, I replied, "She'll figure something out. Steph? Need me for anything here?" 

    Shaking her head, Steph smiled and said, "Thanks, but I think I can handle things." 

    Miller seemed to think I was being somewhat remiss. I invited him to step outside to see something and headed for the door without waiting for a reply. In the reflection of the lobby's glass doors I saw Miller follow me. Stepping well to one side of the doorway, I said, "Board on," and stepped onto it, lifting to about three feet as Miller came through the doors and looked for me. 

    His eyes got big and his mouth fell open. I guided the board around a couple of cars and back, then hopped off. 

    "Ho, damn!" muttered Miller, "Did I really see that? What the hell is that thing?" 

    "It's a prototype flying board. Donna has one, too. Getting home won't be a problem." 

    "A prototype? You mean you're still testing them?" 

    "Yup. I have the first one of this model ever made. Donna's was the second or third. While they aren't exactly a state secret, we'd rather not attract too much attention and have to spend a lot of time explaining them. People can read all about them when they're made available to the general public." Peering at me, Miller asked, "Are they safe?" 

    "Oh, yeah. It won't let me fall off." 

    Plainly skeptical, he murmured, "Uh, huh. Right." 

    "I'll show you when I leave. How soon do you think I can take Jenny's car home?" 

    Taking a radio from his belt, he asked someone about the car and that guy replied, "Another fifteen, I think." 

    Donna came out of the lobby and spotted us, then noticed my board and gave me a questioning look. 

    Shrugging, I said, "Like I told Greer, there's no point in trying to keep them secret. At least this way they'll know why there's a rise in UFO

reports." 

    "Well," she said with what seemed a measure of discomfort, "I, uh... I just came out to see what you were going to do." 

    "I'm gonna fly off and leave you here, ma'am." Holding up the Volvo keys, I jangled them and added, "Then I'm gonna go have a beer at Jenny's bar and let 'em know what's up. After that I'm probably going home. It's getting pretty late." 

    Leaning against the wall, Donna seemed to give all that some thought, then she shook her head. 

    "No. Jen's not going to wake up until sometime tomorrow. I'm not going back to that goddamned house tonight and I could use a drink, too." Nodding, I said, "Saddle up, then, and we're outta here." She pulled her board core out of her bag and slappingly stuck the disk on her arm as if she'd been doing it for years instead of only a few hours. 

    "Board on," she said, and stepped onto her board. Giving Miller a little salute, I said, "Later," and led the way out of the roofed receiving area, doing a quick roll and waving at Miller. His eyes bugged a little, but he waved back. 

    The flitter told me where to look for Jenny's blue Volvo. A cop sat in his car behind it, apparently scribbling notes. We flew down and approached his car from the front to avoid startling him too much. After he more or less stopped staring at us, he called Miller about the car and let us take it. From Jenny's house we flew to the bar, where we gave Lois and a few others the news about Jenny and hung out until closing time to help Lois clean up. Donna bought four of her 'special teas' and tucked them into her backpack, then we flew to Spring Hill and my house. Tiger greeted us as brightly as usual and we spent some time with him before Donna made one of those huge, uncontrollable yawns and apologized in a halfhearted fashion. I issued her towels and started to show her the guest bedroom, but she shook her head. 

    "No point in mussing the bed... unless you snore." 

    "I guess you'll tell me if I do, milady. Shower together or separately?" 

    "Separately. I need some time to soak and think." Nodding, I said, "You got it," and left her to her bath. A bit later she came out of the bathroom and announced, "Okay, it's all yours," and headed for the bedroom. 

    When I got out of the shower and entered the bedroom, Donna was sound asleep on my usual side of the bed. Hm. I considered the couch. Did I want to try to sleep next to her? Would I be able to sleep with her in the bed? 

    Tiger eyed me from the big chair in the corner. I spent a quiet moment ruffling his chin, then turned out the light, went around the bed, and climbed in. When my foot bumped hers, Donna shifted her legs a bit without waking and her fabric-covered butt bumped my hip. Oh, well, it had been a long day. 
Chapter Thirty-one

    I roused a bit when Donna got up and hurried to the bathroom. The bedside clock read 06:37. I felt the top of it to make sure the alarm was off and went back to sleep. 

    What seemed to be half a conversation woke me a little after eight. I heard Donna introduce herself to someone and ask about Jenny's condition. She spoke with whomever for about five minutes and asked about visiting hours, then ended the conversation. 

    Looking around the bedroom, I didn't see her clothes on the other chair. Hm. She'd wanted to share a bed, but she'd worn her panties, if nothing else. Had she been wearing anything else? I realized I didn't know; I'd been tired enough to fall asleep soon after my head hit the pillow. Whatever. I greeted Tiger and got up to go take a leak and brush my teeth. In the hallway, I smelled brewed coffee. As I loaded my toothbrush, a shadow passed the bathroom door, then passed again several moments later. She'd checked the bedroom? Why? The bathroom door was closed and the water was running. No, wait one. She'd checked the bedroom chair and seen my pants still there. 

    As I brushed my teeth, her shadow passed the door again, but this time she didn't return to the hallway. Hm. Rinsing, I debated whether to wear or carry a towel when I walked out and decided it didn't really matter. No matter how she reacted, it was time for that all-important first coffee of the day. When I opened the bathroom door, I found Donna leaning against the door frame, as naked as I was. She smiled at my instant erection as she handed me my coffee mug, then turned to walk into the bedroom. 

    Because I could smell brewed coffee, I expected to find some of the stuff in my cup, but when I sipped, I discovered the kind of coffee I usually make. I entered the bedroom as Donna sat on the edge of the bed and said, "One level spoonful of instant coffee. Add hot water, stir well, and cap the mug." 

    "You got it," I said, eyeing her nakedness as I came to stand before her. 

"Thanks, milady. Now that I have my coffee, would you like to be my breakfast?" 

    With a slight shake of her head, Donna's gaze fixed on my dick and she reached with her left hand to get a light grip on it as she said, "Maybe your lunch. After I wash up. You had a hard-on when I woke up, you know. It was too early to call the hospital, so I just sat in bed staring at it for a while, thinking about how it would feel up inside me." 

    Shrugging, I said, "You could have wakened me. I'm pretty sure I wouldn't have minded." 

    Shaking her head again, Donna sipped her coffee and said, "I didn't really think you would, but I was enjoying the peace and quiet. I haven't had much of that lately." 

    Grinning, she stopped fondling me to wiggle two fingers and added, 

"Besides, I got off a few times on my own just having that thing as a visual aid. It was up for half an hour or so before you rolled over." As her hand resumed fondling my dick, I said, "Sorry, milady. Can't imagine why I'd have done that." 

    Donna snickered and drew a fingernail from the tip to the bottom of my shaft, making it buck. She bit her lip gently and grinned as she did it again, then looked up at me. 

    "You don't mind me teasing it like this?" 

    It bucked under her touch again as I replied, "Nah. Feels good to be all swollen up like that." 

    Her hand wrapped around me and her chuckle turned to an outright laugh. I took a big slug of coffee because it seemed likely I'd have to put the mug down shortly. 

    Also taking a sip of hers, Donna set her cup on the night table and used her grip on me to pull me forward. She nibbled, licked, kissed, and sucked for a few minutes, then she sat back and smiled as she took another sip of her coffee. 

    "It's time," she said with a grin, giving me a gentle yank and releasing me, "On your back, mister." 

    She patted my side of the bed and sipped her coffee again as she watched me go around the bed, set my coffee on the night table, and get flat on the bed. 

    Pretending to brace myself, I said, "Ready, ma'am." Donna chuckled as she produced a little square packet from beneath her pillow and used her teeth to tear it open. 

    "Hope you don't mind," she said, "Too bad if you do." Shaking my head, I said, "No problem." 

    I held out a hand for the rubber, but she pushed my hand away and swung her leg over my legs. Once she was kneeling above me, she carefully installed the rubber on my dick. 

    Leaning forward with a big grin, Donna kissed me rather gently for some moments, then her kiss became firm and she reached between us to guide me into her. 

    Donna took her time about easing herself onto me one slight wiggle at a time. From her grinning expression, I suppose she thought she was tantalizing me. 

    For a time I matched her gaze, then my attention strayed to her shoulders and arms and followed her satiny skin to her breasts. She had nice, natural, handful-sized breasts that were somewhat conical and tipped with smallish nipples. 

    While her belly was flat, it didn't have the kind of six-pack muscularity I'd half-expected. I trailed my fingers from Donna's jaw line down her neck and across her shoulders, then down her arms and back up to her chest. When my fingertips found her nipples, they stood out a bit more and she nibbled her lip in the midst of her grin. After a time my fingers moved on, trailing over Donna's hips to her thighs. I got a light grip there to feel her muscles move beneath her skin. 

    "Very nice," I said softly, "Very, very nice." Donna's low chuckle made me look up. 

    She said, "I didn't think you'd be disappointed." 

    "Ooo. Vanity, thy name is woman." 

    With a snort of laughter, Donna shook her head. 

    "What I mean is, I've noticed that you tend to notice womens' legs... and damned little else." 

    Mock-defensively, I protested, "Well, in passing, sure! But I notice other things, too, ma'am. Really I do." 

    Seating herself firmly on me, Donna replied, "Yeah? Name something." 

    "Eyes. Voice. Even hair, sometimes. The way she flies a sports car into a ditch. All the usual stuff." 

    Donna's snickers racked her briefly, then turned to chuckles that became a laugh. She hitched herself around a bit, found the best way to put some pressure on her inner spot, and bore down to her task. 

    During sex, I don't usually pay too much attention to what's happening to my dick, preferring instead to admire the lady as she strives for her own personal prize. 

    This sort of distraction works to my advantage most times because my mind is on things other than coming and the lady can take her time about her pleasures. 

    But... a lady can also misinterpret matters. A bit more than fifteen minutes into things and just after Donna had brought herself to a second climax, she stopped her small postings, rested her hands on my shoulders, and gazed down at me. 

    She canted her head slightly and said, "You don't seem to be one hundred percent into what's going on here, Ed." 

    Laughing softly, I said, "Oh, I'm definitely into what's going on here, Donna. Very much so. If I weren't, you'd be sitting on a noodle instead of a stick." 

    "That's what I mean. You're still up and you haven't showed any interest in going off. In fact, you seem almost distracted." Reaching to massage her arms and shoulders with a big grin, I let my hands slide down over her breasts and replied, "Only by various parts of you. Just keep on keeping on, ma'am. I can't think of a better way to spend a Saturday morning." 

    Donna eyed me for a moment as if she doubted me. I gave my hips a little bounce that widened her eyes. 

    "Trust me," I said with a grin, "I haven't lost interest." But it seemed as if something had gone out of the event for Donna. She continued to make use of me for a time, but she couldn't quite reach another orgasm, and I saw her frustration building as her motions quickened without results. 

    At last she sat back and gazed at me for a few moments, then rolled off me and eyed my dick. 

    "I don't get it," she said, "Things were going fine, then..." Her eyes met mine and she continued, "I had two, then I was almost there, but I just couldn't pull that third one up." 

    Reaching for my coffee, I said, "You started thinking. Sex is supposed to be mindless animalistic fun. You're supposed to turn off your head and just do whatever tingles your fancy." 

    As I sipped coffee, she asked, "How about you? It's still up, but you haven't seemed too interested in getting it off." 

    Chuckling, I eyed her thighs as I replied, "Nope." Donna stared at me for a moment, then asked, "Why not?" 

    "Well, for one thing; if it goes off, it'll more'n likely go down. In that condition, it's only good for taking a leak." 

    Still looking dubious, Donna asked, "It's the rubber, isn't it? It's keeping you from..." 

    "Nope. It isn't the rubber." 

    "You're sure?" 

    "Yeah, I'm sure." 

    I sipped again as she asked, "Would changing positions help?" 

    "Help what? Help me come?" 

    As if I'd asked a stupid question, Donna rolled her eyes and rather exasperatedly sighed, "Yes, help you come. What else?" Shaking my head, I took another sip and put the cup down on the night table. 

    "Hope not. Donna, if you want me to just mount up and ride until I come, that's what I'll do, but that's not really what it's all about for me." She met my gaze for a few moments, then her eyes moved to my softening dick. "If I only knew you a little better, we could do it without a rubber." Uh, huh. Right. She'd drawn her own conclusion and she was sticking to it no matter what I said. I scooted up on the bed so I could sit upright and reached for my coffee again. 

    Sighing, I watched my dick begin to deflate from all the conversation and said, "For your info, ma'am, being able to make a gooey mess inside you wouldn't change my reasons for being inside you in the first place. I like being up and in, and over the years, that's kind of created a psychological block against simply ramming it in and squirting right away." Plucking the rubber off my now-dwindled dick, I dropped it into the trash can by the night table. Donna scooted herself up the bed so she could also sit up. 

    She asked tightly, "By that, I take it you're saying that now we'll either do it without a rubber or we won't do it at all?" 

    Giving her a wry look, I answered, "Take another look, lady. Do it with what? You talked it to death. Let's go see about some breakfast." 
Chapter Thirty-two

    I swung my legs off the bed and headed for the bathroom. After a quick rinse here and there, I went to the kitchen and checked Tiger's food and water, then opened the fridge and gave some thought to zapping some eggs in the microwave. 

    Donna padded into the kitchen naked and went to the coffee pot, refilling her cup before taking a seat at the kitchen table. I zapped some eggs as I prepped a plate of bacon to follow them. 

    She said nothing, so I kept quiet, too. Once the eggs were ready, I put the bacon in the micro and set the timer, then drew a knife through the eggs to slide half of them to another plate. 

    "Ed," said Donna. 

    Without turning away from the counter, I answered, "Here. Present. Yo." As Tiger entered the kitchen, she asked, "Are you mad at me?" Shaking my head, I said, "Nope. No point in being mad. Wouldn't help anything." 

    Tiger hopped onto a chair and prepared to hop onto the table as she asked, 

"You're sure?" 

    "Yup. Tiger, don't get on the table. Use that chair. I'll make you your own plate." 

    He sat down, said, "Okay," and watched the microwave intently as I pulled a saucer from the dishwasher. Tiger's very fond of bacon. Donna's eyes had grown wide when he'd said "Okay" and she seemed to hunker a bit. I tapped her shoulder and she jumped slightly as I said, "He doesn't care if we're naked. Wrong species, y'know." 

    The microwave bell sounded and I added bacon to our plates, set them on the table, and put the saucer on the chair for Tiger. He dug in with his usual zeal. 

    Donna asked, "Do you always wander around your house naked?" Sitting in the chair next to hers, I answered, "Sometimes. Doesn't matter; people can't see in unless they work at it, and I don't really give a damn if they do. Why are you wandering around my house naked?" She shrugged delightfully and shook her head. "I didn't see any point in getting dressed. I'm going to take another shower after breakfast." Looking properly enlightened, I nodded slightly and started to work on my eggs. After a moment, Donna began to eat, too. 

    Perhaps two minutes passed before she said softly, "I have another condom." 

    Shaking my head slightly, I answered, "Thanks anyway." 

    "You're sure?" 

    Around some egg, I replied, "Yup. Miller wants us to stop by the cop shop for paperwork." 

    Looking up from her food, Donna asked, "I'd like go to the hospital and see Jenny first." 

    "Okay. Call me when you're ready to leave and I'll go with you to talk to the cops." 

    That startled her. 

    "You aren't coming to the hospital with me?" 

    "Hadn't planned to. You may want to take a car instead of your board. Jenny'll probably be ready to leave this afternoon." Donna's mouth fell open. "What?! Are you nuts?! She was beaten and stabbed, Ed!" 

    "Yeah, but not too badly, and Steph patched her up some before she took her to the hospital." 

    With a truly angry look, Donna set her fork down rather firmly on her plate, scooted her chair back, and stood up. 

    I admired the view as she snapped, "You may be pissed because things didn't work out in the bedroom, but that's no reason to try to use Jenny's condition to get back at me." 

    She was still hung up on the rubber issue. Oh, well. I'd been about to pull up a field screen and tell her about nanobots, but I was suddenly tired of Cap'n Donna's tendency to jump to rock-solid conclusions without much data, and her visit with Jenny would disabuse her of at least one of them. Around a bit of egg, I said, "I wasn't 'trying to get back at you', Donna. Why do you think Jenny's doctors were so confused last night? They discovered she was healing way too fast. Let's just finish breakfast and saddle up." Donna eyed me angrily for another few moments, then stalked out of the kitchen. I heard noises from the bedroom for a minute or so, then she came striding out of the hallway and headed for the front door. Tiger stopped eating and jumped to the kitchen window just as Donna called up her board and soared away. 

    He watched her go for a moment, then turned to me and said, "She didn't say goodbye." 

    I got up to put a piece of Donna's bacon in his saucer as I replied, "She was upset, Tiger. Sometimes people forget their manners when they're upset. But she left you some bacon." 

    Tiger jumped down and went to his saucer, eyed the bacon strip, and said, 

"When she comes back, I will thank her." 

    Scooping the remnants of Donna's breakfast onto my own plate, I answered, 

"Good idea." 

    Interesting. Used to be, Tiger'd ask me whether someone would return. Now

--at least in Donna's case --he simply seemed to assume she would. He was probably right. Jenny would be out of the hospital in record time and Donna would want to know how that happened. It seemed unlikely that Steph would have explained much to a semi-conscious woman during pre-transport treatment, so Donna would probably at least give me a call later. The phone rang and I answered it rather than let the machine take the call. 

    "Hi, Ed," said Marie Michaelson, "Is your offer to help me pick out a computer still good? I got the day off." 

    "Yup. I can be there in an hour or so. I need to run by the bank first." 

    "Noon would be better, if it's all right with you. I have some errands to run, too." 

    "Good 'nuff. How about lunch, while we're at it?" 

    "Sure! I'm buying, though. Thanks, Ed!" 

    "De nada, ma'am. Later." 

    "Okay. Bye!" she hung up. 

    Heh. Lunch with Marie would probably be at a burger joint. She'd just moved into a new place and sprung for some car repairs, and on her salary as a lab tech, she'd be stretching every buck. I decided we'd 'find' a twenty on the sidewalk. 

    Throwing on some clothes, I made a fresh coffee for the road and told Tiger I'd be back later, then called up my board and my three suit and went to the bank. 

    It occurred to me that simply appearing by the bank's front doors might create problems; the cameras would see me not there one moment and there the next, and that sort of thing can be disturbing to security people. Landing between an SUV and a pickup with a camper shell near the end of the second row of cars, I almost turned off my three suit and board, but I heard a woman's voice saying, "...spend all damned day like this. I just wish to hell they'd picked somebody else." 

    Hm. A stakeout? I moved to the next row and turned things off, then stepped in front of a car, fished in my shirt pocket for my little white Post-It pad, and wrote, 'The lady said she wishes they'd picked somebody else. If I could hear that, so could someone else,' on the backside of the top sheet. 

    Walking between the camper and the SUV on my way to the bank's front doors, I lightly slapped the tiny sheet of paper against the curtained sliding window by the camper's door. 

    As I continued on, I heard the window slide, then slide again. Holding the door for a woman, I glanced back at the camper and saw it rock slightly. After dumping all but two hundred of what I'd made selling boards into my slush account, I was folding bills to fit my money clip when the bank's assistant manager came over to ask for a few minutes of my time. When we got to his office, two men in casual suits stood by his desk. One of them nodded to the assistant manager and he backed out of the office. The other suit put himself between me and the door, reached to yank my coffee mug off my pocket, and set it on a small table by the door. Quickly patting me down, he took my belt knife out of its sheath, set it by my mug, and then he shoved me forward toward one of the office chairs. I turned his shove into a twist, then put him into a forward tumble that sat him on the floor by his partner's feet. He got up quickly, angry as hell. When he grabbed at me, we played slappy-hands for a few seconds as I blocked his attempts to get a grip on me. His partner seemed rather amused with the show. 

    After a few moments, he said, "Dave," with no effect, then he put a hand on Dave's shoulder and repeated more insistently, "Dave! That's enough." Dave stepped back, but he looked unhappy about doing so. 

    "That's a pretty big knife," said the other guy. 

    "But the blade's legal, even under federal rules." 

    "What's in the cup?" 

    "Coffee, if you're gonna take my word for it. If you won't, you'll have to taste it and see." 

    Dave cranked off with, "You'd better lose that attitude." I ignored him and kept my attention on his partner, who produced the note I'd stuck on the camper's window and held it up between us. 

    "This was real cute," he said. 

    "It wasn't supposed to be. I heard her yakking and tried to let her know without making a scene. I stuck it on the side of the window that slid back so she could grab it without having to reach too far." Dave snapped, "What you did was interfere with an investigation." Looking at Dave, I thumbed at his partner as I replied, "He has the note. That means that someone in the camper called in and somebody walked past it to get the note --likely through the same window unless someone opened the back door in the middle of an op." 

    Switching my gaze to the other guy, I asked, "How about it? Did they open the back door?" 

    He chuckled, "No, they didn't. We used the window." Again looking at Dave, I said flatly, "Then the op is still on, there's been no interference, and what's-her-face will keep her voice down from now on, right?" 

    Dave's partner snorted a laugh and asked, "Did you get that, what's-your-face?" 

    From the speakerphone on the desk, a woman's voice said, "Yeah, I got it. Gavin says not to bag him." 

    In an incredulous tone, Dave snapped, "What?! Why the hell not?!" She replied, "Don't ask me, damn it. I'm just the loudmouth in the camper. Out." 

    There was a click and she was gone. Dave's partner reached to poke the

'off' button with another chuckle and looked at me. 

    "Well, that's it. You're outta here." 

    With a little two-finger salute, I said, "Kewl. See ya," and turned to pick up my knife and mug. 

    "Don't you want to know who we are?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "He's Dave. You're his partner. You're cops of some kind, but if you're not gonna bust me, it doesn't matter what kind, does it?" Seeming vastly amused, the guy laughed shortly and gave one of those grinning little half-nod, half-headshakes as he said, "No, by God, I guess it really doesn't. Have a nice day." 
Chapter Thirty-three

    The local office of the Sheriff's Department is only a block and a half east of the bank in a county-owned building; I decided to walk as I considered that someone named Gavin had declined to arrest me for reasons unstated. No big mystery. If they hadn't known me before I walked into the bank, the assistant manager knew me by name. One call and all of five minutes or so would have told the team leader enough about me. 

    Hm. They'd installed some new hedges between the bank's shopping plaza and the county offices. No more walk-through gaps. I took a run at them and boosted the height and distance of my jump by creating a wide field platform beneath me. 

    Looking back, I guessed with a grin that my long jump had been about six feet high and fifteen feet in distance. Let the camper kids figure that one out. 

    A woman's voice softly murmured, "Damn!" and I turned to see a cute blonde woman in a green deputy's uniform. Her nametag read 'Handlon' and she stood about five-seven. 

    She came to stand beside me and eyed the distance from where my feet had dug into the ground on landing to the spot on the parking lot where I'd started the jump. 

    When she turned to stare at me, I shruggingly said, "High school track. It tends to stick with you," and continued toward the building's doors. 

    "Not like that, it doesn't," she said as she caught up with me. Peering at me, she added, "And I've seen you before, but I don't think it was in person, so tell me; if I call you in, will I find out you're wanted for something?" Shrugging, I said, "Doubt it. I'm here to see about some paperwork. Want to come along and make sure I get there?" 

    I checked her for a wedding ring and didn't see one as she asked, "What kind of paperwork?" 

    "Don't know. Whatever didn't get done last night, I guess. It's Detective Miller's case, but he's night shift, so I'll probably have to see someone else about it." 

    For a moment, her peering gaze continued, then she gestured for me to go ahead. I held the door for her, but she nodded me on through the entryway and followed me. Another lady deputy at a desk near the doors issued me a visitor's badge and pointed out the elevator down the hall. A few three-hole bricks from a pile where they were patching a wall were lying outside the taped-off area. I stopped to punt them closer to the pile and examined the pipes and wires they'd had to hack open the wall to reach. Stupid architect? Asinine county building codes? Whatever. Tapping my elbow, Handlon said, "Second floor. Third office on the right." When we got there, a rather haggard-looking guy in a suit stood up and extended his hand to me. 

    "I was there last night," he said, "Didn't get a chance to talk to you then. Glad to meet you now. Have a seat." 

    He was hyper as hell, likely from too much coffee and too little sleep. I shook his hand and sat down beside the desk he indicated, then looked up at Handlon. 

    "See? I'm really not a criminal, ma'am." 

    She smiled. "Okay, so you're not a criminal. See you later." The guy's name was Carter. He produced a short stack of forms and we got started. Half an hour later, he put the finished pile of paper in his 'out' 

basket and sat back. 

    "Now I can go home. For a while, anyway. I figure I'll get about four hours of sleep before the old lady drags me off to her sister's party." 

    "If I were you, I'd consider sacking out in a cell. There's not much difference between being drunk and being strung out on no sleep and coffee." He shook his head. "No problem. I'm not driving. Detective Scott will take care of Mrs. Perrin when she comes in. Thanks for your cooperation." After another handshake, he saw me to the corridor. Deputy Handlon excused herself from a conversation in a nearby doorway and came to escort me back downstairs. 

    On the elevator, I asked, "Got stuck with me coming and going, huh?" 

    "Could be worse," she said, "You could be a criminal." 

    "Ah. Good point. Are you married? Got a boyfriend?" With a sharp look, she asked, "Why do you want to know?" As we left the elevator, I turned in my visitor's badge and laughed, "If you really have to ask, you're still a helluva long way from a gold badge, ma'am." 

    She gave me a wry roll of her eyes and said rather flatly, "You're twice my age." 

    "So? I don't have a problem with that." 

    Laughing, she said in a low tone, "Maybe I'm just worried that you'd kill yourself." 

    "Nah. I'm in pretty good shape, really. Check this." Picking up one of the nearby repair bricks in my left hand, I balanced it lengthwise and slammed the heel of my right hand into the center of the brick. Handlon had actually started a move to stop me. Now she just stood staring big-eyed at the bits and chunks of brick falling from my hands. Dusting off my hands on my jeans, I asked, "See what I mean, milady? Youth isn't everything." 

    She grabbed my left hand and turned it over to examine it thoroughly, then checked my right hand. There was only some redness along the heel of my palm. The lady deputy at the badge desk eyed the broken brick, then me, and said, "Twenty bucks says you can't do that again with a brick I pick out." Shrugging, I said, "Go ahead and pick one, but I don't want your twenty bucks. I want a date with her." 

    She grinningly looked at Handlon and asked, "Well? What about it? I wanna see him do that again." 

    Handlon yelped, "You shut up!" then turned to me and snapped, "And you! 

Outside! Now!" and took my elbow to hustle me to the front doors. Looking at the ladybear at the badge desk as Handlon hauled me past it, I said conversationally, "Ow. Help. Police brutality. All that stuff." She chuckled and gave me a grinning little 'bye-bye' wave. Putting her back to the door and shoving it open, Handlon hauled me outside. On the sidewalk, she angled us past a couple of deputies coming in. I said, "Jeez, you're kind of pushy, lady. If you go for your handcuffs, I may have to reconsider my offer." 

    One of the incoming deputies asked, "Is there a problem here, Handlon?" 

    "No, sir," she replied in a confident tone, "It's just a little personal matter." 

    He gave me a stern look, then went into the building with the other deputy. Handlon tugged my elbow to pull me to one side of the doorway. Fixing me with a glare, she snapped, "What the hell did you think you were doing?" 

    Giving her a vastly incredulous look, I asked, "You really don't know? I was showing off for a cute blonde." 

    With an exasperated roll of her lovely blue eyes, she almost yelled, "Of course I know that! But what the hell ever made you think I'd even vaguely consider dating a civilian?!" 

    Shaking her head with yet more exasperation, she added, "And not just a civilian, but a guy twice my age!" 

    Grinning at her, I asked, "Still hung up on that age thing, huh? I could fix that for you." 

    "Jesus! How do I get through to you?! Look, mister..." Raising a finger, I said, "I'm Ed." 

    "Ed. Right. Look, Ed, I'll make this real simple for you. I'll only go out with a guy who looks like he might make a good husband. You know what that means? It means..." she took a breath and said in an insistent tone, "He won't be sixty-five when the kids come along!" 

    Shrugging, I said, "You want kids? Okay, forget it, then. I really don't think I could handle that." 

    I guess my capitulation came too easily for her. 

    She eyed me suspiciously for a moment, then asked, "You're really gonna knock it off?" 

    Raising my hands protestingly, I replied, "Sorry, but you just said the magic word, ma'am. 'Kids'. Big bills. Diapers. No sleep. Lots of screaming. Nope. No way. Not for me." 

    There was silence between us for a time, then she said, "You weren't really making a pass at me at all, were you?" 

    "What? Sure I was! Well, unless you're going to arrest me for trying to put the make on you, that is; in which case, I wasn't, of course." Handlon sighed, "That wasn't a trick question, dammit. What was all that about?" 

    Sighing back at her, I said, "You really are pretty cute, ma'am, but never mind. Board on." 

    Her gaze narrowed as she asked, "What? Board what?" then she saw the board by my feet, scampered back a couple of paces, and almost yelled, "What the hell is that thing?!" 

    I hopped aboard and replied, "It's my ride home. Bye, milady. Have a good day." 

    Nosing the board upward, I aimed it in the general direction of my house and waved to her as I accelerated away at about forty. As I'd expected, there were a lot of faces at windows; all the people who'd clustered to see how their pretty fellow deputy would deal with the enamored civilian. Good. On other occasions, only a few deputies had seen the board, but now word would get around about the board just as it had about the flitter. Knowledge of it would eventually become part of daily routine. I felt a nearby presence only moments before someone yelled from somewhere above me, which I have to admit startled me a bit. Looking up, I saw Donna descending. She lined up next to me and asked where I was going. 

    "Home," I said. "I've already talked to the cops. When you get there, ask for Detective Scott. He's got your paperwork. How's Jenny doing?" Pretending deep shock, Donna sarcastically exclaimed, "Oh, my God! I can't believe you actually asked about her!" 

    Sighing for her benefit, I said, "Never mind," and increased my speed about ten miles per hour. 

    As Donna caught up with me, she yelled, "Hey! I was just kidding, dammit!" 

    "Yeah, I could tell. Are you going to answer the question?" 

    "They'll release her tomorrow. They want to study her." 

    "If she's smart, she'll charge them for her time. When they took her to surgery last night, did they actually find anything to fix, or did they just stand around and gawk at her?" 

    Donna eyed me rather sharply for a few moments, then asked, "Why ask? You already know, don't you?" 

    "Yup. Stephanie dosed her with repair nanobots the minute she found her. Jenny was taken to the hospital because the authorities would expect it, not because it was necessary." 

    With a narrow look, Donna asked, "What the hell are nanobots?" 
Chapter Thirty-four

    I stopped my board and called up a field screen as Donna shot past me. By the time she'd swung around and rejoined me, I'd tapped up a picture of a medical nanobot. 

    Donna somewhat distastefully remarked, "Is that one of them? It kind of looks like a spider." 

    "It kind of works like one, too, the way it knits stuff together to patch tissue damage. The 'bots also kill germs. Anything that shouldn't be in you is zapped. I haven't had a sick day since the big ship was here." She studied the screen info, then gave me an enlightened, if somewhat accusing look. "So that's why you got pissed about having to use a rubber?" I sighed, "You still don't get it, do you? I wasn't pissed about the rubber. You started running your face and kept at it until your libido stopped working and my dick went down." 

    Donna bridled and her narrow gaze became a glare and she yelled, "So you prefer women who just 'shut up and spread 'em'?! Well, let me tell you something, mister..." 

    Raising a hand, I interrupted with, "No. Don't. Just go do whatever you were on your way to do. Call me if you need any help with the board." She snapped, "And don't call you for any other reason?" 

    "I didn't say that and you're not only interpreting, you're putting words in my mouth. I really hate that. Bye." 

    "Bye?!" she screeched, "Bye?! You think you're going to..." Sometimes the only way to end a conversation is to get the hell away from it. Nosing my board upward, I headed for the sky at about half max speed. Within moments, the nose of Donna's board slid into view beside mine and she mimed going back downstairs with sharp, tiny motions of her hands. I shook my head. 

    She became livid with anger and reached to point firmly at the ground. Bad move. Extending an arm is flatly the wrong thing to do at close to two hundred miles an hour. 

    The wind caught her arm and dragged it back and her board nosed up and left sharply. Donna flipped over into a twisting tumble as she shrieked, flailed briefly, and plummeted. 

    Heh. If she got a handle on things, she'd straighten out. If not, her board wouldn't let her crash. I followed her down and caught up with her descent, watching her from a distance of perhaps twenty feet as she tumbled out of the sky. 

    She didn't make a sound as she struggled to regain control of her body and her board and failed. After some moments, she simply hugged the board and wrapped her legs around it, then mentally flogged its flanks to make it shoot forward and straighten out to kill her tumbling. 

    I followed along, catching up to her again as her board slowed to a crawl and leveled out. She seemed plastered to it, panting hard and staring. Her eyes found me and widened --in rage, I suppose --and she started to push herself upright. 

    Yeah, she was okay, or enough so. As she levered herself up to a sitting position and started to say something that seemed likely to be rather caustic and loud, I looped my board to head for the house at a leisurely speed. Unhooking my mug's handle from my pants pocket, I sipped the last of my coffee and wondered how long it would be before Donna'd be able to stand upright on her board again. 

    The shopping centers at the intersection of Northcliffe and Mariner were maybe a mile below me. I nudged the board to a more westerly heading and had started to speed up when motion below caught my attention. North and south traffic were slowing to stop, but one car heading south showed no signs of slowing down as it neared the intersection. It wasn't going too fast --maybe even less than the speed limit --and it was in the far right lane. 

    I headed downward, and before any of the east-west traffic could begin moving, I turned on my three suit, conjured a field tendril that ended in a blindingly bright spot, and quickly extended the tendril the remaining quarter-mile or so to the center of the intersection. 

    When the spot hit the pavement and bounced, I expanded it to what looked like about the width of a car and made it dash back and forth and around in circles. 

    The east-west cars that had begun to move stopped, and less than two seconds later the southbound car breezed through the intersection and slammed into the concrete base of a utility pole on the southwest corner. By that time I was only a hundred feet or so above the intersection. I canceled the light tendril and angled toward the wreck as the driver's door opened and a guy in his twenties got out of the car. 

    He seemed confused, but he was on his feet. As I watched him stagger around his car, Donna swooped to a landing beside the wreck, much to the total shock of the dazed driver. 

    Heh. Good. Let her try to explain the light ball while she tried to explain her board to everybody. I steered away from the scene on a course toward my house. 

    A block away from the eastern shopping plaza, the fire station's crossing lights and warning horns cranked up. A fire truck nosed out of one of the building's bays and turned south, followed by an ambulance. Hm. It seemed possible that Donna might tell someone where she'd gotten the flying board, and whether she did or not, a lot of people had seen mine when I'd left the county offices. 

    When I reached the house, I went inside before I turned off my three suit, swapped greetings with Tiger, and took my phone off the hook while I looked in the kitchen junk drawer for my 'no calls' plug. It's just the end of an old phone cord; the red and green wires are crimped together so anyone calling gets a busy signal. 

    That would take care of calls, but there might be drop-ins, as well. I decided to find somewhere else to be for the weekend. Sitting down at the kitchen table, I called up a field screen and tapped Toni's icon. When she answered, Tiger instantly yelled, "Hello, Toni!" and she grinningly returned his greeting. 

    Looking at me, she asked, "What's up, Ed?" 

    "Oh, not much. Want some company?" 

    She laughed, "What's the matter? Didn't your new little friend work out?" 

    "Well, something like that. Her friend Jenny was attacked last night down in Pasco. The cops want to talk to her and Jenny's going to need some help for a few days. But that's not really why I want to get away for the weekend. Too many people saw my board last night and this morning. I've already taken the phone off the hook." 

    Laughing again, she said, "The price of fame. We have a little problem, though. Remember Tina Lee?" 

    "Brunette, five-five, very butch, hates men?" 

    "Yeah, that one. You wouldn't get any here this weekend, either, but you can use the room if you want." 

    "Nah, never mind. It would put a crimp in your game and I can't use fields in the house when there's company." 

    We chatted a bit more, then Tina called Toni from somewhere else in the house and we rang off. 

    Hm. Maybe Carrington? Nah. Some of the people there would want to talk shop of one sort or other. I realized that I really didn't want company, or at least not the company of the usual people. To hell with it. I'd get to work on my latest book and wouldn't answer the door unless I felt like doing so. At eleven-thirty I shut down the computer and called Marie Michaelson to let her know I was on my way, took a leak, made a fresh coffee, and said goodbye to Tiger. 

    "Where do you go?" he asked. 

    "Computer shopping with Marie." 

    He considered the collar's translation of my words, then looked at the computer I'd just turned off. Electronics held no particular interest for him. 

    "I will stay here, Ed." 

    "Okay. Later." 

    On the porch, I almost called up my board, then decided to walk the four blocks to Marie's house. It would be entirely too convenient to become dependent on the board for even short hops, and a bit of standing around on the board didn't quite equate to walking as exercise. 

    As I walked, I considered a few things, such as; I didn't really want to be in the flying board business. Between jobs for Linda, I enjoyed peace and quiet as I wrote my books or took little trips for the hell of it. Running a business isn't fun; I'd done it a few times and hated the detail work involved. 

    Also: for all my bitching about constant companionship, I missed having Sue around. I resolved to discuss with Steph the possibility of taking on another AI "trainee", even though I honestly couldn't see why Steph and Elkor didn't just clone their own minds and pop them into spare computer cores. With a bit of exposure to the world, the newbies would become different people --individuals of their own devisings --soon enough. About halfway to Marie's, a woman and two kids emerged from a house and the kids scampered to their white car ahead of her. I was still two houses away when she tried to start the car, but I could easily hear the

'tick-tick-tick' that indicated her battery was too weak to turn the starter. She tried again, but the ticking slowed and stopped. I walked halfway up her driveway and --to avoid startling her --said, "If you'll pop the hood, I'll take a look." 

    Somewhat angry about the car, she eyed me and asked, "What can you do about a dead battery?" 

    I shrugged. "Maybe it isn't dead. Buildup on the terminals can keep a car from starting, too. It can't hurt to take a look and we might save you a tow call." 

    After another moment, she pulled the hood release. I opened the hood and studied the battery terminals --which looked clean enough --then asked her if she had a pair of pliers or an adjustable wrench. 

    The woman got out and opened the car's trunk, but didn't find any tools there. She ordered her kids out of the car and took them into the house with her, telling them to wait inside while we worked on the car. Keying my implant, I extended invisible field tendrils to the engine block and the positive pole on the battery and started sending twelve volts at about two amps as I checked the battery's warranty tag. It was only about a year old. Short in the system? Bad alternator? Or had someone left the lights on? 

    When the woman came back out with a small toolbox a few minutes later, I asked her to get in, close the door to kill the dome light, and turn off the air-conditioning and anything else that might be on "...to let the battery rest a while." 

    She leaned out and asked, "Do you live around here?" Loosening the terminals with a wrench from the toolbox, I said, "Yup. On Commodore." 

    The terminals weren't unusually dirty. I scraped them with a screwdriver anyway, put them back on, and tightened them down, then said, "Try it now." When she turned the key, the engine turned rather slowly, but it turned and started. I canceled the tendrils, put the tools away, closed the hood, and handed the toolbox to her through the open car window. 

    As she leaned to set the tool box on the passenger side floor, I headed down the driveway to the sidewalk. When she shouted, "Thanks!" I waved and kept walking. 
Chapter Thirty-five

    Marie met me at her door in a white sleeveless half t-shirt with embroidered designs all over it and one of those little pleated skirts that only goes about halfway down the thigh. 

    She only stood about five-four, but made up for her lack of height with a finely-structured little body and a generally cheery attitude. 

    "Where's your car?" she asked. 

    Eyeing her from her brunette hair to her sandals, I said, "I walked. It's always a real treat to see you, milady." 

    Laughing, she said, "I can tell, but I'll have to disappoint you. I was about to change before we go." 

    "Oh, damn. I mean, well... damn, that's all. I kinda wish you wouldn't, ma'am. You're fun to look at." 

    She laughed again and closed the door behind me saying, "Thanks. You always know just what to say." 

    As she headed for the bedroom, I asked, "Where's Bill? I didn't see his car." 

    Answering at the bedroom door, she said, "He had to go in early today. He said it was all up to you, anyway," then she ducked inside and closed the door. 

    Hm. Bill's true interest in computing extended only as far as playing games and checking email. He'd probably elected to collect a couple of hours overtime. 

    Marie's TV was on. I used the remote to flip channels until I found a local channel's news show. Same old stuff plus pre-election trivia about the candidates and their doings. 

    One guy tried to pass himself off as 'one of the people', just a good ol' 

boy from Texas. The other had a rich French wife and long financial strings attached to the hooks in his back. 

    Both of them craved power, which made them unlikely to truly concern themselves with the problems of the middle class or lower. Both would rule according to whims, political winds, inescapable pressures, and damned little else. 

    The bedroom door opened and Marie came out in jeans and a blouse. She carried one of those denim, string-top purses that I always associated with the sixties and hippies. 

    "Ready," she said, reaching for the remote. I gave it to her and she tapped off the TV, then grabbed her keys from the table by the front door. We went out and got in her '97 Ford and headed for the computer shop on Spring Hill Drive. Marie had once referred to the Ford as her graduation present and said that she'd worked so hard for it, she'd drive it until it died. 

    The guy at Mega-Comp brightened as Marie walked in, then promptly un-brightened when he saw me. I pulled a list of specifications from my shirt pocket and handed it to him. 

    "Hi, Chip," I said, "How much for one of these?" He studied the list and hemmed and hawed for a time, then coughed up, "I could probably do it for six." 

    I looked at Marie and asked, "Can you swing that much?" We'd discussed various signals. She bit her lip and looked slightly distressed as she shook her head, pulled a wad of cash out of her purse, and handed it to Chip. 

    Marie sounded a lot like Shari Lewis's puppet Lamb Chop as she said, "I only have four hundred and ninety dollars. But I could trade in my old computer." 

    Seeming to consider matters for a moment, Chip looked at me and sighed, 

"What kind of monitor does she have?" 

    After some negotiations, it was decided that Marie would keep her monitor and speakers and trade in everything else. 

    Chip put the new computer together as we went back to the house for her old computer. I helped Marie back up her personal data and Internet bookmarks, then wiped and reformatted her hard drive. Chip was testing the various components in the new box when we returned. 

    Marie was dazzled by the CPU speed of her new box, but wasn't too thrilled with the operating system. She asked if she could use her old operating system and Chip shook his head. 

    "Sorry. The new hardware needs special drivers. Your old OS won't have them and the hardware people don't write for that version anymore." We talked a bit more, then hauled Marie's new computer home and used the backup CD's to restore her private files. Once everything had been tested to Marie's satisfaction, she shut down her new computer and scooted her chair back. 

    "Lunch," she said, "I can play with this later." She got up and headed down the hallway saying, "I'll be back in a minute." She took more than a minute, but less than five. When Marie reappeared, she was again wearing the half-tee and tiny skirt. 

    Grinning at me, she made a pirouette and said, "Just my way of saying thanks, Ed." Holding up a ten-dollar bill, she added, "I may have to borrow a few bucks until Friday. That really was all my cash." 

    "I could even spring for lunch, you know. All you'd have to do is tell every living soul we meet that you're my girlfriend." She snickered, "Wouldn't work. Too many people know me." Laughing as I eyed her fine little form, I replied, "Oh, well. Give me a minute in the bathroom before we go." 

    While I was in the bathroom, I pulled a twenty out of my money clip and stuck it in my shirt pocket. When I came back out, Marie was studying several ads from the Sunday paper, all of which were for fast food places. 

    "I vote for Checkers," I said, "I'll pay the difference." She nodded and put two of the flyers on the computer desk as she led the way to the door. Watching her little skirt flip deliciously, I was perfectly happy to follow her. 

    Instead of using the drive-through, I suggested we sit at one of the outside tables and she agreed. On our way to the order window --again, slightly behind her as she marched --I fielded the twenty out of my pocket and guided it to a fluttering landing about ten feet ahead of her. Marie saw it and yelled, "Catch!" as she tossed her denim purse in my general direction and dashed toward the bill. The wind caught it twice and she chased it across the parking lot. It was a wonderful show, but I was afraid she'd lose the bill, so I pinned it to the pavement with a field tendril. She leaped to plant a foot on it and quickly bent at the waist to reach down and grab it. Another wonderful show, as far as I was concerned. 

    "Got it!" she shouted happily, then she yelled, "My God! It's a twenty!" and waved the bill as she marched back toward me. "Want to eat in a real restaurant, instead?" 

    Shrugging, I answered, "Your choice, ma'am, but this'll do me fine. Got enough gas to make it to Friday?" 

    Glancing at her car, Marie sighed, "No, not really." 

    "Then let's eat here and put the change in your tank." We got our food, picked a table, and chatted as we ate. After she seemed to run out of questions about her new computer, Marie asked, "Where do you disappear to, Ed?" 

    Sipping my drink, I asked, "Disappear to?" 

    "Yeah. Sometimes you're gone for a week or more." 

    "Ah. Let's just say I'm not completely retired. Now and then I have to put some time in to keep the checks coming." 

    As she chewed a bit of burger, Marie seemed also to be chewing my answer, then she said without looking up, "Sorry. I was just curious." 

    "No problem." 

    "Are you some kind of a cop?" 

    Shaking my head, I replied, "Nope." 

    "A spy?" 

    "Nope. But if I were, I'd say that anyway, wouldn't I?" Marie snickered. "Yeah, I guess so. Thanks for helping me pick out a computer today." 

    "Anytime." 

    Taking a sip of her drink, she asked, "Mind if we stop at a gas station on the way home?" 

    "No problem." 

    She dropped me off at my house about forty-five minutes later. I grabbed my coffee mug and headed for the house, then I heard Marie's door open and she yelled, "Hey! Your drink!" 

    Hm. I'd left the soft drink that had come with my burger in her car. Marie came trotting around her car to bring it to me and grinningly said, "Thanks, again," then trotted back to her car, waved, got back in, and drove away. I felt a presence nearby and glanced around. Nobody. But the presence was fairly strong. I looked up and around until I saw Donna standing on her board between the tops of the eucalyptus and oak trees in my front yard. Drifting down as I walked toward the house, Donna said brightly, "Well, you don't seem to starve for company. She was really cute, wasn't she? Should I assume she doesn't make you use a rubber? Board off." Sometimes the things people say just roll off and sometimes they don't. That didn't roll off. I stopped abruptly on the porch and turned to face Donna, ready to verbally sting her, but she was already apologizing. Putting her hands up to cover her face, Donna blurted, "Oh, hell, I'm sorry. I had no right to say something like that, Ed." Eyeing her for a moment, I asked, "You want to know why she doesn't make me use a rubber, Donna? It's because we don't fuck. Her husband wouldn't approve." 

    Spreading her hands in a placating gesture, Donna sighed, "C'mon, Ed, I said I'm sorry!" 

    "Yeah. So you did, and you'll probably have to say it again a few hundred times before you get the hang of keeping certain comments to yourself. Why'd you come back?" 

    Can someone slump dejectedly and bristle angrily at the same time? She seemed to as she said, "Jenny wants to see you. We both tried to call, but we got busy signals. There may be something wrong with your phone." 

    "My phone's off the hook. Where's Jenny now?" Donna seemed confused that I'd leave my phone off the hook when I wasn't home. "She's still at the hospital. I took her some new clothes and I'll be taking her home around four. I thought you let your machine take your calls." 
Chapter Thirty-six

    Nodding, I said, "Usually do, but I didn't know what you'd tell people about your board, and I don't want to wade through a pile of messages later. I've decided not to go into the flying board business." This revelation truly seemed to rock Donna. 

    "What?! But... Why? Is there something wrong with them?" 

    "Nope. Not a thing. I've just decided that I don't want to be a board salesman and a bookkeeper and all that. I'll make one for somebody now and then, but I don't want to start a real business around them." Giving me a rather askance look, Donna asked, "Are you absolutely sure there's nothing wrong with them? No little safety issues, maybe?" I gave her one of those 'you're making me tired' looks and said, "If you're feeling insecure, just gimme the board. I'll reprogram it for somebody else and give your money back." 

    The neighbor's orange cat came around the side of the house at warp speed and ran past us. Half a second later another neighbor's pit bull came blasting around the corner. 

    It's only natural to raise a hand when you yell, "Hey!" to get an animal's attention and stop whatever's going on. The dog swerved slightly, but continued on course after the cat, snarling and slavering in apparent anticipation of the carnage to come. 

    I sent a hard stun at the dog and watched it tumble and make a long downhill slide into the drainage culvert. The cat disappeared into the hedges at the house across the street. 

    Pit bulls. Jesus. The only really good ones are dead ones, and only wannabe-macho morons keep the damned things around. I opened the garage door and retrieved a ten-foot chunk of rope from a wall hook, then headed for the dog. 

    As I neared Donna, she stepped back a pace, her eyes wide and her mouth open. When I glanced at her on my way past, she took another step back. Almost whispering, she asked, "What did you just do?!" Walking on by, I said, "I stunned a dog. You know about stunners, don't you?" 

    She said flatly, "But you didn't use a stun wand." 

    "Same thing. Just different." 

    I tied one end of the rope around the dog's neck, and the other end to the stop sign at the corner, then headed back to the house to go inside and call animal control. 

    In the kitchen, I called up a screen, then the Spring Hill phone book, and tapped the listing. When I told the woman who answered about the dog, she seemed generally unenthusiastic and asked if the dog had attacked any people. 

    "It's a loose pit bull," I said, "There's an ordinance against loose dogs, so it doesn't matter who or what it attacked." 

    "Well, now, it can't be very mean if it let a stranger tie it up, can it? 

Are you sure you don't want to just let your neighbor know his dog is out?" 

    "I called you to come pick it up. What does that tell you?" 

    "Sir, we're rather busy here today, and..." 

    "Yeah, okay. You know where it is. If it's still there in half an hour, I'll call the sheriff's non-emergency number and let them record my official complaint about county services." 

    With that, I hung up. I'd dealt with animal control before; if you couldn't call it a life-or-death emergency, you might wait hours for someone to show up. It seemed to depend on who happened to be on duty. Tiger hollered, "Hello, Donna!" and I turned to see that she'd followed me into the house and stood staring at me from the front doorway. I said, "You're letting my air-conditioning out, ma'am. Say hi to Tiger." As she pulled the door shut, she looked at Tiger, who was looking back at her very expectantly from a chair by the kitchen table. He repeated, "Hello, Donna!" 

    "Uh... Hello, Tiger," she replied, then she peered at me as if trying to see through me. 

    Sitting down with my coffee, I waved Donna to the table and asked, "Do you remember when I told Angela that she only knows about some of the things I can do because she works for 3rd World?" 

    Coming forward to the table, but not sitting, Donna asked, "You mean at the range?" 

    Nodding, I said, "Yup. At the range. Until or unless you go to work for 3rd World, I'm not going to explain some of the little things I do, Donna. You might as well just relax and ignore anything odd that happens." Her gaze narrowed. "When I was following you down, you seemed to disappear, then there was that weird ball of light in the street. Everybody saw it. Are you going to explain that?" 

    Shaking my head, I said, "Nope." 

    Moving around the chair, but still not sitting down, she asked, "What the hell are you, Ed? Some kind of test subject? You let them try out new stuff on you?" 

    "Like I said, you don't work for 3rd World..." 

    "To hell with that!" she snapped, "I was in bed with you, dammit! I deserve to know if there's anything weird about you!" Hm. Yeah, I guess I'd feel the same way. As she glared down at me, I said, 

"It's field-using technology, that's all. Nothing else. Just built-in tools. Instead of having to carry a stun device, I had it installed. Works the same way." 

    "What about the ball of light in the street?" Setting my cup down, I shook my head. "Same stuff, just a little different. Drop it." 

    Yeah, I knew that ordering a woman like Donna to 'drop it' was like waving red meat in front of a leopard. That's why I did it. She stiffened as she glared at me and took a breath to say something. 

    Holding up a hand, I said, "Forget it, lady. If you don't drop it, I'll call my boss and let her handle your curiosity." 

    "Oh, really?" she snapped, "Handle it how?" I shrugged. "I dunno. She may be ready to offer you a job by now. I recommended you Friday morning." 

    With a puzzled look, Donna asked, "You what?" 

    "I told Linda about you and suggested you might turn into one of those jaded, decadent millionaires when you got bored with counting your money." Eyeing me narrowly, she replied, "Uh, huh. And she said..?" 

    "She said she'd need a bit more to go on, of course. She's not given to impulse shopping the way I am. The way I figure it, you could sign on and count your money in your spare time." 

    "Uh, huh," she said again, "Exactly what do you think I'm qualified to do for 3rd World?" 

    Laughing, I replied, "No idea. I never checked out your other Army MOS

number." Sipping my coffee, I asked, "For that matter, what do you think I'm qualified to do for 3rd World?" 

    With a wry look, she said, "I have no idea. A little while ago, I'd have very hopefully suggested 'crash test dummy', but that's beginning to seem a little less likely." 

    "Oh, thank you, milady. I'm so relieved. It's three-thirty." 

    "Huh?" she acquired a quizzical look, then glanced at her watch, suddenly realizing why I'd mentioned the time. Looking at me, she said, "I'd better go get my car. Are you coming with me to pick Jenny up?" 

    "Sure, but we could use the flitter, y'know. Jenny wasn't conscious the last time she was on it. She might like a ride." 

    Tiger asked, "Who is Jenny?" 

    "Someone you haven't met. A very smart lady. Wanna come along?" 

    "Yes!" 

    "Okay. Grab your gear." 

    Snorting a laugh as Tiger hopped down and visited his food dish, Donna asked, "What gear?" 

    "It's just an expression, like 'saddle up'. I talk to him like I'd talk to anyone else." 

    Once we were aboard the flitter, Tiger took his usual place above the console and we lifted toward the hospital. To avoid a discussion about why Tiger wouldn't be welcomed in a hospital, I took a moment as we landed to eye the parking lot in a suspicious manner and ask, "Tiger, would you stay aboard and keep an eye on the flitter? I have a lot of stuff in the back." He looked up from some moving cars and said, "Okay!" 

    "Thanks, Tiger. We'll hurry back with Jenny." 

    "Okay!" He turned back to watching the cars. To the woman who was standing outside the hospital's front doors with a cigarette, it must have seemed that Donna and I appeared from thin air when we stepped out of the flitter's perimeter field. She gave us a long look, then shook her head slightly and simply watched us enter the building. As we headed for the elevators, I said, "Don't tell Jenny there's a cat aboard." 

    "Why not?" 

    "He likes to surprise people." 

    "Ah. Okay," she nodded and reached to put a hand on the elevator door when it opened. 

    When we reached the third floor nurses's station, Jenny was sitting in a wheelchair, chatting with a guy in a white smock. He turned and I saw his name tag: 'Dr. J. Mahagoli'. Pakistani? Indian? Other? Didn't matter; his English was easy enough to understand and Jenny seemed to like him. He signed Jenny out as we all greeted each other, then an orderly wheeled her toward the elevator. I said I could take it from there, but the guy shook his head and said, "I gotta take her all the way to the sidewalk. Insurance company rules." 

    Donna was showing Jenny something in her purse when my implant tingled as the flitter descended to meet us at the curb. 

    We were moving along at a good walking pace and the orderly was in the middle of asking, "Where's your car?" as Donna, Jenny, her chair, and his forearms disappeared into the flitter's field. 

    He stopped dead in his tracks and let go of the chair to yank his hands back and stare at them. Jenny marveled at the flitter as Donna and I helped her from the chair and onto the flitter's deck, then I shoved the chair lightly toward the orderly and we stood watching as he caught it and stared down at it in shock. 

    He glanced around and started backing away from the empty chair. Donna laughed, but Jenny simply stared at her and asked, "What's going on?" Donna made a little pointing motion at the orderly and said, "The orderly can't see us. To him, we all just disappeared." 

    Jenny turned to see the orderly behaving oddly and echoed, "Disappeared?" as I stepped off the flitter and out of the field to push the wheelchair smartly toward the orderly. He stopped it and stared at me. 

    "Relax," I said, "We're all okay," then I retreated into the field and told the flitter to take us to Jenny's house. As we lifted, we watched the freaked-out orderly continue retreating slowly, pulling the chair with him. Jenny snickered, then laughed, "Thanks. I needed that. Now, what the hell were you trying to tell me about the flitter?" 

    I said, "People can't see it in flight mode. When we entered its field, we effectively disappeared." 

    She swung a skeptical gaze around the deck. "Seriously?" 

    "Yup. Did you see it when he wheeled you to the curb?" Shaking her head, she said, "No, I was talking to Donna." As I led her to a seat, she spotted Tiger sitting on the console dash, his tail wrapped around his forepaws. 

    The end of his tail twitched slightly with anticipation as Jenny sat down and eyed him. 

    "I know that look," she said warily, "That cat's about to do something, Ed." 

    "Yup." Turning to Tiger, I said, "Okay. She's all set." Tiger stood up and bellowed, "Hello, Jenny! I'm Tiger!" 
Chapter Thirty-seven

    The shocked look on Jenny's face made Donna crack up laughing. Jenny eyed Tiger for a moment, then looked at Donna. Her gaze moved again to lock on me. 

    "Cute," she said flatly. "Just what I need right now; to have people play jokes on me." 

    Tiger exclaimed insistently, "My collar talks for me! Hello, Jenny! I am Tiger!" 

    The mixture of cat sounds and words made Jenny study him for a few moments, then she smiled and said quietly, "Well, I'll be damned. What the ever-lovin' hell comes next? Hi, Tiger." 

    Donna abruptly stopped laughing and stared at her. 

    "What?! Just like that?! You believe a cat's talking to you?" Meeting her gaze, Jenny replied, "I heard him and saw him. He talked. Well, sort of. He said something and words happened while he made his noise. To me, that's talking." 

    I reached to scuffle Tiger's chin and said, "See? I told you she was a smart lady." 

    "Yes," he agreed, "Very smart." 

    Jenny chuckled and reached to pet Tiger. 

    The flitter began to descend and Jenny asked, "Can we stay up here a little while?" 

    "Sure," I said, "Flitter, take us up to one mile, please." 

    "Please?" asked Jenny, "You're very polite to a machine." 

    "Can't hurt. How did the doctors take your rapid recovery?" She laughed. "Not very well at all, at first. They don't like feeling useless. After taking samples of... well, everything, really, one suggested keeping me for further testing." 

    "And you said..?" 

    "I said 'no'. In fact, after a morning of giving blood samples and peeing in cups, I kind of told them to go to hell." She regarded me for a moment, then said, "Tell me something." 

    "If I can." 

    "How did Stephanie find me in the trunk of my car?" 

    "She didn't. The flitter found you and called her to take care of you." Looking around the deck, then at the console, Jenny echoed, "The flitter found me?" 

    "Yup." 

    Reaching to pat the console, Jenny grinningly muttered, "Nice flitter. Good baby. Thank you very much." 

    When the flitter answered, "You're welcome," she snatched her hand back, but quickly recovered and patted it again. 

    "You could have warned me it could talk, too." 

    "Nah. Wouldn't have been as funny." Opening the cooler, I asked, "Who wants a beer?" 

    Quickly setting her hospital ditty bag on the deck, Jenny held out a hand and said, "Me." 

    Startled, Donna asked, "Do you think you should?" With a glance at me, Jenny said, "For the next twenty-nine days, I could probably drink cyanide if I wanted, right Ed?" 

    "That would be pushing things, I think. Stick with booze." She grinningly took an Ice House beer as Donna asked, "What the hell are you talking about? Twenty-nine days?" 

    As I handed a beer to Donna, Jenny said, "That's how long my nanobots will last. By the time they go dormant, I'll be in perfect health. At least, that's what Stephanie told me last night, and they've done pretty well so far." Poking four places on her torso, she said, "The bitch stabbed me here, here, here, and here. Made ugly little holes in me with a screwdriver. Twisted it around inside me. All that's left are four little red spots." Looking at me, she asked, "Where is she now?" 

    "County jail. She tried to ambush us at Donna's house, took a deputy hostage, and shot up a police car. Word is she may need a really good real lawyer." 

    Jenny snickered and snorted a little beer, which made her cough. Donna became alarmed and started to stand up, but Jenny waved her back into her seat. 

    Clearing her throat, Jenny asked, "What about Blaine?" 

    "You'll have to ask Donna." 

    She looked at Donna, who said, "He's in jail, too." 

    "And your money?" 

    Nodding, Donna said, "Everything's back in my name." Looking thoughtful for a moment, Jenny sat back in her seat and said, 

"Well, then, it really is time to crack a beer, isn't it? Is there anything left to do?" 

    Shaking her head, Donna replied, "I don't think so." Turning to me, Jenny asked, "What do you say?" Shrugging, I said, "She's fixed. You're fixed --or getting that way. The bad guys are in jail. There's only some paperwork left to do." A time of silence passed as we all sipped beer and --I suppose --waited to see if anyone had anything else to say about recent events. Jenny began asking questions about the flitter as she peered over the side at the lights below us. There was an odd edge to her voice that I'd heard before fairly often, usually in the aftermath of some traumatic event, but Jenny's edge lacked that peculiar post-combat intensity. After a while, Jenny's questions stopped and she said in a flat, quiet tone, "That woman damned sure changed my mind about something. I used to think... I used to think people like her... crazy people... should be treated as if they had a disease." 

    Looking up at Donna, then me, she shook her head. "Not now. Nothing's ever gonna make someone like her right in the head again, and we can't trust the government to make sure they keep people like her away from the rest of us. I heard a doctor say she might be released on medication someday." She sipped her beer and said, "Wish you'd'a killed her." Shaking my head, I replied, "Prison. No, thanks." 

    "You could have taken her up in this thing and dumped her in the ocean." 

    "Uh, huh. Somebody knows where this flitter is and what it's doing every moment, and if I were to toss you over the side, it would just bring you back aboard. You know how the Amarans feel about killing. They program that into their toys, too." 

    Jenny sipped again and said flatly, "That's too damned bad. They oughta take sickos like her out back and shoot 'em." 

    As Jenny's gaze returned to the scene below, Donna sat up and glanced at me tensely, as if wondering how to lighten the conversation and Jenny's feelings. 

    Jenny lightly backhanded Donna's knee and muttered, "Stop that. You'd feel the same damned way and you know it. You'd have killed that asshole you married if you could've gotten away with it. At least you had the luxury of doing something about him yourself." 

    "Flitter," I said, "Take us up to twenty miles, please." The flitter instantly began rising at barely subsonic speed as both women turned quickly to stare at me. 

    "Twenty miles?!" yelped Jenny, "Are you kidding?!" Swilling the last of my beer, I replied, "Nope." Donna sat grinning at Jenny's shock as I tossed my empty bottle away. The flitter's field turned it to plasma in a brilliant burst of light and Donna's indignant "Hey!" when I tossed the bottle turned into a short, high-pitched shriek. 

    Staring rather starkly at the receding ground, Jenny asked in a rather faint voice, "Where... Where are you taking us?" 

    "Up." Standing up, I reached to pet Tiger and said, "Just up. At times like these, it's good to have something happen that seems to trump whatever's already happened to us. Preferably something good, of course. Feel free to heave your bottles over the side, too. How about a movie?" Calling up a six-foot field screen ten feet behind the last row of seats, I walked over to it and poked the 'entertainment' icon, then chose 'movies' 

from the list of offerings. 

    Donna came to stand beside me and wonderingly study the screen itself, reaching through it and then walking through it, then she walked back through it and turned around. 

    Pointing at the list of movies, she said, "That one," and put her finger on 'Sky Captain and the World of Tomorrow'. Looking up at me, she shrugged and said, "It seems to fit," then she stepped back a couple of paces and muttered, 

"My God..." as the movie's splash frames appeared. I froze the display and said, "Wait one," as I turned to Jenny. "They tossed you out of the hospital before dinnertime, didn't they?" Her gaze switched from the screen to me. 

    "Ah... Yes. I left before supper." 

    "There's some snack stuff in the back. Or we could order a pizza. Or something. Chinese, if you want." 

    Jenny's somewhat dazed gaze turned to Donna, who said, "Chinese would be faster; they just fill the order from a buffet. Jen? Could... Um... should you eat Chinese food?" 

    Focusing a bit, Jenny said, "I can eat anything you can. Chinese is fine." Calling up a small window on the big screen, I tapped the icon for telephone listings, then restaurants, and a few minutes later, we'd placed our orders. 

    Donna somewhat hesitantly tossed her empty bottle at the sky and flinched mightily when the bottle flashed. Jenny snickered at Donna's expression and threw her bottle, too, but I noted that her expression was no different when the bottle became a bright ball of plasma. 

    I put up a list of music videos and let the ladies pick a few to kill time until our dinners would be ready. The woman had said 'five minutes', but I received that estimate with a grain of salt. 

    As the fourth video --a Shania Twain number --ended, I told the flitter where to take us and we soon settled into the restaurant's parking lot. Jenny reclined her seat and rested as Donna and I went to get the food. Once we were back up at twenty miles, I had the flitter create a small bathroom facility to one side of the screen and we turned our seats around and dug into our dinners as the movie started. 
Chapter Thirty-eight

    Between action scenes, the movie failed to fully hold my attention. Angelina Jolie's attempt to produce a British accent was as unconvincing as it had been in 'Tomb Raider' and Gwyneth Paltrow was altogether unimpressive. The Brit playing 'Joe' could have had better lines, too, but the movie had been built around a late-thirties P-40 fighter aircraft, action scenes, and computer-generated props, and the writers apparently hadn't put forth much effort with dialogue. 

    I gave some thought to Donna. She hadn't been content to simply let me walk away. It seemed likely to me that she might engineer a bedroom rematch just to sort of restore some kind of balance to the cosmos. Studying that line of thought for a while to see if it was just my ego or my libido putting ideas in my head, I came up with a general lack of evidence for both sides of the argument. 

    So why did I have the feeling she'd want another shot at me? For that matter, did I want her to? She'd managed to tick me off enough to make me walk away from the first opportunity. Was there any reason to think she wouldn't do so again? 

    Nope. There wasn't. She might be a whiz at designing an op or running a military office, but something in her assumptive manner tended to bug me. I knew we'd argue as often as not and the arguments would be over trivial matters, so the undercurrent of angst would be there at all times. Minor revelation, there; in other words, Donna seemed just like Linda in many ways, but we didn't have thirty-plus years of working together and learning each other's ways to provide a buffer zone between our personalities. Donna would always be looking for hidden meanings in things I said or did. She probably wasn't the kind of woman who'd trot out in some dress and ask, 

"Do these make my hips look big?" but she was the kind of woman who'd second-guess and question me on general principles. 

    With a small, quiet sigh, I realized that Toni was much more my type of woman. She'd turn off her brain and play hard, soak up every moment of a good time, and give as good as she got throughout the experience. Except perhaps for some small thing that caused laughter, Toni didn't encourage discussions during sex. She allowed nothing short of an emergency to interfere with her pleasures. 

    I thought about my sexual bout with Donna. Everything had been going well until... what? Until she'd somehow come to the conclusion that I hadn't been enjoying matters fully enough, a conclusion she'd reached despite knowing nothing about what pleases me in bed. 

    Then she'd latched onto the idea that rubbers turn me off, even though she'd been firmly impaled on evidence to the contrary. How the hell had she managed that? 

    And if I'd written her off, why did I give a damn? I glanced at Donna and realized that I was kidding myself. I hadn't written her off; I'd just been trying to establish some distance so that we could either engineer that rematch or walk away without hard feelings later. 

    But was it necessary? She didn't seem to be the clingy type. Why did I feel a need to preserve some distance? 

    Turning my seat around, I opened the cooler and pulled out a beer as I asked who else wanted one, then passed a beer to each of the ladies and opened one for myself. 

    Hm. Running low on cold ones. I got up and went to the rear of the flitter for a six-pack to replenish the cooler, then sat back down and nibbled on the rest of my pepper steak dinner. 

    Would Donna suggest staying at my place again tonight? It seemed unlikely. Better that I bring up the idea, and only after letting her catch me eyeing her with interest. 

    Could be she'd decide against it anyway, but at least she'd leave knowing... 

    As Gwyneth Paltrow fretted for the fourth or fifth time over the number of shots left in her camera, Jenny interrupted my thoughts by asking softly, "Ed, do you want to talk about something after the movie?" Shaking my head, I replied quietly, "No." 

    "You sure?" 

    "Yup." 

    She eyed me for a moment, then nodded slightly and turned to watch the movie. Donna glanced at us, then returned her attention to the show. I put my thoughts about Donna on a shelf, reclined my seat, and sipped my beer as 'Joe' 

and 'Polly' tried to find a way to stop the evil doctor's plans. A couple of beers --and the healings going on within her, I expect -made Jenny yawn as the movie's credits appeared. She apologized for yawning and suggested that while the evening was still early for some people, she was not one of them, then asked me to take her home. 

    We landed in her driveway and I could hear her dogs going nuts inside the house. 

    "Flitter," I asked, "Should those dogs be able to know we're here?" 

    "No, Ed, they shouldn't." 

    "Thanks, flitter." 

    As I handed Jenny down, Donna asked, "That's it? You aren't going to try to figure out why the dogs are barking?" 

    She grabbed her backpack and hopped to the ground as I said, "Later. I'm just curious. Flitter, return to your parking place, please." Jenny asked, "Why are you sending your flitter away?" Donna answered for me, "We won't need it to get home. We have those boards I told you about. Board on." 

    Her board appeared and she stepped onto it, then did a quick circuit of the yard and street. When she returned and said, "Board off," she dropped a few inches to the sidewalk. 

    Jenny eyed her, then me, in a skeptical manner and muttered, "Huh. They don't look all that safe to me." 

    "They're safe," said Donna, "We can't fall off them." Her skepticism unabated, Jenny again said, "Huh, right," and turned to unlock her door. 

    We stuck around for a few minutes, but it was evident that Jenny had reached her limit for the day. Donna rather unnecessarily promised to check in with her tomorrow and we made our goodbyes with words and hugs, then Donna and I stepped outside and got on our boards, waving as we rose into the night sky. Giving some thought to where I might want to go on a Saturday night, I kept my speed down to around twenty at a hundred feet or so. My board and I were suddenly spotlighted brightly from behind; Donna had turned her lights on. Since I wasn't at street level and the board wouldn't let me collide with anything, I saw no need to bother with lights. Across the twenty-foot gap between us, Donna yelled, "Why are you going so slow? Why aren't your lights on?" 

    I edged closer to her and told her why my lights were off. She seemed to give the matter some thought, then turned her lights off, as well. 

    "Where are we going?" she asked, "This isn't the way to your house." 

    "Let's try Crabbit's Pub. Do you shoot pool?" Grinning, she replied, "Oh, I can hold a stick and look pretty, I guess." Uh, huh. The words of a modest shark? Or was she just reasonably competent? Only one way to find out. 

    "Good enough, ma'am. I'll hold you to that." A strong gust of wind slammed us from the south. It couldn't affect our boards, which relied on field support rather than air and speed to stay aloft, but Donna and I were both caught off-guard. 

    I quickly shoved my board a bit to the right and leaned into the wind, but Donna handled the hard push by going with it and swooping back to resume her position beside me. 

    "Showoff," I said, "But neatly done, milady. You were the picture of grace and poise." 

    She eyed me as if trying to decide whether I was teasing her, then she asked, "Was that a real compliment or a dig? You didn't seem to move at all." 

    "It was a compliment. That blast probably would have left Wallace hanging upside-down. You've picked up riding a board pretty quickly." 

    "I used to surf when I was a kid. Where's that bar?" Pointing ahead along Spring Hill Drive, I said, "Right there," and we settled into the rear parking area just as the bar's back door opened. The guy wandered out with a cell phone at his ear, looked around, found his pickup, and ambled over to it without noticing us in the shadows by a van. It didn't escape my attention that Donna had moved to the shadows about the same time I did after turning off my board; I looked back at her and grinned. 

    "What?" she asked. 

    "We both automatically ducked into the shadows," I said, "We don't really have any reason to conceal ourselves." 

    Stepping past me toward the pub's door, she jauntily replied, "Sure we do. We don't want to get rusty." 

    If Donna hadn't forged ahead into the pub, Susie might have greeted me differently. Donna saw the ladies room sign and veered toward it, saying she'd be right out. I continued down the short hallway to the bar, where Susie saw me and waved as she pulled the taps to fill a couple of pitchers with beer. As usual, Susie was dressed to slay male drunks; her little cheerleader skirt was topped by a half-tee, she wore no bra beneath it, and everything about her seemed to be in motion at all times. 

    When she managed a break a few minutes later, she came skipping -skipping, mind you --over to me with a big grin and threw her arms around me for a bear hug. 

    Leaning back without letting go, she yelled over the music, "Where the hell have you been?" 

    "On a secret mission," I yelled back, "You look delicious!" She grinned and yelled, "That's the idea!" then her grin faded to a smile as her eyes focused above my left shoulder and she asked, "Is she with you?" I glanced sideways at the bar mirror and saw Donna standing behind me, making a point of appearing very curious about Susie's grip on me. Nodding, I said, "Yeah, 'fraid so," and moved aside to introduce the ladies. Susie and Donna eyed each other as they shook hands, then Susie said, 

"Well, back to work." To Donna she said, "What'll you have?" To my surprise, Donna ordered an Ice House. I'd figured her for a mixed drink girl. Susie skipped over to the cooler and back with our beers, ending the trip with a little rump-shaking 1-2-3 hop dance that made Donna eye her oddly. 

    I paid for the beers and we headed for the pool tables. A few paces along, Donna asked, "What was that little production all about?" When I looked at her, she stopped and reproduced Susie's hop dance in a rather quick, conservative manner. 

    "Tips," I said, "Didn't you notice every male eyeball at the bar was aimed at her butt?" 

    Looking enlightened, she sipped her beer and glanced back at the bar, where Susie dramatically wrenched the cap off a beer in a manner that set her top in violent motion. 

    "Lord," said Donna, "What a helluva way to make a living. Are you two... uhm... old friends, or what?" 

    Feeding the change machine a buck for quarters, I said, "Yeah. Old friends." 
Chapter Thirty-nine

    Donna eyed Susie again as Susie ran some drinks to a table and said, "She seemed pretty fond of you. Did you two ever..?" 

    I grinned and asked, "Ever what, ma'am?" 

    Giving me a narrow look, she said, "Don't be dense." 

    "Why not? You're being nosy." 

    From the raised stage between the pool tables and the bar, the blonde lady DJ grinningly sent a beer coaster flying at me as I stood up. I moved sideways and snatched the coaster out of the air as it flew by, then sent it back at her. 

    She squeaked and ducked, then held up an index finger as she fiddled with the sound system. A few moments later, she stepped down from the fenced stage and came to the pool table to share a hug, then I introduced her. 

    "Julie, meet Donna. Vice, meet versa." 

    They shook hands, then Julie turned to me and said with emphasis, "You haven't been in for a while." 

    "I've been off saving the world and stuff. It kinda cuts into my free time." 

    "'Saving the world', huh? Is that the best you can do?" Shrugging, I said, "Well, sorry, ma'am. I'll try to do better. How's the DJ biz?" 

    She thumbed at the stage and said, "Four nights a week. Up from two. I must be doing something right." 

    Standing back to eyeball her high-thigh electric blue miniskirt, then letting my gaze roll up her matching blue satin top to her face, I shook my head. "Nah. It's your looks, lady. They just want a gorgeous blonde like you on stage all night. It wouldn't matter what you played." Grinning at my inspection of her, Julie made a wry face and sighed exasperatedly, "Oh, you are so full of shit! Besides, your girlfriend's standing right beside you, you idiot." 

    Some guy came over and whispered something to her as he thumbed toward the stage. Julie glanced at the CD player, sighed again and said, "Gotta go," before hurrying over there. 

    I could feel Donna watching me as I fed quarters to the table and racked the balls. When I held out the remaining quarter, perched on my thumbnail, she said, "Heads," and that's how the quarter landed on the table. She made a solid ball when she broke the rack and sank three more before she found herself pinned behind two of my stripes and the eight. Her attempt to bank the cue ball failed and I stepped up to shoot. 

    As I was lining up to pop the nine in a corner, Donna snickered and asked, 

"Are all of your friends women?" 

    Tapping the cue ball low to pull it back a foot after hitting the nine, I asked, "Did I talk when you were shooting?" as I lined up for the fifteen ball. 

    "Did I ask you not to? It doesn't bother me to talk while I'm shooting, and you didn't answer my question." 

    Uh, huh. Gonna be like that. Okay. I sank the fifteen and lined up the ten for another corner shot as I ignored her. Donna moved around the table to stand directly behind the pocket, the apex of her jeans framing the hole. Tacky woman. 

    I grinned at her as I shot softly enough to walk the ten gently to the pocket and leave the cue ball where I'd have an easy side shot on the thirteen. 

    It was only a ten-inch putt of a shot and would have left the cue ball sitting pretty for the twelve, but someone sharply banged the back of my stick sideways as I was shooting and the cue ball went in the pocket without touching the thirteen. 

    One never knows why such things happen until they see who's behind them. Instead of immediately straightening up, I took a long, quick step sideways before I turned to see a guy sitting on one of the tall barstools with a beer in one hand and his other hand held up protestingly. 

    "Hey, sorry, man," he said with a weak grin, "My knee hit your stick when I turned around. Didn't know you were there." 

    Yeah, shit happens. While I let him see my displeasure, I lowered my cue stick from the port arms position it seemed to have found all by itself at some point. 

    Donna had come to stand by me. She took my arm and said insistently, "It's true, Ed. I saw it. He was talking to someone and he just turned around without looking. It was an accident." 

    Wondering why she was talking so fast, I gave her one of those 'why are you so tense?' looks and noddingly indicated the table as I replied, "Yeah, I can see that. It's your shot." 

    After a long look, she nodded and turned to study the table, then lined up a shot and made it. Moving around the table, she shot the rest of her balls and studied the eight's position between pockets before deciding to put it in the corner. 

    "Scratch shot," I said, "The cue will come back to the side." She looked up. "No it won't. I'll put some left on it." 

    "Then you'll make the eight, but your cue will dive right into the other corner." 

    Shaking her head slightly, Donna said firmly, "No it won't." As she eased her stick back into position, I said, "Yeah, it will, but don't let that stop you from buying the next game." Donna lowered her head, took a breath, and asked, "Are you going to let me shoot or discuss it to death?" 

    "Well, hey, lady, you said talking doesn't bother you, right? And it's not as if I'm parking my crotch smack behind the pocket like a certain someone else did on my ten shot." 

    Her shoulders shook as she chuckled and sighed, "Yeah. Okay. Sure. No problem. Fair's fair. If you want to stand behind that pocket, you go right ahead." 

    Uh, huh. And she'd fire the eight at the pocket. Having seen balls leave the table at high speeds, I decided to turn on my five suit before moving to stand behind the corner. 

    Donna grinned up at me for a moment, then aimed again. Sure enough, she slammed the cue ball into the eight and it, in turn, slammed into the corner pocket... before it rattled back out and rolled a foot or so away. She ducked just in time as her cue ball bounced high off the rail, sailed back at her head, and rolled down her back and across the floor. I opined, "Seems you shot a little harder than absolutely necessary, ma'am," as a guy at the next table picked up the cue ball. "Scratched on the eight, too. Got some quarters?" 

    Donna reached in her pocket, but the guy who'd bumped my stick slid out of his chair, slapped three quarters on the table, and said, "I saw how you talked her out of that eight. You wanna try that on me?" 

    "Got a better idea," I replied, "No talking while the other guy shoots." 

    "I don't see any reason to change the rules. Talk all you want, sport." I hate being called 'sport'. It means the other guy is on the edge of becoming an asshole, if he isn't one already. When the rack was ready, he didn't move to one side. I gave a mental shrug and powered the cue ball through the rack. 

    Six striped balls later I faced a long walk down the rail with the eleven. No way to bank it and no other clear paths to pockets. As I started to aim, he coughed, then grinned and raised his beer mug for a sip. 

    "Hey," I said, interrupting his sip, "You can cough. You can fart. You can scream and jump around like a monkey if you want. Go right ahead and get it out of your system." 

    His gaze narrowed above another grin as he watched me aim, and just when I pretended to shoot, he stepped sideways behind the pocket. Donna sighed loudly and shook her head, muttering, "Aw, Jesus!" as she set her quarters on the table and backed away to sip her beer. I used the next stroke of the cue stick to send the ball down the rail to the corner, then lined up the eight in the other corner, said, "Over there," and popped it in. 

    The guy turned to Donna and almost demandingly said, "Lemme play him again. I wanna kick his ass." 

    Moving past him to pick up her quarters, she said flatly, "You lost. I'm up." 

    He reached to grab her arm above the elbow as she started to put the quarters in the table and quietly, firmly insisted, "C'mon, lady!" I never had a chance to say anything. Donna's other hand moved at warp speed, seeming only to touch the back of his hand in passing. The guy yelped loudly as he yanked his hand back and examined it. There wasn't a mark on it, but it obviously hurt like hell. 

    When he looked up and yelled, "Bitch!" she'd already dropped the quarters on the table and made a spear of her right hand, which she jammed up under his jaw to tilt his head back. Her right hand then dropped out of the way of her left hand as she backhanded her fingers across his throat. Stepping back a pace, she turned slightly sideways and raised her fists in an 'en garde' manner, waiting for his next move without the slightest appearance of trepidation. Nearby people stopped talking and playing and watched to see how things would go. 

    The guy realized he could still breathe, if a bit harshly, and glared total hatred at her for a few moments, but he wasn't quite drunk or stupid enough to ignore the fact that she seemed perfectly ready --possibly even eager --to duke it out. 

    Donna snapped, "You grabbed me. I don't allow that. You called me a bitch. I don't allow that, either, and now it's time for you to leave." With a small, tight smile, she added, "And you will, one way or another." When the guy glanced at me, I shrugged, parked my butt on the end of the pool table, and grinned. 

    "If you think you can take her, go for it. I'll wait my turn." The guy eyed her for another moment, then made a show of standing straight and taking a sip of beer before he walked away from her. He said nothing to me as he passed, so I said nothing to him. 

    The sound of quarters being placed in slots made me turn to see Donna feeding the table. She racked the balls, picked up her stick, and stood to one side of the table in silence. 

    I laid the end of my stick on the edge of the table and slammed the cue ball through the rack, then ran five more solid balls before the cue ball glanced off the two and scratched. 

    Donna must've been in quite a mood by then; she put in all seven stripes and the eight, then laid her stick on the table and picked up her beer for a sip as I walked around the table for the traditional post-game handshake. Some of the nearby people were still hooting and hollering at her skill. A woman and the guy she was sitting with came over to glad-hand Donna and congratulate her, but it was fairly obvious she was only being polite in responding graciously. 

    As I reached in my pocket for a quarter to mark the table while I got more quarters, Donna waved and asked, "Do you really want to play again?" Since it was apparent that she didn't, I shrugged and picked up my quarter as I walked over to her. 

    Donna swilled the last of her beer in two gulps, set her bottle on a table, and stuck her hands in her pockets as she asked, "Do you want to stay here?" 

    I picked up her bottle and said, "Let's save Susie a trip," then headed for the bar, sipping the last of my beer on the way. 

    When I set the bottles on the bar and shook my head to stop her from pulling two more, Susie asked, "You're leaving?" 

    "'Fraid so," I yelled over the music, "You remember Linda? My boss? This one's a lot like her." 

    Rolling her eyes, Susie grinningly replied, "There's a first aid kit under the bar." 

    Waving as I backed away from the bar, I yelled, "Okay! Thanks, Susie!" 
Chapter Forty

    Donna and I walked out the back door. She looked around, then looked at me and asked, "Am I staying at your place tonight?" 

    "Depends," I said with a grin, "Are we just going to sleep, or are you ready to believe that rubbers don't bother me?" 

    With a dismissing wave, she said, "Now that I know about nanobots, we won't need one, so it doesn't matter. Why didn't you tell me about nanobots then, Ed? That info could have saved us some grief." I laughed and pitched my voice mockingly to a parody of relating my story to someone else. "'And there I was, trying to convince her that we didn't need a rubber...' Donna, do you really think you'd have believed me?" 

    "Oh, well, maybe not right away, but..." 

    "Sex is one of those things, milady. If not right away, zero results. But you were right about one thing; I prefer women who can put everything else on a shelf and just have a good time. Think you can do that?" She laughed and asked softly, "You mean 'shut up and fuck like a bunny'?" Shrugging, I said, "After I've licked my way up your legs, sure. After I've ravaged your magic button and..." 

    Donna quickly glanced around anxiously and hissed, "Okay! Jeez! Let's not talk it to death! Board on!" 

    Her board appeared and she hopped onto it as I called mine up and stepped aboard. The bar's back door rattled and started to open and Donna instantly sent her board almost straight up. 

    Sending a field to wedge the bottom of the door, I sent my board up at a more leisurely pace and canceled the wedge as I guided my board to the cover of a tree across the alley. 

    The door opened and a woman stepped out and looked around carefully, then motioned to someone inside the bar. Hovering behind the tree, I felt Donna descend to my altitude before she slid into my peripheral view. 

    "What are we doing?" she whispered. 

    "We're watching people be devious," I whispered back. 

    "A drug deal?" 

    "Dunno yet." 

    "If it is, what'll you do?" 

    Interesting that she'd assumed I'd do something. I glanced at her and repeated, "Dunno yet." 

    Two guys joined the woman and she went back inside the bar as the guys quietly discussed something. After a few moments, one walked to the area of the building just in front of the van and moved something to retrieve a small baggie. 

    The other guy had followed him. Money and the baggie changed hands and the guy who now held the money seemed unhappy. The guy with the baggie said something and the guy with the money reached to try to snatch the baggie. He got slugged hard for his effort and the other guy stood over him for a moment, then started to walk away. 

    "I don't think so, motherfucker!" the guy on the ground said quite audibly. 

    He had to pull three times to get the gun out from under his baggy shirt, but he finally produced it and aimed it at the guy with the baggie, who froze. The guy with the gun got up and started toward him. I stunned them both. As they collapsed, I summoned up a field screen and called the bar. Susie answered and I told her what was outside the back door, then described the woman who'd come out first and gone back in. 

    "I see her," said Susie, "She saw me heading for the back door and she's hurrying to get there first. Where are you?" 

    "I'll stop her," I said, "Don't worry about me. Fact is, you can have all the credit if you want it." 

    "The what?" 

    "Credit for the bust, ma'am. I don't want it. You take it." The back door almost burst open and the woman closed it firmly behind her, then ran to check out the two guys. Wasting no time on them, she grabbed the baggie, the money, and then reached for the gun. That's when I stunned her. Susie opened the door and stopped in her tracks as the woman fell across the guy she'd been robbing. 

    After a long moment, Susie asked, "Ed? Are you still there? What happened to them? Are they dead?" 

    "No, they're just asleep." 

    "What if they wake up?" 

    "They won't wake up until someone wakes them up. Just send somebody out to keep everybody away from them and call the cops. Bye, now." I disconnected. Donna knelt, then sat on her board, her legs dangling to either side of it as she watched Susie go back into the bar. Mike --one of the bar's senior customers and a friend of the owner --came out with his own cell phone open. He told someone, likely Susie, that there'd been no change and leaned against the van to wait and watch. 

    The cops couldn't have been too far away; they arrived in a few minutes from both directions and blocked the alley. Their activities in checking and securing the people on the ground woke the sleepers. More cops came out the bar's back door and I saw flashing lights reflecting off the front edges of the building's roof. 

    "Good 'nuff," I said, nosing my board around to keep the tree between me and the scene in the alley as I headed away. 

    Donna followed the same course and asked as she caught up, "Why didn't you call the cops yourself?" 

    "Don't want the hassle. But Susie'll likely tell 'em who told her to look out back. I'll probably hear something about it." 

    "So you'll have to deal with it then. What's the difference?" With a grinning shrug, I said, "A few hours of sleep, maybe. And maybe Susie won't tell them who told her. Y'never know." 

    Giving me a fisheye look, Donna said, "Oh, I'd bet she will." 

    "Guess we'll know if they drop by." 

    We were nearing the intersection of Deltona and Forest Oaks when two cop cars that had been sitting at the gas station on the south corner suddenly headed west on Forest Oaks. 

    There were no sirens and both cars turned on their red and blue lights at about the same time, but shortly turned off their red and blues --again at about the same time --as they continued toward US-19 at about fifty. That was interesting enough to make me wave at Donna to follow and veer westward after them. I climbed to five hundred feet to see what might be happening on US-19 that would be worth the hurry. 

    As we neared US-19, I saw a string of headlights moving north at a high rate of speed. All but the car in the lead had police lights, and not far behind the fourth cop car was a small cluster of lights I recognized as belonging to a motorcycle. 

    The bike passed the fourth car in line and moved up, weaving around a cop car that seemed to be trying to block that very move from happening. The blocker didn't stand a chance; the bike was one of those big-engine crotch-rockets and the rider seemed to know what he was doing. He zipped between the cars and was gone before the diversion could be executed. When the bike was alongside the third car, the driver tried to edge over and make the bike slow down, but the bike zigged and zagged and surged ahead past the car. 

    Donna and I were above US-19 when the lead car, second car, and the bike roared past below in quick succession. I banked to place myself above the motorcycle on general principles and dropped to a hundred feet of altitude. Apparently the cops weren't too concerned with the biker's safety at that point. The second car tried to stay in front of the bike, and when it got fairly close, the car's driver tapped his brakes to try to cause a collision. Given their high speed and the action of the cop, it was fairly obvious that the cops considered the biker worth stopping any way possible. The cop's move was almost successful; the biker missed the cop car's rear bumper by what seemed only inches, then he twisted the throttle and blasted past the cop car too far away for the cop's leftward swerve to reach him. Gaining fast on the lead car, the biker swung to the right and straightened out a little behind and to the right of the car, then he took his left hand off the handlebars and reached into his jacket. When the biker's hand returned to the handlebar, it held a stubby little machine pistol --a MAC-11, it looked like --with a magazine as long as the pistol itself. Thirty rounds? Fifty? 

    Whatever. I dropped to about twenty feet of altitude just ahead of the bike and extended a field tendril to try to grab the gun, but the wind kept me from doing any more than slap it a few times, which only alarmed the biker enough to glance up. 

    When he aimed the gun up at me, I said, "Whoa, fuck that!" and stunned him. 

    As the biker went limp, the gun dropped to the pavement and broke apart. Two large pieces went tumbling and skidding across the median amid a splattering of loose ammo. 

    The bike veered to the right as it slowed, then it dove into the drainage culvert, where its front wheel mired in deep mud and it flipped endwise, slinging the rider ahead of the bike as it tumbled and bounced a few times up the other side of the ditch and started coming apart. 

    Bits of the motorcycle caught up with the rider and pelted him, then the main body of the bike slammed down on him and bounced over the low wall of a housing development. 

    Well up the street, I saw the car that had been leading the high-speed parade slow and stop, then move to the side of the road with the cop cars. Good enough. I banked and ascended to a hundred feet to head home. Long moments passed before Donna slid into position beside me and waved at me as she yelled, "Stop!" 

    Okay. I stopped. Maybe she really hadn't expected me to cooperate? She shot past me and had to swing around to return, recovering a little lost altitude as she again positioned herself to my right and simply stood staring at me for a moment. 

    Her eyes wide, she asked in a shrill tone, "What the hell did you do back there and where do you think you're going now?!" 

    Her tone bugged me. Her demanding, drill sergeant-like posture bugged me. Her attitude in general bugged me. I simply gazed back at her for some moments. 

    "Well?!" she belted out, "I asked you what the hell you..." 

    "Donna," I said quietly, holding up a hand, "Keep it down." Looking amazed, she bellowed, "Keep it down?! After I just saw a man die in the street?!" 

    We were about a yard apart. Moving her board closer to mine, Donna fixed me with a sharp gaze from maybe a foot and snapped, "You're not going anywhere until we talk to the cops." 

    "Yeah? About what, exactly? Tagging along during a chase? You think maybe they need us as witnesses?" 

    Drawing a tight breath as she glared at me, Donna said, "You're going back there to tell them what you did!" 

    "Excuse me? What did I do, ma'am? Think about that, then tell me so I'll know what to tell them." 

    For a long few moments she just glared tensely at me, then she seemed to subside a bit. Her glare didn't fade in the least as she said through clenched teeth, "I know you did something." 

    "I repeat; what did I do? Be specific, please." Her hands flapped at her sides as she said, "Oh, hell, I don't know. You stunned him like that dog." 

    I snapped back, "Prove it." Pointing at her backpack, I asked, "Do you have your keys with you?" 

    "What? Yes. Of course I have my keys." 

    "Good. I'm going home. You go home, too. Goodnight." With that, I headed for the house again, fully expecting Donna to catch up and give me more grief, but she didn't. As I landed and let myself in, I gave the sky a quick glance and didn't see her. Tuning myself a bit, I couldn't feel her, either. 

    Tiger met me at the door and peered outside. 

    "Where is Donna?" 

    "She had to go home, Tiger. Something came up. I'm going to make a snack before bed. Want some roast beef?" 

    His attention immediately diverted from the door and he yowled, "Yes! 

Thank you!" as he headed for the kitchen. 

    Heh. Too bad that roast beef trick wouldn't work on Donna. I made a sandwich from leftovers and put some meat in Tiger's dish as I considered whether to call the cops and see if they felt they had any reason to talk to me this evening. 

    Nah. They weren't shy. They'd come calling if they wanted to chat. It wasn't that late; I decided to check email and work a bit to give them an extra few minutes to consider matters. 

    From email I switched to newsgroups, then to editing a few chapters of one of my books. When no cops had appeared at my door by midnight, I shut down the computer and took a shower, then went to bed. 
Chapter Forty-one

    Sunday morning began with someone knocking on my front door and ringing my doorbell. It felt like Donna. I checked the bedside clock. Eight-thirty. Damn. And my coffee mug wasn't on the night table; I'd left it aboard the flitter. Damn, again. 

    Putting on my pants, I padded to the bathroom and took a leak, washed my face and combed my hair, and headed for the kitchen, where I looked out the front window. 

    As I leaned close to the window to see the porch, Donna apparently had the same idea; she leaned to look in the window at about the same time and we startled each other through the glass. 

    She let out a short screech and I sighed heavily at the idea of having to deal with her first damned thing in the morning. Apparently she noticed my demeanor. Her eyes narrowed and she went back to my door to poke the doorbell again. 

    I considered making a coffee and just sitting at the kitchen table until she went away. I really did. Then I went to the door and unlocked it, turned the knob and pulled the door open, and walked back into the kitchen to look for my old white mug that said 'Kool' on both sides in the cabinet above the coffee pot. 

    Found it on the top shelf. It was so old the lid didn't want to stay stuck on it anymore and it didn't have a turnable hole-cover, but it would do until I got my other mug from the flitter. 

    Donna came in, closed the door behind her, and dropped my Sunday paper on the kitchen table. 

    I said, "Thanks," and set about assembling a coffee. "What brings you here at this hour? Did we have plans for the day?" 

    Sitting down at the table, Donna asked, "Are you going to offer me a coffee?" 

    "I'll let you make your own however you like it. There's instant and those little teabag things. Look behind the pot." 

    Tiger appeared in the kitchen doorway and eyed us both appraisingly before saying, "Hello, Donna!" 

    Glancing around, I saw Donna turn to look at him and sit straight as she erased the irritated look from her face and graciously replied, "Hello, Tiger. How are you this morning?" 

    "I am well. Are you?" 

    She grinned and nodded. "Yes, Tiger. I'm well, too." 

    "Good." He ambled over near her chair and Donna reached to rub his chin and pet him as she looked at me. I turned back around, finished making my coffee, and took it to the table, for some reason carrying the lid that no longer fit tightly. 

    "Your turn at the pot." 

    She eyed my 'Kool' mug and commented, "That thing has seen better days, hasn't it?" 

    Sipping coffee, I agreed, "Yeah. Lots of 'em." 

    "Would you rather I just leave, Ed?" 

    "Depends. What was worth waking me up?" 

    Looking down at Tiger as she petted him, Donna said, "I waited until eight-thirty. I thought you'd be up by now." 

    Hm. No point in answering that. I studied the inside of my mug's lid, then the lip of the mug. It was a little worn, that's all. Must be a way to make it fit tightly again. Steph would just morph some new plastic and... 

    "Ed," Donna said with a sigh, "I think we need to talk." 

    'We need to talk.' Ugh. The dreaded kitchen-table cliche had at last been spoken. I'd kind of expected to hear those words or words very like them from the moment I'd seen Donna on the porch. They seemed to be a component of every woman's arsenal, like a gender-specific bludgeon granted to them sometime around puberty. 

    Or maybe when they latched onto their first boyfriend? Nah, the boyfriend theory wouldn't wash; I'd heard lifelong lesbians use the same magic words on each other. 

    I asked, "Are you sure that's a good idea? Hasn't it occurred to you that

'talking' is what led us to this point?" 

    She gave me a droll expression that turned into a flat gaze, then said, 

"We had a misunderstanding, Ed." 

    "We had more than one. Last night you came at me a few times as if you thought you were my company commander. Got news, ma'am. You don't outrank me and you aren't my mother, so you don't get to interrogate me or order me around." 

    Looking startled, she asked, "Is that what this is about? You could have told me to tone it down, you know." 

    "Very doubtful. What I've seen of you makes me think saying 'tone it down' 

would nearly always make things worse. Beyond that, you were never quite clear about why you were upset. I don't need people around me who get upset without having good reasons." 

    She bristled and snapped, "You want reasons? Okay, I'll give you a reason. Ed, what you did last night caused that motorcycle to kill that man." Sipping coffee again, I said, "I don't have a problem with that, Donna. He aimed a gun at me." 

    "He may only have been trying to scare you off." 

    "Then he fucked up big time, didn't he?" 

    "But..." 

    Sighing, I snapped, "But what, damn it? Scare me off so he could catch up to the car and shoot someone else? How would that have been a better outcome? 

Either get yourself a coffee and change the subject or hit the road, ma'am. I might still be able to get back to sleep." 

    Instead of doing either of those things, she sat back in her chair, eyed me intently, and asked, "Hasn't it occurred to you that I may have talked to the police about what I saw?" 

    "I'd have heard from them before now. Seems likely I'll hear from them anyway sooner or later, so it doesn't really matter. And by the way, they aren't police, they're Sheriff's deputies. I don't know what the real difference may be, but they'll correct you instantly if you call them police." Getting to my feet, I said, "Lock up when you leave," scooted my chair under the table, and headed for the bedroom with my coffee. Donna appeared at the bedroom door as I skinned out of my pants. I tossed them on a chair and sat down on the bed to fluff the pillow, then got flat under the sheets. 

    "Just like that?" she asked tightly, "Discussion over and goodbye Donna?" Snuggling my face into the pillow, I said, "That discussion's over whether you stay or go." 

    She laughed sharply, "'Whether I stay or go?!' You really think I'd stay after what you've said to me?" 

    Eyeing her, I said, "You can climb into bed and play or go away and let me sleep." 

    "And what if I don't choose to do either of those things?" Sighing, I said, "Then I'll stun you and go back to sleep anyway, Cap'n Donna. Ma'am." 

    I figured chances were something less than fifty percent that she'd stay. Way less than fifty percent, really. More like thirty or so at best. Hell, at that point I figured her only reason for staying would likely be so she could try to wind me up, then walk out. Or maybe just to have the last word on things. 

    When she snickered, I cracked an eye open to see why. To my surprise, her glare had become a grin. Laughing softly, Donna shook her head in what seemed to be disbelief, then turned and headed down the hallway, followed by Tiger. Whatever. Good enough. I sent a tendril to gently push the bedroom door shut and re-snuggled my pillow to prepare for another hour or so of sleep. I was, in fact, on the very edge of falling asleep a few minutes later, when the bedroom door opened and jarred me awake as if I'd fallen a yard or so into the bed. 

    Rousing with a "What the hell..?" I saw Donna standing in the doorway with a startled look of her own. 

    "My God!" she blurted, "You were asleep!" I was about to stun her, but she shook her head and lightly smacked her forehead with her palm as she backed out of the room and again headed down the hall. 

    Tiger said, "Goodbye, Donna!" and she returned his farewell, then the front door opened and closed. 

    Finally. At last. The issue had been decided. I flopped back and initiated some theta waves to counteract the dose of adrenalin that had shocked me back from the edge of sleep. 

    When I woke again, it was a few minutes after ten. I felt groggy and mildly cranky, but I got up and went through morning motions in the bathroom, then put some eggs and bacon in the microwave and shared them with Tiger. A car door slammed outside and I got up to look out the kitchen window. Two men --a deputy in uniform and Detective Greer --strode up my driveway. I opened the front door as they arrived on the porch. 

    "Hi, guys. C'mon in." I pushed the screen door open and headed for the kitchen to finish my breakfast. I gestured at the chairs and the coffee pot as they followed me. 

    Neither of them seemed interested in the coffee. They took seats at the table and Greer opened a folder, then he asked why I hadn't stuck around after the US-19 incident. 

    "Everybody there saw what happened. I figured you had enough witnesses without me." 

    "As I understand it, you may be the reason the motorcycle crashed." Nodding, I said, "Maybe. When the biker saw me, he aimed his gun at me, then lost control of his bike." 

    "May I ask why you flew over the motorcycle?" 

    "He got past the cops and it seemed likely he was going to shoot into the car in front of him. I thought it might distract him to see a guy on a surfboard twenty feet overhead. Apparently it did, since he aimed that MAC-11

right at me." 

    The uniformed deputy asked disbelievingly, "You noticed the make of the gun? In passing at a hundred and twenty miles an hour? From twenty feet above the guy?" 

    Greer glanced at him, but said nothing as I answered, "Yeah, but if it had been a regular pistol, I might not have. There are just too many kinds using the same basic designs these days. Why was he chasing that car?" Ignoring my question, Greer asked, "Were you aware that the motorcycle rider was killed?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Well, it seemed pretty likely after the bike landed on him. It looked to me as if the right foot peg got him smack in the chest." His gaze narrowing, the uniformed guy asked, "That doesn't bother you, sir?" 

    Forking up some egg, I replied, "No. It doesn't." Greer asked, "Did you do anything --anything at all --that would have caused the motorcyclist to crash, sir?" 

    "I put myself where he could see me. As I said, that seemed to upset him a bit." 

    "Anything else? Did you throw anything at him?" 

    "Didn't have anything to throw. Why was he after that car?" Again ignoring my question, Greer glanced at his uniformed companion, then showed me his notes and asked if there was anything I'd like to add. 

    "Nope. Can't think of anything." 

    Once I'd signed off on the report, he said, "Thanks, Ed. If we have any further questions, we'll be in touch," and got to his feet. The guy in uniform also stood up. 

    I stood up, too, and led them to the front door, where Greer asked, 

"Before we go, may we see your flying board?" 

    "Board on," I said, and stepped onto it when it appeared by my feet. As the two guys retreated a pace or two, I nosed the board up and around the oak tree and back to the porch, then stepped off it. 

    Both cops examined it fairly closely and asked questions about it that I deferred by saying that the technology was both proprietary and classified. That answer didn't particularly please them, but they left. 
Chapter Forty-two

    Back at the kitchen table, I called up a field screen. A quick check of records showed the cops had mentioned flying boards in their own reports at the scene, so I had no reason to believe that Donna had sicced the bears on me for spite. 

    The records also called the motorcycle's crash 'unexplained' and failed to mention either a plainclothes car or a non-police car involved in the procession. 

    Instead, the motorcycle was listed as the primary reason for the chase that had begun at the southern Pasco County line and been handed off to Hernando County deputies at the northern county line. 

    Interesting. Someone in the lead car had likely been in custody or in a witness protection program. In any case, the cops didn't need me for anything or they wouldn't have settled for a fifteen minute interview at my kitchen table. I decided to get away from the house for a while and asked Tiger if he wanted to come with me. 

    Tiger looked away from his favorite window long enough to say, "I want to go to the lake at the end of the street." 

    Lake. Hm. Well, I guess from his six-inch-tall perspective, Hill's Pond might look like a lake. 

    Nodding, I answered, "Okay. The lake's good." Just as I reached for the front door knob, Linda's dual-toned chime sounded in my comm implant. I sipped coffee and let it ping again, then keyed up a field screen and said, "Hi, Linda." 

    "Hi, yourself. Are you alone?" 

    As Tiger looked up from his food dish and yowled, "Hello, Linda!" I answered, "Nope." 

    "Hello, Tiger!" she returned, then, "Stand by for a datapad conference call, Ed. I have Stan Maxwell on hold." 

    The head of the NSA was holding for me on a Sunday morning? On a link through Linda's datapad? Had hell frozen over while I wasn't looking? 

    I gave Tiger a signal to be quiet and said, "Okay, Linda. Fire when ready." 

    A balding man with a puzzled expression appeared on the other side of the screen and I waved at him as I said, "Hi, there. Unless there's some reason to be formal, I'm Ed, you're Stan for the duration of this conversation. What's up, Stan?" 

    While Linda pursed her lips slightly, she showed no other signs of discomfort with my opening line. Stan Maxwell seemed to be peering at me; in fact, he was likely peering at the datapad display screen he held. Holding the pad a bit farther from his face, he nodded slightly and said, 

"Ah... okay. Hello, Ed." 

    I said, "You could put your glasses on, y'know." He looked mystified. "My glasses?" 

    Chuckling, I said, "Yeah. The ones that recently made two little dents on the bridge of your nose. I use reading glasses, too, but I'm using a larger screen." 

    Maxwell sighed and reached off-screen for a pair of glasses, put them on, and asked, "How's this?" 

    I shrugged. "Well, that depends, Stan. Do you see two gorgeous Vegas showgirls standing behind me?" 

    With a wry look, he replied, "No, I don't." 

    "Well, then, I guess your glasses are working." Linda propped her chin on a palm and sighed gently to spur things along. Stan glanced at her side of his screen and nodded. 

    "I just wanted to personally thank you," he said, "Two of our people were in a car that was about to be shot all to hell by an Iranian militant on a motorcycle." 

    He paused a moment, then continued, "While we very much appreciate your assistance we'd also very much like to know how you happened to know there was a problem." 

    Uh, huh. So that's why Linda had arranged this call. He thought someone might be monitoring their activities. Oh, well, suspicion was part of his job description. 

    "I was on my way home from a bar. There was a parade of cop cars on US-19, so I checked it out. Some guy on one of those Japanese crotch-rocket bikes got past all the cops and pointed a MAC-11 at me, so I stunned him." Maxwell's eyes again went to Linda's side of the screen as if to ask, 'Is this guy for real?' and Linda snickered. 

    "Uhm," muttered Maxwell, as he looked at something on his desk, "Uhm... Yes, here it is. The cops say the bike was doing over a hundred and twenty. Damn! Did you consider any... uhm... other methods of stopping him? Or maybe just slowing him down so the cops could nail him?" 

    Shaking my head, I said, "Nope. A MAC-11 can empty a clip in a few seconds, Stan. I was looking right down the muzzle of the damned thing from about twenty feet, so I did the first thing that came to mind." Nodding, he said, "I see. It says here you weren't aboard your flitter; that you were on some sort of narrow platform." 

    "It's a flying board," I interrupted him, "A prototype I've been testing. Sue and Steph may come out with a commercial version later if they think it's safe enough." 

    Sipping coffee, I waited to hear what else he might say as I glanced at Linda. She raised an eyebrow slightly, but said nothing as Maxwell referred to his notes again. 

    "Yes," he said, "It looks a bit like a surfboard." Looking up, he said, 

"This picture's a still shot from a dash-mounted video camera in one of the police cars." 

    He held up the picture and I saw myself on my board, just above and somewhat ahead of the bike. The biker's left hand was aiming the gun at me. 

    "Uhm..." said Stan, pretending to examine the picture, "May I ask... Your hands are empty, Ed. No stun wand. How were you able to stun him?" I looked at Linda and said, "The woman I work for would beat me bloody if I told you that." 

    Linda laughed and said, "Oh, not necessarily, now that PFM's have become more or less general knowledge." 

    Sitting down at the kitchen table, I let Linda's answer carry the matter. Maxwell's eyes had shifted back and forth between us, then they locked on me. 

    "You're saying stun capabilities can be built into PFM's?" 

    "Of course," said Linda. 

    Peering hard at me, Maxwell almost said something, then he glanced at his desk and studied something for a moment before he asked softly, almost suspiciously, "What's holding that board up? Making it fly?" 

    "The board uses field energy, same as the flitter. Hang on a minute. Steph?" 

    Instead of answering through my implant, she materialized beside me, looking absolutely stunning in one of her usual shades-of-green skirt-and-jacket business outfits. 

    Maxwell's eyes almost bugged out again as he stared at her. Noddingly indicating the screen, I said, "Steph, this is Stan Maxwell, head of the NSA. Stan, this is my very good friend Stephanie Montgomery. You'll have to talk to her about getting flying boards and PFM's." 

    "Hello, Stephanie," Linda said with a grin at Maxwell. Returning her grin, Steph said, "Hello, Linda," then looked at Maxwell and said, "Hello, Mr. Maxwell." 

    He closed his mouth and managed, "Ah... Hello, Miss Montgomery. It's... ah... nice to meet you." 

    "Call me Stephanie, please," she invited him. 

    "Uh, yes, of course. And please call me Stan. You look so much like someone... Isobella Rossellini?" 

    "No, her mother," I said, "Ingrid Bergman. Everybody seems to think Steph looks like her." 

    Readily and enthusiastically agreeing to that, Maxwell asked how he might contact Steph to discuss the boards further. Steph told him Linda's office could reach her. 

    Maxwell's brow knitted for a moment, then he said, "Wait a minute. Are you the woman Myra Berens is going to work for next year?" 

    "Yes. Has that caused any problems?" 

    Shaking his head, Maxwell answered, "Uh, well, she is one of our key people within her field, of course." 

    What crap. She'd been relegated to handling files due to some kind of personnel cutback before the NSA had thrown her at Steph and me because she'd been the nearest female agent with any field experience. 

    "Then I apologize for recruiting her, of course," said Steph, "But she seems to be exactly what we'll need." 

    Turning to me, she said, "I was in the middle of something, Ed. I really ought to get back to it." 

    "Yes'm. Sorry to have bothered you, but it seemed a good opportunity to personally introduce you to a prospective client for stun-equipped PFM's." Smiling, she nodded. "Yes, it was. Thank you." Returning her gaze to the screen, she bid Linda and Maxwell goodbye and vanished. Maxwell again reacted as if he'd seen a thoroughly baffling magic trick. 

    "Linda," I said, "Stan. I was kind of in the middle of something, too. Glad I could help out last night, but I really ought to sign off now." Taking the lead, Linda said, "Okay, Ed. We'll let you go. Stan can get with me if he has any more questions, right, Stan?" When she looked at his side of the screen, he hesitated, then nodded. 

"Sure. Okay. Thanks for your time." 

    Linda said, "Later, Ed. Goodbye, Tiger," and smilingly terminated the conference link as Stan asked, "Tiger?" 
Chapter Forty-three

    An engine revved slightly outside, then cut off. A car door slammed as I got up to see who-the-hell-else might be looking for me on a Sunday morning. Through the kitchen window I saw Donna hitch her backpack on her shoulder and come striding toward the front door and thought, 'Again?'. I considered using my three suit and waiting in the hallway until she gave up and went away, then decided to either fix things between us or tell her to stay gone. She looked ready to verbally duke it out, so to avoid giving her an opportunity to anchor herself at the kitchen table, I scooped up Tiger and opened the front door while she was still halfway up the yard. Pulling the door shut behind me, I said to her, "We're going to the pond at the end of the street. Any interest?" 

    Tiger yowled, "Hello, Donna!" as I put him down. She eyed him briefly and returned his greeting, then looked at me. 

    "Ed, we..." 

    "...Need to talk," I finished for her. "Yeah, fine. We can talk on the way. Tiger, take the point. Stay out of the street and watch out for that Atkins dog." 

    He brightly replied, "Okay!" and set forth at a trot, saying something else that I didn't catch. Elkor appeared beside him and the two of them seemed to share a brief conversation. 

    Donna stared, blinked, and shook her head, then stared again for a moment. I gave her a little 'come on' gesture and ambled after Tiger and Elkor. Donna caught up in a few strides and continued to study the two cats for a time before speaking. 

    "Ed, what the hell was this morning all about?" Shrugging, I answered, "I thought it was all pretty clear, really. Why do you think it wasn't? Because my attitudes about some things don't match yours?" 

    Stopping and putting a hand on my arm, Donna said, "Ed, a man died last night. Died. Don't you get that?" 

    Meeting her gaze, I said, "For someone who was in the Army, that seems to bother you a lot more than it should. Those little machine pistols can spew a dozen rounds a second and his was pointed right at me when I stunned him. If you have a problem with what I did, talk to the cops. Before you do that, be advised that they already dropped by this morning." Sure enough, the semi-collie in the Atkins' back yard saw two cats on the sidewalk and went berserk. After two failed attempts to get over the chain link fence, it succeeded, flumped hard on the ground, got up, and charged full throttle at the cats. 

    Elkor sat down, then Tiger. The snarling dog bore down on them until it was perhaps ten feet away, then it went limp and slid to a halt a foot from the concrete sidewalk. 

    Tiger walked over to the dog and sniffed it, then walked around and over it once as he examined it. 

    After sniffing at the dog's ear and walking carefully over its head to the grass, he ambled back to Elkor and pronounced in a definitive tone, "Dogs smell very bad." 

    Donna had stopped walking when the dog attacked. She stood staring at Tiger for a moment, then her gaze turned to the dog and she walked over to it. The dog's chest rose and fell in slumber. It was absolutely out cold, but not hurt in the least. Not even nudges from Donna's sneaker roused it. She asked, "Shouldn't we put it back in the back yard?" 

    "You can if you want. If they have to chase it down or bail it out of the pound, they'll know it can get out." 

    Giving me a flat stare, Donna said, "It could get hit in the street." Shrugging, I said, "It could get hit the next time it goes after someone else's cat, too." 

    Her stare became a narrow glare, then she knelt to scoop the dog in her arms and headed for the fence. The gate was locked, so she had to lean over the fence to let the dog down easy, but it wasn't easy enough. The dog woke when it hit the ground, saw Donna as it staggered to its feet, then it lunged at her face, its jaws wide and teeth gleaming. I'd expected that sort of response; I sent a hard stun at the dog as it lunged. It slammed limply into the fence right under Donna's nose as she screeched and flailed. 

    Heh. I stuck my hands in my pockets and joined Elkor and Tiger to wait for Donna to peel herself off the fence. Her feet had left the ground and her belt buckle had caught on the fencing, so she had to struggle a bit to get loose. She somewhat shakily straightened up, eyed the dog, and headed our direction. Tiger stated, "Dogs are not nice, Donna." 

    Clearing her throat, Donna replied, "Some are." Flicking an ear back to show his opinion of her rejection of his wisdom, Tiger watched her come to stand in front of me, then he continued toward the lake with Elkor. 

    I looked at Donna and said, "That dog you so thoughtfully helped would have had your face for lunch, ma'am. Good thing I stunned it, huh?" 

    "Yes," she said with a narrow look, "It was. You knew that would happen, didn't you?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Well, it seemed likely," and turned to follow Elkor and Tiger as I added, "What is it they say about letting sleeping dogs lie? 

Oh, yeah! I'm pretty sure it's 'let sleeping dogs lie,' or something like that." 

    Donna shot me a glare and said, "That's real funny. Why are we going to a pond?" 

    "I wanted out of the house for a while. Tiger wanted to go to the pond." 

    "This being Florida, aren't you worried about alligators?" 

    "No. Elkor's with him. The last time we met an alligator at the pond, he stunned it so Tiger could check it out. It was only about four feet long. Tiger was rather impressed when I told him they can get up to around twelve feet." 

    Giving me an odd sidewise look, Donna said nothing until we reached the end of the block, then she asked, "Was that dog supposed to be an example for my benefit?" 

    "You think I planned for a dog to attack my cat?" 

    "I think you knew the dog would try to attack him. I'm sure you knew the dog would wake up when I put it over the fence." 

    With a chuckle, I said, "Back up some and put your suspicious nature to rest, ma'am. Tiger and I were on our way to the pond before you showed up." A sheriff's car turned the corner a block ahead of us and came our way. It passed us, made a U-turn at the intersection we'd just crossed, and pulled up beside us with a short 'whoop' of its siren. Tiger and Elkor stopped maybe twenty feet ahead of us to watch. 

    The woman who got out of the car was a cute blonde who filled her uniform a little too generously, but she looked pretty capable as she marched around the front of the car. 

    After asking for our ID's, she said someone had reported a woman "messing" with a neighbor's dog. I laughed shortly and thumbed at Donna, who gave me a droll look. 

    "I put the dog back in its yard," she said. "That's all." Turning to me, the deputy asked, "And you? What were you doing while she was doing that?" 

    "Standing on the sidewalk. I don't care much for dogs." 

    "You didn't help her carry it?" 

    "No." 

    "Why?" 

    "I don't care much for dogs." 

    Giving me a dark look, the deputy turned to Donna and asked, "That's all you did? Put the dog in the yard?" 

    "Yes. That's all I did." 

    Glancing around, the deputy asked, "Are you going somewhere in particular?" 

    "The pond," I said, "At the end of the street." 

    "Why?" 

    Sighing, I said, "Because it's still legal to take a walk in your own neighborhood. I think it's even legal to put a dog back in its yard. You've checked us out. Why all the extra attention?" 

    The deputy eyed me tightly for a moment, then said, "There have been a few burglaries in the area recently. We're checking out any suspicious activities." 

    Calling up a field screen and ignoring the deputy's backward jump and state of alarm, I poked my way to the newspaper's arrest records and shook my head as I scanned the list. 

    "Nope. Nearest burglary call was on Bayside Drive last week, over two miles from here. Turned out to be the guy's son trying to get in without a key. Try again, ma'am." 

    The deputy's voice was an octave or two higher as she yelped, "What the hell is that thing?" 

    "A data screen." I poked up a list of numbers and pointed to Greer's as the deputy tried to touch the screen. "You've done your duty and checked us out, ma'am. Want me to call Detective Greer and ask why you're still here?" Peering at me with more than a hint of anger, she replied, "I'd like to see you call him on that thing, yeah." 

    I poked the number. Someone other than Greer answered and the lady deputy asked, "Phillips, is that really you?" 

    With a laugh, the guy answered, "As far as I know, yeah. What's up, Carlton?" 

    "Uh... nothing, Phillips. A guy was showing me a new kind of phone, that's all. Thanks. Bye." 

    She made a cut-throat gesture at me. I let the field screen dissolve, which made her eyes widen again. 

    "It's a prototype," I said, "They probably won't be available to the public for a while." 

    "Then how come you have one?" 

    "I'm not the public." 

    That made Donna snicker softly and earned me another dark look from the lady cop, who looked at our ID's for a moment as if trying to decide whether to continue the discussion. 

    Thrusting the ID's at us, she said tersely, "Okay, we're done here." Heading back around her car, she keyed her epaulet microphone to mutter something that ended in "clear at ten fifty," and with another look at us and a curt nod, she got in her car and drove away. 

Chapter Forty-four

    "Hoo-boy," muttered Donna, eyeing the departing sheriff's car, "You make friends wherever you go, don't you?" 

    "Ha. You're the 'suspicious person' who 'messed with the dog' and got us stopped, lady. Shoulda left the damned thing to its own devices." We put our ID's away and started walking to catch up to Elkor and Tiger, who were half a block ahead of us. As we neared the pond, a white pickup truck with 'animal control' on the side doors rolled up a side street and turned to follow us. 

    Keying my implant, I said, "Tiger, the truck behind us may stop. If it does, I want you to stay away from anyone who may get out of it. They don't like loose cats." 

    He looked back and brightly replied, "Okay!" 

    "Elkor," I said, "If necessary, please take Tiger home. If they can't catch a loose animal, they won't have a case." 

    "Okay, Ed." 

    But the truck continued past us toward the pond and turned on the street just before it. I watched it take the next corner, too, and wondered what it was looking for that was more interesting than a couple of apparently-stray cats. 

    When the sheriff's car hurried down the street and followed the animal control truck, I became more than routinely curious about what was going on and told Tiger to stay close to us. 

    We'd reached Kirkland Street when three big dogs came barreling around an unfenced house and stopped in the yard. The brown dog had something in its mouth and a black and brown dog was trying to get some or all of it away from him. A white dog with brown splotches seemed more interested in something in the direction they'd come from. All the dogs had the heavy skulls and jaws of pit bulls or some mixture of pit. 

    The animal control truck and the cop car appeared and the cop pulled ahead and around the corner, where she got out with her baton in one hand and a spray can in the other. The animal control guy got out with a spray can and a noose on a stick. 

    As the cop and the catcher closed in on the dogs, the one with something in its mouth went en garde, as did the black and brown dog. They intended to keep whatever it was. The white and splotched dog eyed the approaching people and paced nervously around the other two dogs. 

    Pepper spray works fine on confused, fearful dogs who might bite when cornered, but if a dog has had any attack training or is intent on something, forget it. Such a dog will battle through the spray and get you anyway. I saw the lady deputy put her baton away and draw her Glock and thought, 

'smart move, lady,' just before the whitish dog decided to make a break for it, followed by the dog with whatever-it-was in his mouth. The other dog went straight for the animal control guy and got past the noose with ridiculous ease. I stunned it before it could reach the guy and it slid to a stop at his feet just before he jumped back a good six feet. He wouldn't have had a chance in hell with his sorry reflexes. The deputy had stepped into the path of the whitish dog and sprayed it. The dog was obviously having a hard time with the pepper spray, but it bulled forward at her anyway. I stunned that one, too, just as her gun fired. Although the last dog had turned to face her, it flinched hard at the sound of the shot, got a better grip on its bloody prize, and continued running into the street behind the cop car. 

    When it saw Donna and me, it changed course away from us, but it must have seen Tiger and Elkor at about the same time, because it abruptly veered back toward us and jacked its speed up as it headed for the cats. Elkor placed himself a few feet ahead of Tiger and suddenly there was a full-sized Bengal tiger sitting on the sidewalk. The illusion was so large that it engulfed Tiger except for a few inches of his tail. Size alone isn't enough to deter a pit bull; they're the berserkers of the dog world, bred to take down bears and such. The dog kept coming at warp speed, discarding the ragged furry item in its mouth as it opened wide to latch onto Elkor's tiger. 

    When the dog leaped at Elkor's face, I stunned it hard. The dog sailed through Elkor's illusion and slid to a stop beyond the sidewalk as I went to see what it had been chewing on. The mass of reddish fur and gore in the street had once been an Irish Setter puppy, likely snatched from someone's back yard. 

    Another gunshot sounded. I turned to see the deputy aiming at the whitish dog as she moved around it toward the black and brown dog. Apparently satisfied that the whitish dog was no longer a danger, she switched her aim to the brown and black dog and moved closer to nudge it with her foot. When it didn't wake up, the animal control guy quickly put the noose on it while the deputy looked around for the last dog. 

    While she was staring toward the pond, I called up my three suit and said, 

"Elkor, please make Donna and Tiger disappear." He answered, "Of course, Ed," and cast a light-bending field around them. Donna had seemed confused as she disappeared, so I quietly told her to take it easy and start walking toward the pond. 

    She whispered, "But..?" and there was a moment of hesitation before she softly shrieked, "I can't see myself?!" 

    "Don't sweat it, ma'am, you're still there. Just keep walking or we'll be talking to cops all afternoon." 

    "But... But we're witnesses, Ed!" 

    "So's the animal control guy and everyone who rushed to a window after the first shot. So's the guy at the end of the street who's standing in his garage doorway. Unless you want to stand around here yakking with the cops, let's get moving." 

    Because I couldn't see Donna, I walked right into her --thankfully at low speed --colliding with her front-to-front and grabbing her arms to keep her upright. 

    I chuckled and said, "Sorry 'bout that, ma'am. Guess I didn't see you standing there." 

    "Ed, it isn't right to just walk away. I'm going to go talk to that deputy." 

    "Uh, huh. Well, have fun, then. Elkor, uncover Donna, please. Tiger, head for the pond with Elkor. We don't want the animal control guy to try to grab you." 

    He yelled, "Okay!" from somewhere just ahead of me. Donna reappeared and the deputy who'd been jogging toward us completed another couple of steps before she stopped and stared rather starkly. Moving well away from Donna and the dog, I waited to see how the ladies would handle matters. The deputy recovered in a manner that made me think she'd talked herself out of believing she'd seen someone appear out of thin air, then approached Donna at a march step. 

    "Are you all right, ma'am?" 

    "Yes," replied Donna, "I'm fine. I think you should probably do something about this dog soon, though." 

    Hm. Already trying to redirect the deputy's attention? 

    Covering the dog with her Glock, the deputy asked, "What happened to it?" Eyeing the gory remains in the street, Donna faltered in her reply, "Um... I'm... I'm not sure. It... uhm... it fell down." 

    Oh, brilliant, ma'am. 'It fell down.' Heh. 

    The animal control guy had loaded the other dog. He came running with his noose pole and secured the loop around the dog's neck, then looked somewhat confused. 

    "The other one didn't wake up," he said, "Not even when I dragged it to the truck and put it in, but I don't want to try to pick this one up and carry it, in case it does wake up." 

    Donna looked as if she might say something, then she clamped her mouth shut and looked at the deputy. 

    "I'll help you carry it," said the deputy, grabbing one of the dog's hind feet. When the guy began to lift the dog by the noose pole, she snapped, 

"You're gonna strangle it, dammit! Grab a front leg!" I stunned the dog again on general principles as they hauled it to the truck. Donna stayed where she was, watching them. 

    "Oh, shit," she muttered, "I don't want to deal with this." She looked toward the pond and bit her lip with what I took to be uncertainty, then started walking. Quickening her steps, she crossed the street bordering the empty lots by the pond, heading for the water along a path through the undergrowth. 

    Walking behind her, I asked, "I wonder why nobody thought to move the truck to where the dog was?" 

    Donna startled hard and put a hand to her chest as she hissed, "Damn it! 

Don't sneak up on me like that!" 

    The path wound around a large clump of vegetation and she hurried to get around and behind it, where she knelt and watched the deputy through parted leaves. 

    Laughing softly, I said, "I thought you wanted to talk to that deputy, ma'am." 

    "I changed my mind! Where the hell are you?" Turning off my three suit, I said, "This oversized cabbage patch isn't really all that effective as cover and the deputy can call up the info from when she stopped us." 

    She snapped, "Then why the hell did you bother to leave?" 

    "Because they may not bother to contact us if things are cut and dried enough at the scene. Besides, the deputy would have to explain how we managed to leave the scene. She'd probably rather not have to do that, so unless someone mentions we were there, we may not show up on the report." Peering around us, Donna asked, "Where are Tiger and Elkor?" 

    "Dunno. Probably exploring, as usual. What do you want to do about lunch?" 

    "What?" she glanced at her watch. "Oh. It's eleven-forty. I don't know, what do you want to do?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Go find food, I guess." With a weary sigh and a wry expression at my answer, Donna asked, "What about Tiger and Elkor?" 

    "No sweat. They visit the pond all the time." Holding out my hand to her, I said, "On your feet, Cap'n. We'll go find a restaurant." 
Chapter Forty-five

    "Tiger," I said to our general surroundings, "Donna's ready to go to lunch, so I'll bring you something good. Elkor, it might be best if you two remain invisible until you get home." 

    From somewhere near the water Tiger replied, "Okay!" and Elkor echoed his answer. Donna and I used our boards to boost ourselves up to a thousand feet and head toward an area known as 'restaurant row' on SR-50. Donna studied the long line of offerings below and chose an Italian themed restaurant. We landed quickly while the parking lot was clear of people and went inside, where a woman led us to a table and presented us with menus. I studied the menu briefly, saw nothing that particularly interested me, and went to plunder the salad bar as Donna ordered some kind of pasta-based dish. 

    When she saw my small side dish of ham and turkey bits, Donna's left eyebrow went up. I flattened a couple of paper napkins and dumped the dish in the middle of them. 

    She stopped chewing and stared, then stated, "I guess that's for Tiger." Nodding, I replied, "You got it." 

    A few moments passed before she said, "Tell me something, Ed. Why didn't you just stun all those dogs the minute they showed up?" Blopping some rather thick Thousand Island dressing on my salad, I asked, 

"If I had, what would we be doing right now?" Looking up, I added, "And don't you think I get a little tired of explaining field gadgets every damned time I do something?" 

    Shuffling stuff around in the big bowl, I said, "This way the deputy and the animal control guy had a hand in things. She'll have a tough rep around the station and they'll get to do all the paperwork. Besides that, they learned for certain today that pepper spray won't stop a pit bull, but a .40

caliber slug definitely will. That info could save her ass next time." Donna watched me fork up some salad and asked, "Is that all you're going to have? A salad?" 

    "Yup. Note the size of the bowl, ma'am." 

    "But don't you think you need a little more for lunch?" 

    "If I did, I'd be eating something else. Next topic." Her gaze narrowed as she asked, "What do you mean, 'next topic'? What's wrong with this topic?" 

    "Talking about food is boring." 

    "Then what do you want to talk about?" 

    "At this very moment? Why talk? Why not just eat?" Digging into her food, Donna snapped, "Dammit, I just wanted to get to know you a little better." 

    I pretended thoughtfulness, then said, "Then we're getting somewhere, after all. You just learned that I prefer salads to pasta, that I'd rather not bother talking about food, and that I'd rather eat than talk right now." As she glared and gathered a response, I said, "However..." She growled, "However, what?!" 

    "I would like to know why you came back to the house." 

    "Why the hell do you think? I wanted to talk to you." 

    "Uh-huh. About what, ma'am? You got your inheritance back, the baddies are busted and Jenny's safe, you have a flying board, and my boss may call you about a job. Since I can't say what Linda may want you for, that seems to leave our... 'truncated'... sexual encounter." 

    A few long, silent moments passed as she glared at me and I had a few bites of my salad. 

    In a tense tone, she said, "I wanted to talk about the way you tend to... hit and run. Like in the alley behind the bar. And stunning the guy on the motorcycle." 

    Shaking my head, I replied, "No." 

    "So you're saying you don't want to talk with me at all?" 

    "No, we've just eliminated some of the most obvious topics. Are you saying you can't think of anything else to talk about?" 

    "Doesn't it matter what I want to talk about?" Forking up more salad, I asked, "Should either of us have to talk about things we don't want to talk about?" Sipping my tea, I said, "By the way, ma'am, if you want a bedroom rematch, just say so. We'll go home after lunch and give it a go." 

    It was an offer designed to cut through the chaff. She'd accept a rematch, deny any interest, change the subject, or say nothing at all. My money was on a change of subject. 

    Donna froze in the midst of lifting her fork, let it return to her plate, and sat absolutely still, eyeing me sharply as if trying to think of a witty comeback, then she spoke softly. 

    "You'd freak if I said yes, wouldn't you?" Spearing some salad, I answered, "Say it and see." Another moment of silence passed, then she said, "I'm curious about something, Ed. Aside from the fact that you seem to have an aversion to explaining your actions, why aren't you doing more with your... uhm... gifts?" Uh, huh. She went for the subject change. 

    Around a bite of salad, I replied, "Define 'more'. You mean paint the flitter like the batmobile and patrol the city?" 

    With a wry smirk, she said, "Very funny," then she drew a breath and added, "But, yes. Something along those lines. I've seen what you can do with your resources. You could work with a number of different agencies, Ed. You..." 

    "Agencies?" I interrupted, "Bureaucracies, you mean. And don't forget that my 'resources' tapped their files in order to swap stuff back to your name -something none of the agencies could or would have done without lengthy investigations and court proceedings. No thanks, ma'am. No agencies for me." 

    "Well, what about working with the cops?" 

    "I do that already. My flitter has been used to find or rescue people a number of times." 

    Sighing with exasperation, Donna leaned slightly across the table and said, "Well, that's just fine, of course, but don't you think you could be making other contributions, as well?" 

    "What if I add a few things to your board control disk and let you play Batman? Or rather, Batwoman. No, wait, she was a redhead. Are you willing to dye your hair for the job, lady?" 

    Sitting straight, Donna snapped, "No, but I'm willing to slap the hell out of you if you keep clowning around like that. I'm trying to be serious, here." 

    "Well, so am I. Sort of. Why can't you be the one to work with the cops? 

You're between jobs, right? And it isn't as if you really need a job now, is it?" I coughed gently and added, "And that's thanks to me, of course; the guy you've been ragging on all morning for obscure, unstated reasons." Sipping my tea again as Donna's eyes grew wide and she sucked in a breath to retort, I said, "Flitter, please add stun capability to Donna's control disk and allow her to call up her protective field whenever she's wearing it, on the board or not. Let her say 'p-field on' to activate it." The flitter responded, "Yes, Ed." 

    Donna peered at me and asked, "What did you just do?" 

    "You weren't listening? Eat up. We have things to do." 

    "What things?" 

    "Things we can't do here. Show 'n tell, Cap'n Donna. Stop talking and eat." 

    She tried to nudge an explanation out of me during the rest of the meal, but I wouldn't tell her anything. When we finished eating, I dropped a couple of bucks on the table for the drinks waitress, paid the check at the register, and led the way out. 

    One wall of the restaurant had no windows and there was nobody in the parking lot. That's where I called up my board and lifted to a thousand feet on an easterly course. Donna soon caught up and --of course --asked where we were going. 

    "To a spot in the woods south of town. We won't want an audience for what I'm about to show you." 

    The partially cleared grove came into view and I led her down to the center of it, then hopped off my board and looked around as I told Donna to put her board away, but not to take off her control disk. She put her board matrix in her backpack, set it on the ground by her feet, and asked, "Now what?" 

    "You've seen me stun people. Now you can do it, too." Her left eyebrow went up. "Me? How?" 

    I had the flitter provide us a man-shaped target that would chime when hit, then spent a few minutes in explanations to get the idea across to her. She finally nodded, although somewhat skeptically. It took her several tries, but she stuck with it until a low, soft tone emanated from the target. Donna's eyes got huge as she rounded on me with grinning excitement. 

    "I did it! I actually did it!" 

    "Yes'm. Now do it again before you forget how." She gave me a narrow look and swatted my arm, turned to face the target and made it chime again, and asked, "Did that sound as if I forgot how?" I sent a burst at the target to make it chime as loudly as it could and said, "That's what you need to hear, ma'am. You can't just tickle the bad guys; you gotta knock 'em down." 

    Half an hour later it sounded as if she was up to about half power with her stuns; not bad at all, and actually something of a surprise, but I didn't let her see that. 

    When she snagged my coffee mug off my pants pocket and took a sip, I said, 

"That last one might have stunned a hamster. You wanna see if you can maybe jack up the power a bit?" 

    Thrusting my coffee mug at me with a sour glance, she turned back to the target and rang it again. Better. Irritation seemed to help Donna just as it had helped Robyn Reede. 

    Again zapping the target, I said, "Like that, dammit! C'mon, lady, let's hear some noise outta that thing!" 

    Wheeling on me, she snapped, "Look, goddammit, I'm doing my best, so just..." Eyeing me angrily, Donna took a breath and stood straight as she said, "I'm not a person you have to ride to get results." 

    "A little emotion helps newbies get the feel. Zap it again." By the end of an hour, she was up to what seemed about fifty percent of a wand's full power stun. Half that would knock most people over and practice would develop the difference. 

    I called the flitter down and said, "Half power's good enough for now. Let's take a break." 
Chapter Forty-six

    Although she looked a little bushed and frustrated from her efforts to ring the target, Donna yelped, "Good enough?!" My implant tingled as the flitter settled beside me. I stepped aboard and sat down by the console, then pulled a dr pepper out of the cooler and put my feet up. 

    Donna felt her way past the flitter's light-bending field until she saw the deck, then she charged aboard and came to stand by my seat with a somewhat angry expression. 

    "Want a drink?" I asked. 

    In a more or less conversational tone, she snapped, "No, I don't want a drink. I want to know why you think half-power is good enough." 

    "It'll put someone down for a little while and you'll get better with experience. Why are you so fuzzed up?" 

    "I'm what?" 

    "Fuzzed up. Like your fur's been rubbed the wrong way. You always seem tense about everydamnedthing. Relax." 

    She regarded me for a long moment, eyeing my feet on the console and the dr pepper in my hand, then met my gaze for another moment. Without a word, Donna shook her head tersely and turned to step off the deck. As soon as she was beyond the flitter's field, she sent a stun blast at the target. 

    "Flitter, what percentage of full power did Donna just use?" 

    "Sixty-three point seven, Ed." 

    "Thanks. Now move us to the other side of her, please." I called up a screen and checked email as Donna put a few more blasts on the target. Between her last two shots, she glanced back toward where the flitter had been. 

    After her last shot, she turned to face that direction and yelled, "Hey! 

How about letting me know how I'm doing?" 

    Hm. Seemed to me that the chimes getting louder should have been a hint. Poking up another message on my screen, I said, "Flitter, when she shoots the target, display her percentage, please. If it's above ninety percent, let the target fall down." 

    When Donna received no answer, she strode forward a few paces and stopped where her previous footprints began, obviously thinking she was at the edge of the flitter's field. 

    Reaching forward, she seemed puzzled when her hand and arm didn't disappear. Donna straightened, her hands falling to her sides as she looked at the footprints again, then she took another step forward and groped ahead again. 

    Half a dozen less cautious steps later, she stopped and bellowed at the sky, "Goddammit! This isn't funny, Ed! I know you're watching! Get your ass back down here!" 

    Birds flutteringly panicked in a nearby tree and something about the size of a rabbit scurried away through the underbrush beyond the clearing. I tagged and deleted a few messages as Donna stood panting with apoplectic anger thirty paces away. After a few moments more of looking around, she spotted the target --the only thing in the area to indicate that I'd ever been there --and blasted it with a scream of rage. 

    The target chimed loudly and fell flat in the grass, and I didn't need the flitter to tell me she'd maxed out with the stunner. I let the field screen dissolve, called up my five suit, and stepped off the flitter. As I left the flitter's field and became visible to her, I said, 

"Congratulations, ma'am, that was full power. See? A little emotion can really crank things up." 

    Screaming, "Crank this!", Donna sent a stun blast at me. My five suit grounded it and Donna --evidently thinking she'd somehow missed --fired another one at me. 

    "Save it," I said, "I thought you might do that, so I suited up before I came out here. Go check your target." 

    She yelped, "Do what?!" 

    With a sigh of exasperation, I asked, "How the hell did you ever make it through Army training? Go check your damned target, lady!" Glowering at me, Donna stalked over to the target, looked at it, then turned to face me, her expression unchanged. 

    "Okay, I checked my target. Now what?" 

    "What's the number?" 

    "One hundred. Why didn't it have a number before?" 

    "Well, damn. You're just never gonna be happy, are you?" She stomped toward me. "I don't like being tricked!" 

    "Well, I don't like wasting time. It took you an hour of pissing at the damned target to get to sixty percent, but it only took five minutes of being pissed off to make you top out." 

    Wheeling around so she couldn't see my grin, I stepped back aboard the flitter and turned off my five suit as I sat down. 

    As Donna came stomping forward no less angrily than before, I considered raising the flitter ten feet, but ultimately decided against it. She stopped and located the flitter's field by watching her hands disappear, then came aboard and stood by the console with her hands on her hips. 

    I looked up at her and said in a flat tone, "Sit down and cool down. Flitter, suit up as an A-10, please, and as soon as we're in the air, play

'Mucho Mambo Sway' at about volume four. Only very muted engine noise, please." 

    Donna's eyes widened and her mouth fell open as the flitter's deck elevated sharply and its field reshaped into translucent grey thirty-foot wings on either side of a narrow fuselage. The console and pilot's seat elevated four feet from the deck and a narrow canopy formed around me. Aiming the nose of the field illusion at a nearby road, I taxied the flitter over a fence to the blacktop and lined up on the broken white line, then gave it full flaps and throttled up. 

    Hurriedly taking the seat next to mine as the engines spun up and shoved us forward, Donna hissed, "What the hell are you doing now?!" Glancing at her, I put a finger to my lips and said, "Shhhh. Try to remember you aren't really there, ma'am. This is a single-seat aircraft." 

    "Screw that! What the hell are you doing?" Lifting the nose made the A-10 simulation practically hop into the air and

'Mucho Mambo Sway' began playing as we climbed. At two hundred and fifty knots and one thousand feet, I began tossing the fake aircraft around the sky. The heavy rhumba beat of the music seemed perfectly suited to flying an A-10

Thunderbolt. 

    Over the muted engine noise provided by the flitter's simulation, Donna screeched, "Jesus! Would you please tell me what... ahhh! 

What-the-hell-you're-doing?!" 

    I finished the wingover with a hard right. Our right wingtip came within about fifty feet of the ground and Donna stared starkly at the scenery rushing past before I leveled out and pulled the nose up. 

    For the next few minutes I played with the A-10 just above the trees and buzzed a retention pond a few times, then the music stopped. I told the flitter to cancel the simulation and sat back to sip my coffee as we cruised along in the general direction of my house. 

    Unclenching her fingers from her seat, Donna took a breath and quietly asked, "What was all that about?" 

    "Fun. I like A-10's and P-51's." 

    "This thing can act like a P-51, too?" 

    "It can act like most anything flyable. Change seats and pick something." Nibbling her lip, Donna asked, "Can it do a Blackhawk helo?" As we changed seats, I said, "Flitter, Donna has the conn for now. Provide her a Blackhawk helicopter simulation, please." 

    Softly muttering, "Oh, my God..!" as helicopter controls appeared, Donna situated herself and rather gingerly took us up, down, and side-to-side, then dropped the nose and gave it the gas to make us almost bolt forward. To each his --or her --own, I guess. I'd always preferred fixed-wing aircraft to helos, although I'd learned to fly both. She danced the chopper simulation around the sky for a time, then Donna almost hesitantly asked the flitter to become an F-18 and seemed truly surprised when the flitter complied. 

    Donna bored holes through the patchy clouds for a while and we were somewhere above the state of Georgia when she said, "Flitter, end this simulation." 

    The flitter did so instantly and Donna turned to me. 

    "Ed, why would a flitter be able to emulate various aircraft?" 

    "It can because it can, that's all. Explain the question. What are you really asking?" 

    She hemmed and hawed briefly, then asked, "Why was it thought necessary to give them that capability?" 

    "It wasn't. I came up with the idea." 

    "You? May I ask why?" 

    With a tiny sigh, I said, "No, and you shouldn't have to after putzing around with an F-18 for more than half an hour." 

    I guess that's when I decided that Donna just wasn't my type at all. She might make a good friend in the long run, but her tendency to question every little thing bugged me. 

    She asked, "Are you curious as to how an Army captain came to learn how to fly an F-18?" 

    Shaking my head, I answered, "Not really. I was trained for a lot of odd stuff, too, including flying jets in a rudimentary fashion. Takeoff. Navigate. Land. Nothing else and nothing fancy, though. Maybe they thought we'd get a chance to grab an enemy jet someday." 

    Laughing dismissively, she said, "I was just a backup pilot. After training, I never flew one again." With a little shrug and a grin, she added, 

"Until today, that is. Thanks." 

    Something seemed to occur to her and she glanced at her watch, then muttered, "Oh, damn," and looked back toward Florida as she said, "I'm supposed to meet Jenny in half an hour. How quickly can we get back?" 

    "Quicker than that. Flitter, back to my house, please." Through my implant, I added, "Half speed, flitter." 

    The flitter got us there in seventeen minutes. Donna had her board out of her backpack and ready when we settled to my driveway. She leaned to give me a quick kiss, stepped onto her board, and sailed into the sky as I stepped off the deck. 
Chapter Forty-seven

    I pinged Linda's datapad as I made a fresh coffee. Linda answered after almost a full minute and said she'd been in the middle of something. Emory Wallace stood in the room behind her, so I didn't ask if I'd interrupted anything in particular, I just offered to make the call a quick one. 

    "Flitter," I said, "Send a copy of the day's activities involving you, me, and Donna Perrin to Linda's datapad, please." To Linda, I said, "That's it, Fearless Leader. I thought you might want a candid look at her." 

    "What's your assessment, Ed?" 

    "Capable. Hard to spook, but she has a tendency to question everydamnedthing I do. That may only be because she doesn't relate to me as an official authority figure. She might've said no to a 3rd World position until this afternoon, but I think she'd probably take one now if it involved the use of a flitter." 

    Nodding slightly, Linda asked, "Anything else?" 

    "Nope. Watch the rerun; it'll answer your other question." Wallace's face morphed from simply irritated to quizzically irritated as he stepped up behind Linda and put his hands on her shoulders possessively. He asked, "What other question would that be, Ed?" I looked at Linda and asked, "Do you want to tell him?" She rolled her eyes and sighed, "Oh, don't tease him, Ed. I have to live with the results." 

    "You're just no fun anymore, Fearless Leader. Wallace, I was referring to whether my relationship with Donna Perrin might have flavored my assessment of her." 

    His gaze narrowed. "Well, has it?" 

    "Would you trust my answer? Just watch the video, Cap. You can assess my assessment." 

    Linda nodded and said, "Okay. Are you free to bring her out here sometime this week?" 

    "No problem. I need Wednesday, but any other day is fine." We signed off and I sent a signal to Tiger's collar, then had my datapad give me a GPS location; he was still at the pond. I finished checking email and spent the rest of the afternoon working on the latest chapters of my current book. 

    At about five-thirty I heard a car cranking for what seemed longer than necessary. The noise stopped, then began again. I shut down the computer and went outside to see a blue sedan stalled at the corner. 

    The good-looking and thirtyish blonde driver tried again to start her car as I approached. This time it fired up, but ran very roughly and finally stopped as I neared her door. 

    I said, "It's jumped timing or the head gasket's shot. You steer it. I'll push you onto the swale over there." 

    As I pointed to the area where I wanted her to park, she snapped in a New York accent, "Whadda hell do you know about it? You don't look like a mechanic." 

    Without a moment's hesitation, I did an about-face and walked away. Some New Yorkers have a special snottiness about them that's matched only by the snottiness of French waiters. 

    "Hey, wait!" she yelped, "I'm sorry! I've had a crappy day!" Turning around, I said, "You steer. I'll push. Put it in neutral and aim it over there." 

    Opening her door as I went to the back of the car, she said, "I'll help you push." 

    "You'll have enough to do without power steering. Just stay put and steer." 

    She ignored me, got out, and put her shoulder to the door. The car didn't budge. I leaned on the trunk and waited until she swore and screeched, "Why won't the goddamned thing move?!" 

    When she turned and saw me leaning on the car, she looked about to go ballistic. "You're not pushing! Why the hell aren't you pushing?!" 

    "No point. You didn't take it out of park." Her mouth was open to snap at me again. She closed it and looked into the car, then softly swore again and got in to pull the shift lever back viciously. Her hand slipped off and her elbow bashed the plastic seat divider. She swore again as she nursed her elbow with her other hand. 

    "Lady," I said, "Stop. Think. Take a breath. Relax." I closed her door and said, "Just put it in neutral and let's get it out of the street, okay?" She pulled the shifter back and got a grip on the steering wheel without looking at me. I went to the rear and leaned hard against the car to get it moving, then turned around to push. A couple of minutes later, it was where it needed to be. 

    The woman snapped open her cell phone and started poking numbers as I again approached her door. 

    She yapped a dismissive, "Hey, thanks a bunch, y'know?" with a little wave and turned her attention to the phone with, "Tommy? That goddamned car died again! You gotta send somebody to get me! No, right now! It's hot out here!" Hot? Hardly. It was about eighty. I left her to deal with her situation and headed back up to the house. As I was about to open the front door, I heard her yelling, "Hey! Hey, mister!" and turned to see her waving and hurrying up the hill. 

    She seemed about five-eight or -nine and fairly well structured, but her pants suit was made of some kind of knit material that didn't really flatter her figure at all. Her high heels dug into the dirt and she nearly fell a couple of times on her way to the porch. 

    When she was still a dozen paces away, she brayed, "Hey, you gotta phone book? I gotta call a taxi! I gotta be somewhere by six!" It didn't seem likely to me that a taxi would pick her up and get her anywhere by then, but I decided I'd rather let the taxi people tell her that and let her into the house. 

    She found the number and called it, yelped, "Twenty minutes?!" and began to argue with the dispatcher instead of calling the only other cab company in town. 

    I tapped her arm and pointed at the other taxi ad. She shut up, tapped her phone to hang up, and called the number with a quick nod to me. I made a fresh coffee and returned to find her arguing with whomever. Picking my keys up from the table, I shook them a couple of feet in front of her and said, "Let's go." 

    Eyeing me sharply, she asked, "You're gonna give me a ride?" 

    "You got a better idea?" 

    "What about my car?" 

    "What about it? It's blue and it doesn't run. If it's here on Thursday, I'll mow around it. If it's here in a month, I'll see if I can find a way to turn it into a planter." 

    For a moment, she just stared at me, then she barked a short laugh, stuffed her phone in her purse and grabbed her keys, and said, "It'll be gone by tomorrow. I gotta get some stuff out of it. Bring yours around, okay? 

Thanks!" 

    And with that, she headed for the door at a march step. I watched her go and the rear view let me realize that she was actually very well structured. Not much jiggle and a confident stride, even in her high heels. She glanced back as she opened the front door, saw me eyeing her, and her gaze narrowed slightly. 

    "Just looking," I said as I held the door for her, "That's what men do, y'know." 

    That comment got me a raised eyebrow, then she went out and started down the hill, again sinking to her heels in the dirt and swearing all the way. Heh. Oh, well. She could have made better --and safer --time on the sidewalk. 

    I started my car, popped the locks up on her side, and drove around the corner to the blue car, where I saw that she had two suitcases and a makeup kit on the edge of the street. 

    She locked her car and tossed her bags onto my back seat, then dropped herself into my passenger seat and made a little 'shoo' gesture as she said, 

"Go. Go. I can't be late." 

    Moving us down the road, I asked, "Where to?" 

    "Take nineteen south to County Line Road. You know where that is, right?" With a wry look, I said, "I can probably find it." We'd reached US-19 before she asked, "How much'll this cost me?" I glanced at her as I turned south and said, "The first ride's on the house." 

    "I'd rather give you something." 

    "Not necessary." 

    She insisted, "I don't like being obligated." 

    "Then five bucks'll cover the gas. Good enough?" Reaching into her purse, she pulled out her wallet. Riffling what seemed like quite a few bills, she asked, "You got change for a ten?" Sighing, I said, "Just forget it, okay? Give somebody else a ride someday and call it even." 

    After a moment she put her wallet away and watched the road ahead with occasional glances at me. At the intersection of Forest Oaks, we hit a red light. 

    As we waited, she asked, "You don't like me, do you?" I laughed, then apologized. "I've only known you for about fifteen minutes, ma'am. You're a little loud and brassy, you're kind of abrupt with people --especially when you're pissed at your car --and you have a rather heavy Brooklyn accent, but I guess all that's survivable." If anything, her accent got thicker as she asked, "Whatsa matter with the way I talk?" 

    The next light got us, too. I looked at her and asked, "Have you ever heard someone from rural North Carolina or deep in the hills of West Virginia? 

You can usually figure out what they're saying eventually if you try hard enough." 

    "You're saying I talk like that?" 

    "Not quite that bad, but it's very distinctly Brooklyn." With an edge in her voice, she snapped, "You gotta problem with that?" Laughing again, I said, "If I did, you'd be waiting for a taxi. Don't worry about it. Around here, you'll fit in fine. This area's full of people from New York and New Jersey." 

    She unpuffed a bit and asked, "So where are you from?" 

    "All over. Sometimes when I'm tired you can hear Texas." The next two lights missed us and we approached County Line as I asked, 

"What are we looking for?" 

    Sitting a little straighter, she said, "'Legends Two'. It's on the right a little farther ahead. Ever been there?" 

    I shook my head. "Nope. I don't go to places like that." With a tight gaze, she snapped, "What do you mean, 'places like that'?" 

    "Places that nick you hard on the way in and gouge you for every beer because they have a few dancers." Looking directly at her for a moment, I said, "That's it. I don't have anything against skin bars; I just outgrew going to them by the time I got out of the Army." 

    She didn't seem to relax much for a few moments, then she asked, "How long ago was that?" 

    "1970." 

    "Damn! You haven't been in a topless club in all that time?" 

    "I did a website for one a few years ago. Didn't seem to me that anything's changed much in thirty years. Girls dance around poles on little stages. Drunks stuff dollar bills in bikini bottoms to cop a feel. Three bucks or more for a beer in an eight-ounce bottle. Like that. No thrill." Pointing ahead, she said, "There it is." 

    Apparently a lot of other people didn't share my view; the parking lot was nearly full. I finally found a slot three rows from the club's front door and parked, then went around to help her with her bags. 

    As I picked up her two suitcases and she grabbed her makeup kit, she said, 

"I'm Sandy. Well, I'm Sandy when I'm on stage, anyway." Nodding, I said, "Good enough. I'm Ed, on stage or off." Checking her watch, Sandy said, "I have fifteen minutes. I need to make a call and tell Tommy to take care of you." 

    'Take care of me'? What would that mean? A few beers and no cover charge? 

Whatever. I figured to visit a few minutes and then go find a restaurant. Sandy stalked across the parking lot and said something to the guy at the door as she thumbed at me, then went to a table by the bar and spoke to some guy as I angled the suitcases through the door and followed her. The place had jet black walls. Hundreds of tiny Day-Glo stars painted on the walls glowed various colors. Overhead were several rows of ultraviolet lights. Mirrors behind and above the spotlighted stage made the room seem bigger. 

    An average-looking brunette on stage was dancing around a brass pole to an old Rolling Stones tune. She met my gaze as I entered and smiled slightly, then aimed her tiny grin at some guy who was waving a dollar bill and swung her butt down so he could tuck the bill under her g-string. Nope. Nothing had changed. 
Chapter Forty-eight

    The big guy at the front door watched me go by and the big guy at the table watched me approach as Sandy spoke to him. He nodded and Sandy motioned me to follow her, then headed for a narrow curtain beyond the stage. The curtain led to a dimly-lit hallway, which led to an exit door flanked by a door labeled 'office' and another without a label. Sandy told me to set the suitcases down by the unlabeled door because she couldn't take me in the dressing room. 

    I set the cases down and she thanked me, then told me to go see the guy she'd been talking to at the table. 

    "That's Tommy," she added, "He'll take care of you." Nodding, I headed for the curtain and stopped just before I reached it, feeling with certainty that someone was on the other side of it. When I swept it back a bit, I saw a guy as big as the one at the door standing with his back to the curtain a little to one side of the hallway entrance. Emerging into the main room, I looked around and saw Tommy raise a hand and point at the seat across from his. There was a white plastic bucket holding five beers in ice on the table. He pushed it toward me as I sat down. 

    "I'm Tommy," he said, extending his hand. 

    I shook it and said, "I'm Ed," then had to repeat it twice for him due to the music. 

    "Izzat car gonna be a problem where it is?" His accent was as thick as Sandy's. 

    "Not for me," I said, "The county may get pissy about it if it's there long enough that they notice. They're even yanking up garage sale signs these days." 

    Nodding, he said, "Yeah, I heard about that. Really sucks. Y'need some new people runnin' things up there." Shifting his rump, he said, "No sweat. Somebody'll be up to get it tonight or tomorrow. Thanks for helping Sandy out. You want some more beer, you just take that bucket up to the bar, okay?" 

    "Okay, thanks." 

    Nodding again as if all was now right with the world, he sat back and watched the brunette dance as he sipped his own beer from a regular-sized bottle. I couldn't read the label, but it wasn't the kind in my bucket. Oh, well. It's the thought that counts sometimes, and his thought was that an endless supply of house beer and no cover for a night should be reward enough for a ride to work. 

    I opened one of the beers and sipped it. What the hell; it was cold and wet. Good enough. The brunette dancer swung around the pole and hoisted a well-formed leg to let a guy tuck a bill under a gold ankle bracelet below a tiny tattoo. I decided her show was worth a few minutes, since I really didn't have anywhere else to be. 

    Maybe ten minutes after I sat down at Tommy's table, the lady on stage stopped dancing. She made a grinning curtsey with a finger to her cheek, gathered up some bills that had somehow escaped her g-string or had been tossed to her, then she gave the bar patrons a little 'bye-bye' wave and a grin and exited stage right with a rather bouncy stride. The lights surrounding the stage changed position and dimmed to nearly nothing. A muted drum roll began as a woman strode onto the stage through the darkness. The drum roll got louder and reached a crescendo, then began to fade. 

    Spotlights mounted on the walls around the stage came on and focused on the feet of the woman on stage, then the dots of light separated, dashed around her feet in tight little patterns, and a few began to slowly climb her legs. 

    Two dots of light seemed to squabble briefly about which dot would rise above her left knee. One dot seemed to win the battle and continued upward another few inches. Both of the battling dots expanded and contracted slightly as if pantingly recovering from their exhaustive efforts. By the time all the dots had distributed themselves below her neck, they created an interesting visual effect that was somewhat reminiscent of a movie scene in which Admiral Kirk got his first glimpse of his new starship in drydock. 

    The audience cheered, hooted, clapped, and whistled. A few guys threw bills on stage, one guy faked a heart attack, and his buddy assumed a position of prayer above their tiny table, his hands clasped under his chin. Sometime while the spotlights had been positioning themselves, a deep bass thumping had begun faintly and built to what was now becoming something of a force in the room. 

    Lights around the top and base of the stage came on and gradually became brighter, illuminating the woman from head to toe in a soft and shadowless manner. 

    Yeah, it was Sandy, and I could now see what the knit pants suit had concealed. Damn! She was as trim and tight as a cheerleader. Sandy stood at a sort of casual attention, her feet together and her hands at her sides as she surveyed the audience with the haughtiness of a princess. Her eyes found mine and she gave me a slight, grinning nod, then she gave a similar nod to someone behind our table. The heavy beat permeating the room faded and Bob Seeger's tune 'Her Strut' began playing, merging seamlessly with the muted bass beat, and I quickly learned why the audience had been so enthusiastic. 

    As clumsy as Sandy had seemed while traipsing across my patchy lawn in her high heels, I'll grant here and now that she's a lithe goddess of athletic grace on stage. 

    Even when she suddenly grabbed the pole and smoothly hoisted her legs up to tap the ceiling with her toes, then let herself spiral down around the pole until she essentially did a slow, controlled backbend to softly place her feet back on the stage, she never missed a beat of the music and made the potentially awkward move look absolutely effortless. 

    "Jeeezus!" I muttered, watching her gorgeous legs extend as she touched down and straightened into a swooping turn around the brass pole. "That move oughta require a helmet and pads!" 

    Tommy chuckled and said, "Yeah, she's really somethin', ain't she? Best damn pole dancer I've ever seen in my life, and I've been in this business since I was sixteen." 

    He sipped his beer and added, "She comes up with her own routines, too. The other girls are usually too scared to try 'em." Sipping my own beer, I replied, "I don't doubt that." 

    'Her Strut' ended and Sandy mimed a sort of schoolgirl innocence as the next tune started. Gwen Stefani softly spoke the beginning of 'What You Waiting For?', then the song launched into a two-beat-per-second tempo and Sandy exploded into motion. 

    The beat pumped and the song's chorus chanted, 'Tick-tock, tick-tock...' 

as Sandy threw herself around the pole in a wild display of fine female flesh. Some of Sandy's moves were parts of fairly standard aerobic routines, but there were also sped-up versions of moves I'd seen in movies and in such productions as 'Chicago'. 

    The lights changed again and Sandy became a glowing golden dance machine on the little stage as the music pounded on. Her hair swept the guys in the first row as she took a quick spin around the pole and one guy nearly fell over backward as his pals laughed themselves sick at his reaction. Throughout the routine, Sandy's rather manic grin full of bright white teeth beamed like a beacon and her sweat-drenched body glistened like liquid gold. 

    What really got me, though, was the way she closed the last sixteen beats of the song with what I recognized as a nearly-perfect Shotokan karate kata that returned her to the almost-at-attention stance she'd held at the beginning of her show. 

    As she stood panting and grinning at the audience, many of the guys simply sat staring back at her as if in mild shock. Others hooted and hollered and there were whistles as men surged out of their seats to place money at her feet. 

    Nobody tried to stuff money into her shoes or her bikini; I guessed that she'd long since made her post-dance stance a sort of trademark part of her act. 

    Sandy took a final deep breath and looked at whomever was behind the bar. The lights changed again, dimming slightly as Sandy stepped to place her gorgeous legs on either side of the pole and sort of oozed around it. She came to rest with her back to the pole, sitting in a lotus position by the pile of money. 

    Some wordless, unidentifiable piece of music played softly as Sandy used her towel to wipe her face and shoulders, then she picked up the bills with her right hand, arranging them in some fashion as she stacked them in her left hand. She made little expressions of happy surprise as she held up the bigger ones and grinningly nodded as if to say, 'These are very nice!' 

    Once she had them all arranged to her satisfaction, Sandy set them aside and again toweled her face and shoulders, ending that action by flipping the towel out to hold it between the fingertips of both hands and fanning herself as she stretched a bit and made an 'Oh, that feels so good!' face. Plucking at her bikini top, she lightly touched the pile of bills and nibbled her lip as she said wistfully, "I wish I could take this off! It's so hot up here, but..." Looking around the room, she finished, "Well, gee, I just don't know, y'know?" 

    More hoots and hollers sounded, as well as some laughter. Money was waved at the tables around the stage, and a few of the bills were tossed to her. She examined each of them and still looked doubtful. A guy at one of the front tables pulled a bill out of his wallet and stood up to hand it to her. Sandy gave him an expression of happy surprise as she accepted it and added it to her pile. She stretched her legs out and rubbed them, plucking at her top and sighing wistfully again as she surveyed the audience, briefly making eye contact with most of them. A few more bills appeared and she accepted them as she had the others. 

    Exhaling a deep sigh, she almost reluctantly moaned, "OhhhKaaayy, I guess so," and pulled her legs in, putting her feet together between her thighs. With her money in one hand and her towel in the other, Sandy powered gracefully upright with a half-twist and ended up facing away from the audience. 

    She strode to the back of the stage, bent at her hips and took her time about setting her towel and money down, then straightened to eye the audience's reflection in the mirrored wall as she stretched rather gloriously. When the music started, I didn't immediately recognize it and didn't really care what it was as I watched Sandy --still facing the mirror --begin doing what looked like a brief series of stretching exercises. The music built softly and slowly with guitars, violins, and mandolins, and I suddenly recognized the piece as being the waltz theme from the movie

'Heaven's Gate'. 

    Sandy stretched and gently spun in a manner that turned her back toward the pole. She stepped closer to it, then she grabbed it and swung low around it as the music reached the end of its soft prelude and began to swell in earnest. 

    I'd never seen a stripper dance to a waltz. Rock, usually, or even fast country, but never anything as slow as a waltz. Sandy's grace made it a fascinating performance. 

    At some point Sandy's top came off, but I wasn't aware of when or how that had happened because I'd been focused on her legs. I noticed that she had very nice breasts, somewhat conical in a gentle, sloping fashion and apparently rather firm, since they bounced more than bobbled with her motions. But my eyes returned to her magnificent legs, of course. Can't help it; I just like legs and eyes more than boobs, and I was too far from the stage to see her eyes well. 

    Sandy wrapped a leg around the pole and ended the waltz with a dramatic, arms-and legs-spread circuit of the pole that left her kneeling beside it. Another wave of bills splashed onto the stage by her knee as the guys again raised a bit of hell in homage to her. Sandy grinned at them and took a moment to dampen her thumb with her tongue, then rub away a bit of pretend debris from her left nipple as the guys again cheered her on. When Sandy again powered upright and again bent at the hips to pick up her towel and money at the back of the stage, she took a moment in that position to look back at the guys who were eyeing her butt and legs. I was one of them, of course, and she shot me a small grin and a shake of her head, then straightened up and waved goodbye as she left the stage. I started to sip my beer and realized the bottle was empty. Setting it aside, I debated whether to open another one. Tommy apparently noticed my thoughtfulness. 

    "What'sa matter? Somethin' wrong with th' beer?" Shaking my head, I said, "No, I was just thinking that I haven't eaten since a late lunch and I'm driving." 

    Grinning, he asked, "You can't handle a couplea beers?" I didn't feel like debating the matter with him as well as myself, so I said, "Handle a few beers, yes. Pass a breathalyzer, maybe not." 

    "Read the label. They're only eight-ounce bottles. A guy your size can do maybe three and get away with it." 

    What the hell; he was right and I wasn't starving. I opened another beer and leaned back in my seat. 
Chapter Forty-nine

    The next dancer on stage was also a tall blonde, but she was a bit too skinny for my taste. Her eyebrows were considerably darker than her hair, and I noticed at least three tattoos on her, particularly one at the base of her spine that seemed to be a pair of wings above her butt. 

    When she swung low around the pole again and held still so a guy could stuff a bill in her thong, I saw that the wings were a Harley-Davidson emblem. 

    "That's DeeDee," said Tommy, "She's kind of popular, too." Most of the audience seemed not to mind her relative scrawniness; a number of guys made some noise and several prepared their bills for her. To me, tattoos and piercings are a real turnoff. While some tattoos may be unusual or unique in some manner, most seem to be 'off the rack' pictures chosen from catalogs in shops. 

    As I see it, tattoos seem to reflect a need for just about any kind of attention; an attempt to say, "See? Now I'm special!" --but how truly special is something that even a part-time burger flipper can afford? 

    After Sandy had left the stage, I mildly regretted having opened the second beer. Thinking about food had made me want some, and all that was available were bar snacks. 

    I was considering a graceful departure when the hallway curtain parted and Sandy came out wearing a huge man's shirt over her bikini. The shirt was only fastened with a couple of the middle buttons, so it tended to billow open as she walked. 

    Sandy ambled over to our table and took the chair between us, then lifted one of the beers out of the bucket with her fingertips and handed it to me as she mouthed, "Open?" 

    Hm. She likes service. I wrapped a napkin around the damp bottle before I handed it back to her. She smiled at the extra bit of effort and mouthed, 

"Thanks," before she sipped it. 

    A stray drop of condensation landed on her bare knee and Sandy used her shirt tail to wipe it away, an action which left the shirt open to her belly. Great legs. Phenomenal, delicious-looking legs. She made no move to cover them as she grinned and sipped again. 

    Leaning closer, she asked, "Well? Did you like my show?" 

    "Like it? You looked like a regular goddess up there, ma'am." She chewed her lip and grinned. "A goddess? Really?" Nodding, I answered, "Oh, yeah. A golden goddess. What belt do you hold?" Her eyes got big and innocent. "Belt?" 

    "Yeah. As in 'Shotokan karate'. That belt." A big grin formed as she said, "You may be sharper than I thought. You caught the kata, huh?" 

    "Yup. Did you forget move eleven or drop it for timing?" She snickered, "I dropped it. My sensei would kill me if she knew, but I couldn't make it fit the song." Leaning as if to impart something in confidence, she almost whispered, "I got my brown belt two years ago." Her nasal New York accent still grated on me, but she was half naked and had the fortitude to achieve a brown belt. That made me think there might be more to like about her, so I decided to fish a little. 

    I glanced around the bar and asked, "So, which one's yours? The big guy by the door or the big guy behind the bar?" 

    Sandy's eyes flicked toward the front of the bar and she smiled. "The one by the door. Kevin." 

    Her expression as she said his name told me they were more than just friends. 

    Nodding, I swilled the last of my beer and said, "Well, if I see him pick up your car and walk off with it, I won't call the cops." Setting my empty bottle on the table, I added, "It's dinnertime. Thanks for the beer and the show, but I'm going to hit the road." 

    Tommy looked surprised and asked, "You're leaving?" 

    "Yeah, I need some food, Tommy. Thanks for the beer." He nodded and said, "Okay. Come in again some time," as he extended a hand across the table. I shook it and stood up. 

    Sandy stood up with me and gave me a quick kiss, then said, "That's for calling me a goddess." 

    "Would that work more than once?" 

    Grinning, she shook her head. "Probably not. Kevin wouldn't understand." With a snicker and a shake of her head, she added, "He wouldn't even try to understand." 

    I gave her my best look of vast disappointment and she chuckled as she walked with me to the door. Kevin eyed me as we passed, but said nothing. He kind of reminded me of a Rottweiler, which I suppose is a good thing for a bouncer. 

    My gas gauge was low, so I decided to take advantage of another county's lower gas taxes and tank up before heading back into Hernando County. I pulled into a convenience store and gas station and parked by a bank of pumps. A rather hefty black woman stood by the counter inside the store and a white kid with a big plastic cup was sitting on the window's narrow ledge near the door and talking on a cell phone. 

    As I got out of the car, the woman headed for the front door. The kid with the cell phone hoisted his ass off the window ledge and walked quickly toward the south side of the building. 

    He snapped his phone shut and disappeared around the store's south wall just as a black guy came running around the north corner of the store and headed straight for the woman as she stepped out of the store. Something glinted in his right hand and I saw he had a box cutter as I ran to intercept him. When he tried to grab the woman's purse, she locked onto it and kicked at him as she screamed like a banshee. He tried to cut the purse's strap, but by that time I was behind him. 

    I yelled, "Hey!" and he spun to face me without letting go of her purse. Holding the cutter between us, the guy yelled, "Just back the fuck off, motherfucker!" 

    The woman flailed at him and tried to yank her purse back. He swore again as he shoved her against the closed doors. She slipped and fell, but she wouldn't let go of her purse. I took advantage of the moment to kick his knife hand and the cutter bounced off the glass doors and flew toward the gas pumps. Without letting go of the purse strap, the guy swung twice at me and missed both times. On his third swing, I managed to grab his arm and kicked the back of his right knee hard. 

    As he started to sag backwards and sideways, I got a grip on his collar with my left hand and tried to pull his head down at the sidewalk even faster, but he yanked his right hand free and managed to get it under his head before it hit. 

    There was a loud snapping sound and the guy yelled in agony, then he rolled away from us clutching his right wrist, scrambled to his feet, and hauled ass around the north side of the store. 

    I tried to follow to see where he went from there, but he was just too damned fast; he disappeared between some houses half a block away and I headed back to the store. 

    There must have been a cop car in the area. They showed up before I got very far, cuffed me and questioned me, then put me into the back seat of a cop car and drove me back around to the front of the store. 

    They left me in the car and went into the store, where they talked a few minutes before they brought the woman out. 

    When she saw me, she yelled, "What the hell?! I told you the guy was black! Does he look black?!" Pointing at her arm, she yelled, "This is black, dammit! That's the guy who tried to help me!" 

    I was let out of the car and uncuffed, then taken into the store with the woman, who wanted to sit down. The cops took some notes before one answered his radio, then told us that they'd be bringing another guy for us to look at in a few minutes. 

    This time they had the right one. Because of his broken wrist they didn't handcuff him, but they had him in the caged back seat of another cop car. As the woman ranted at the guy in the car, a cop turned to me and asked, 

"That's definitely him?" 

    I answered, "Yup, that's him," and they eventually took him away after taking the woman and me back inside the store for more and different paperwork. 

    After another half an hour, the cops seemed to have enough to work with, so I gassed up my car and drove away in search of a restaurant. The IHOP's parking lot was full. Good for them, bad for me; I don't like crowds. I continued up US-19 and passed another half a dozen restaurants for the same reason. By the time I'd passed Wendy's, I'd decided to head home and open a big can of soup. 

    Donna was sitting in a lawn chair on my front porch when I pulled into my driveway. Tiger was sitting on Donna's lap. Both remained seated as I got out of the car and approached them. 

    Tiger bellowed, "Hello, Ed!" and I returned his greeting, then said to Donna, "Hi, there. I'm going to scrounge up some dinner. Are you hungry?" With a shrug, she replied, "That depends. What's on the menu?" Opening the front door, I said, "Whatever we can find in the kitchen. I was just going to open a can." 

    She thumbed at the side of the yard and asked, "Did you know someone parked on your lawn?" 

    "Yup. Her car died. I took her to work at six." Moving through the doorway, Donna asked, "At six? Where does she work?" 

    "A dance club. She's a stripper." 

    Donna had been about to pull a chair out from the kitchen table. She froze and snickered, "You're kidding, right?" 

    "Nope. She dances at 'Legends Two'. I stuck around for her show. She's really pretty good. Maybe as athletic as you." 

    Looking her up and down, I said, "Hey, come to think of it, you're between jobs right now. I could put in a good word for you if you wanted to give dancing a try." 

    Giving me a frosty look, she said, "You mean 'stripping'." 

    "Well, that may be part of it, sure, but..." 

    "Get real. And point me at the food." 

    I silently pointed at the fridge first, of course, then opened a couple of cabinets to display boxed and canned goods. 

    After a few moments of pawing through my supplies, she turned to face me and sighed, "How about we order a pizza?" 

    "Any preferences?" 

    "No anchovies. Everything else is okay." 

    "We could go pick 'em up. Might get 'em faster." 

    "You're that hungry, huh?" 

    "Starving." 

    She nodded. "Me too, really. Okay. Pick up's good." 
Chapter Fifty

    After calling in the order, I headed for the bathroom, where I took a leak and washed up as I gave some thought to what might lie ahead for the evening. To tell the truth, although I found Donna very attractive and interesting in many ways, some things about her personality put me off the idea of including her in my personal life. 

    She seemed to be the 'all or nothing' type. It was highly unlikely that she'd be willing to share me with Toni, and Toni had priority. When I left the bathroom, I found Donna sitting on the couch with Tiger. They looked up at me as I passed on my way to the kitchen for my coffee, but neither of them spoke. 

    My coffee was old and cold. Perfect. I perched my mug on the edge of the sink, keyed up a field screen, and called Toni. 

    When she answered, I said, "Hi there, I just called to..." and bumped my coffee mug to make it topple noisily into the sink. Turning the field screen so she could see the situation, I said, "Gee, lady, you make me get all flustered." 

    Toni laughed and asked, "Yeah, sure. What's up?" Pausing, she added her usual, "Besides you, that is?" 

    Donna appeared in the kitchen doorway as I answered, "Aw, you know me too well, I guess. I was just wondering if Tina's still going to be there on Wednesday." 

    Laughing again, she said, "No, she'll only be here until tomorrow morning. You'll have me all to yourself... Unless your new friend wants to play, too?" Silently shaking her head 'no', Donna raised her hands in protest and headed back to the living room. 

    I pulled up a keyboard at the bottom of the display and quickly typed, 

'Called you while she's here...' and hit the 'return' button to end that line. 

    "Sorry, ma'am," I said, "But I kind of don't think so. She walked away when you said that." 

    Shrugging, Toni said, "Well, it's her loss." Typing again, I finished the first line with another that read, '...to let her know where my priorities lie.' 

    Nodding, I replied, "Oh, yes'm, I very much agree, of course." Toni's eyebrows had risen as she'd read my second typed line. I wiped the display and said, "Well, that's about it, I guess. See you Wednesday, milady. Be ready for lots of personal attention, as usual." With a big grin, Toni answered, "You just bring it on, mister! I can handle it. See you then, Ed. Bye!" 

    When I echoed, "Bye!" she tapped her 'off' icon. Letting the field screen dissolve, I retrieved my coffee mug, rinsed it, and made a fresh coffee, then walked into the living room. Tiger was back on Donna's lap. 

    She looked up as I rounded the couch and asked, "Was I supposed to hear that?" 

    Pausing before I sat down, I replied, "You already knew I'm booked for Wednesday. Is there some reason you shouldn't have heard it?" With a small shrug, Donna said, "No, I guess not." With a dismissive little wave, she said, "Never mind. Let's go get those pizzas." Tiger asked, "May I come?" 

    "Sure," I said, "Saddle up." 

    He hopped down and headed for the bathroom as Donna eyed me and stood up. When Tiger returned a few moments later, we trooped out to the front porch and I called the flitter down. 

    Donna asked, "The flitter? We aren't using our boards?" 

    "I was thinking we could have dinner above the clouds, unless you want to come back here to eat." 

    Looking up at the faint, scattered clouds visible in the moonlight, she shook her head. 

    "No, above the clouds will be fine." Turning to look at me, she said, 

"That call to Toni... Ed, would you prefer that we just be friends?" 

    "I'd prefer that we be whatever we decide to be. I won't dump Toni, but while she likely wouldn't mind me playing with you, I'm pretty sure you wouldn't want me playing with her." 

    Meeting my gaze for a moment, Donna nodded and said, "You're right about that. Let's go get those pizzas," then she followed Tiger through the flitter's field. 

    The pizza shop was located in a tiny strip mall in which half a dozen stores shared a small, crowded parking lot. I had the flitter hover above the first row of cars. 

    "Um, Ed..." started Donna, "What are we doing?" 

    "Waiting." 

    "Waiting for what?" 

    Pointing at two people leaving the coin shop a few doors from the pizza place, I answered, "I just want to go in and get pizza. I don't want to appear out of nowhere on the sidewalk or use my board while there are people in the lot." 

    The real estate office beside the pizza shop sported a 'Sorry, We're Closed' sign. Once the lot was clear of foot traffic, I had the flitter lower me to the sidewalk in front of it. 

    For all my caution, I hadn't noticed a woman in the back of the office. She glanced away from her computer screen as I landed, returned her attention to the screen, then froze and looked up again. Her gaze was somewhat stark as she studied me. I gave her a questioning look. She shook her head slightly and turned back to her screen. 

    Once I had our two boxed pizzas and a small stack of napkins, I stepped back outside and --just for the hell of it --returned to stand in front of the real estate office's glass door. 

    The woman looked up again, recognizing me from before with a slightly dour look as I gave her a grin and called up a platform field that lifted me a foot off the ground. 

    Her eyes got big and her mouth fell open. I added a foot of altitude. She groped on her desk and found her glasses, put them on hurriedly, and started to get to her feet. 

    Holding the pizza boxes flat on my left hand, I gave her a little wave and boosted myself upward to step aboard the flitter, where I stood at the edge of the deck and watched her fumble with the door's lock, then dash outside. From her seat by the console, Donna said, "I was wondering what you were doing." 

    I turned to see her looking over the side at the woman, who was scanning the sky in vain. 

    As I set the pizzas on the deck by the console and sat down, I said, "Just messing around." 

    "Uh, huh," Donna said, "You were just messing with her head, you mean." Shrugging, I admitted, "Maybe a little." 

    Turning to look at me, she asked, "How did you do that?" 

    "Flitter, take us up at one hundred, please. Donna, have you signed on with 3rd World yet?" 

    Giving me a narrow look as she accepted the napkins I offered her, Donna sighed, "Ahh, don't sing that tired-assed song at me again. It was just another field trick, wasn't it?" 

    Flipping open the top pizza box, I held it up for her to take some as I replied, "You got it." 

    "So why can't you tell me more about it?" 

    "Same answer. You don't work for 3rd World." As I picked up a slice of pizza, she asked, "Can you at least tell me what else you can do?" 

    I picked some burger bits off my slice for Tiger and asked, "Geez, lady, aren't you sufficiently impressed yet?" 

    Her mouth full of pizza, Donna lifted her lip in a semi-sneer to mutter the word 'jerk.' Chewing and swallowing, she asked, "Why can't you drop the bullshit and just tell me?" 

    Nibbling at my pizza, I answered, "Well, now, that would pretty much blow any remaining shreds of mystery right out of our relationship, wouldn't it, ma'am?" 

    Eyeing me with another narrow gaze, she said, "Yeah, that was the idea. I'd like a can of tea, if you don't mind." 

    As I reached for the cooler, she amended her order with, "No, make it a beer. See? You drive people to drink." 

    Fishing a couple of beers out of the cooler, I said, "Sorry 'bout that," opened the bottles, and handed her one. 

    Donna sipped her beer, set it down, and nibbled pizza as she looked over the side. 

    Swallowing a bite, she asked, "How far up are we going?" Around a bit of pizza, I replied, "Hadn't thought about it. Let me know if you start getting nervous." 

    She stopped in the middle of another sip of beer and gave me a droll, 'oh, fuck you' expression and a roll of her eyes. 

    Shaking my head slightly, I took a sip of my beer and said, "Well, then, don't say I didn't warn you. How high do you want to go? A hundred miles or so?" 

    Freezing in mid-sip, Donna asked, "You're kidding, right?!" Turning to face the console, I said, "Flitter, let Donna know when we reach one hundred miles, please," and took another bite of pizza as the flitter answered, "Yes, Ed." 

    Tiger finished his burger bits and I picked some more off the pizza for him as Donna eyed me and whisperingly stated, "You aren't kidding." Meeting her gaze, I answered, "Nope." 

    For several long moments we simply stared at each other. I'd begun to wonder what could be on her mind that would take so long to process when she looked away, set her pizza down, and stood up. 

    After another several seconds of staring at the world below us, she turned rather stiffly to face me and put a hand on the back of one of the flitter's seats. 

    Donna's knuckles turned white as she gripped the seat and asked in a flat tone, "Why?" 

    "Why what?" 

    Her gaze narrowed. "Why dinner in fucking space?" she growled, "Why the elaborate charade? 'Having a pizza and going for a flitter ride'. C'mon, Ed, what's this all about?" 

    I put some more burger bits down for Tiger as I answered, "It's about pizza and a flitter ride, Donna." 

    "A hundred miles up? You expect me to believe that?" 

    "Believe whateverthehell you want, lady. Instead of asking 'why?', ask

'why not?'. A hundred miles in any direction is no big deal to the flitter." 
Chapter Fifty-one

    Donna continued staring at me in silence as I took another bite of pizza and called up a music list on the console. I thought of asking Donna what she might like to hear, then decided to let her come around on her own and poked up 'Would I Lie to You?' by Annie Lennox. 

    Annie has a great voice and the music had a good beat. I settled back in my seat and put my feet up on the console, then looked at Donna. After a moment, she sat down and picked up her drink, then reached for her pizza. The song had finished before Donna spoke again. 

    "Sorry," she muttered around some pizza. 

    I nodded. Tiger had finished the last of his bits and an after-dinner bath. He jumped up to my lap, where he arranged himself like a tree leopard along my outstretched legs. 

    "Flitter," I said, "Put Music Channel chart on, please," and looked at Donna. "Unless you'd rather use the jukebox, that is." She shook her head and nibbled her pizza. I poked through the list of channels until I heard Elvis singing 'Return to Sender'. Hm. Channel 825, 

"Solid Gold Oldies". Okay. Things don't have to be brand new all the time. Tiger angled his head to make his chin more available for scratching. Donna snickered softly and Tiger cracked an eyelid to regard her for a moment. Donna said, "Most guys I've known were dog people." I glanced at her, but no reply came to mind, so I shrugged, said nothing, and continued ruffling Tiger's fur as The Dave Clark Five song 'Glad All Over' 

started. 

    Sighing, Donna muttered, "Okay, I get the message." Looking up, I asked, "What message?" 

    Shaking her head, she raised a hand as if to stop me and said in a rather irritated tone, "It's pretty obvious you don't want to talk to me." That made me chuckle, "It is, huh? How's that?" Again shaking her head slightly, she replied, "No, never mind. I'll just sit here quietly and try to enjoy the ride. I won't bother you anymore." After a moment of studying her as she sipped her drink, I asked, "Do you want to head back down now?" 

    Stiffening, Donna asked, "So now you want to get rid of me?" I sighed, "Well, you aren't exactly having a good time, are you? What else could we be doing?" 

    Oh, hell. I realized it even as I said it, dammit; in her mood, she'd infer that I meant we could be... 

    She snapped, "Just what the hell did you mean by that?" Yup. She'd inferred. Oh, well. Enough. End of my patience and end of discussion. Fuck it all. 

    "Flitter, take us to Donna's house, please. Normal speed." We immediately plummeted and Donna shrieked as she got a grip on her seat and stared over the side. Seconds later, our descent slowed and we settled to hover a few inches above Donna's yard. 

    Donna unfroze after a moment and turned to look at me, her eyes tracking over my legs, Tiger, and up to my face. 

    I met her gaze. "End of the line, ma'am. All ashore." She sat staring at me for a time, then stood up, grabbed her backpack, and asked, "What about my board?" 

    "What about it? You own it. Have a good time with it." 

    "What if I have a problem? Or a question?" 

    "Call me. Or call Linda and she'll get hold of me." Her gaze became almost a glower as she asked, "You're saying you may not answer the phone if you know it's me?" 

    "Y'know, lady, I just love the way you assume the very worst about me at every opportunity. No, I'm saying I may not be home. If I don't answer or you haven't heard back from me within a few hours, call Linda. One way or another, I'll get back to you as soon as I can. Say goodbye to Tiger, please." Donna's eyes fixed on Tiger, who hopped from my lap to the seat beside her and asked me, "Does Donna have to go?" 

    "For now, Tiger," I said, "She can visit us again later." That seemed to surprise Donna. She eyed me oddly and asked, "Do you mean that, or are you just saying it to spare his feelings?" I looked back at her and answered, "Sure I meant it. When you can take what I say at face value and not try to read between lines that aren't there, let me know." 

    There was a pause before Donna reached to pet Tiger and said, "Goodbye, Tiger. I'll see you again sometime." 

    Tiger stood tall and arched into her hand as he yowled enthusiastically, 

"Good-very-good! Goodbye, Donna!" 

    Donna chuckled and said to me, "And goodbye to you, too. For now." Nodding, I replied, "Sounds good. See you later, then." There wasn't even a handshake. She simply stood straight and stepped off the flitter. 

    Tiger went to the edge of the deck and yelled, "Goodbye, Donna! Goodbye!" as we lifted. Donna turned and grinningly answered him with a wave. When we arrived at my house, Tiger headed straight for the bathroom. I took my mug to the sink and noticed the red light flashing on my answering machine, so I sent a tendril to tap the 'play' button. 

    'Ed,' said Alissa Masterson, 'This is Alissa. Dan and I will be leaving for Michigan sometime this week. If you get in before ten, give us a call. I've decided to sell my bike, after all. Call me back. Bye.' 

    Hm. Alissa loved that bike. If she was ready to sell it, their financial situation was likely pretty dire. I called their number and Alissa answered. 

    "Hi, there," I said, "I got your message. Got a departure date yet?" 

    "Probably Wednesday or Thursday. Are you coming over for a while?" 

    "Thought I might. How much for the bike?" 

    "Two thousand. It's a '92 Kawasaki Vulcan 750. It has new tires as of last week, it's just been serviced..." 

    She launched into a litany about the care and consideration lavished on her motorcycle and I freshened my coffee as she rattled on. Calling up a field screen, I tapped the internet icon and looked up the bike's book values. One outfit said it was worth $2750 and the other said it was worth $2500. Both values assumed that the bike was in best-possible condition and that the seller had time to wait for someone to come along who'd cough up book value for it. 

    Checking trade values, I found the books in agreement; both said it was worth between $1750 and $2100. New tires and installation would range around

$300. Close enough. 

    Alissa asked, "Ed, are you still there?" 

    "Yup. Just thinking. New tires, huh?" 

    "Yeah. They're Pirellis. Got 'em in September. You said you might be interested, so I kind of waited until I knew for sure we wouldn't be taking it with us." 

    "Ma'am, are you telling me you couldn't get rid of that bike at two grand?" 

    She answered, "No, that's not it. Until Friday, we were going to take it with us, but we're going to need the money up there." Sighing, she added, 

"Besides, we'll be staying with my mom and dad for a while and we'll be making good money again in a couple of months. I'll get a new one." 

    "Don't kid yourself. You'll be making about the same there as you were here and your expenses will be about double the minute you move out of your parents' house. Could you find room on the truck for the bike if I loan you a few thousand?" 

    I could hear her hesitation, but she replied, "I don't think so. Thanks, anyway." 

    "Well, give it some more thought. It wouldn't be a big deal. See you in a few." 

    "Okay." 

    We hung up and I told Tiger where I was going as I put my checkbook in my backpack. Tiger passed on going with me; although he liked Alissa well enough, he'd never liked Dan much, and Dan had a dog. 

    Stepping onto the front porch, I hung my coffee mug on my left pants pocket and called up my board, then guided it over my oak tree to head southeast. 

    A fair-sized U-Haul truck was parked in front of Alissa's house. Dan jumped off the back of it and pulled the roll-down door closed as I drifted to a landing near the truck. When I passed in front of the streetlight, he saw my shadow sweep across the lawn and shorten as I landed and turned to watch me touch down. 

    Dan didn't like me. He never had, likely never would, and he didn't bother to pretend for the sake of civility. I guess that's one of the reasons we got along to a degree. There was no bullshit between us. 

    "Alissa's in the house," he said, "Why the hell would you want an old motorcycle when you have something like that thing you just flew in on?" Unholstering my coffee mug, I said, "Alissa thinks you two need the money or she wouldn't sell it." 

    Slapping the handle down to lock the truck's rear door, Dan said, "We can find somebody else to buy it. It doesn't have to be you." 

    "Dan, if she'd really wanted to sell it, it would have been gone two weeks ago. Instead, you guys are down to the wire and she called me." He turned to face me again and snapped, "Yeah. I noticed that. Y'know, Ed, there's something I need to know before we leave town. That night she stayed at your place..." 

    I held up a hand and interrupted, "She slept on the couch. If you don't believe me, you'd damned well better find a way to believe her." Dan bristled and glared. "Is that a threat?" 

    "No, it's a warning. If you really believed that nothing happened that night, you wouldn't have brought it up, and if you don't get your head straight about it, you might as well just get in that damned truck and leave alone, 'cuz it's gonna rip your world apart at the seams sooner or later." 
Chapter Fifty-two

    I turned to walk to the house. Alissa came to the open front door as I approached and greeted me with a hug, then led me through the nearly-empty house to the garage. 

    She filled her shirt and jeans as well as ever and walked with a firm stride that put everything in motion. Her dark brown hair cascaded over her shoulders and flowed slightly behind her in the breeze. For a woman in her mid-thirties, she was well above par in the matter of keeping herself fit. Alissa's black Vulcan 750 stood next to three rows of stacked cardboard boxes, all of which were marked with 'kit', 'bath', 'br', and the like. Gesturing at the boxes, Alissa said, "We'll have to rent a trailer for that stuff." 

    Turning away from the bike to face her, I said, "You could get a big-enough trailer, put the bike in first, and pack around it. If I was worried, I wouldn't offer you a loan." 

    She sighed, "A loan would just make things worse, Ed. He lost his job when they outsourced it six months ago. We wanted to stay in Florida and we thought he'd get another job pretty much right away, but that didn't happen and we had to let go of the house, and... ah, hell, you already know the story." Yeah, I did. I'd heard it before she'd cried herself to sleep on my couch after a night out with some girlfriends that had gone to hell. Never drink when you're already depressed; it'll make you bottom out hard, and that's what she'd done. 

    Sometime late in a Friday evening at a club in Ybor, it had all hit her at once. She'd simply walked out of the club. Destination unknown. Just walking because she couldn't stop. 

    I'd been clubbing that night, too, and when the club closed at two, I'd headed for a local all-night restaurant for a quick early breakfast. Two cops came in as I was finishing my meal. They talked about a woman who'd disappeared around eleven. Her friends said she'd seemed upset just before she disappeared and that she wasn't the type to run off like that. Last seen heading east alone and on foot, wearing a light blue blouse and jeans. What the hell. I'd slept all day and I'd be up all night anyway, so I called the flitter and had it pull the police report for more info, then send probes ahead of us in an easterly direction. 

    We found her almost eight miles from the club, sitting in semi-darkness on the back steps of a building. Her feet were blistered and bleeding and she was crying hard as she blotted them with tissues. 

    Her crying had wakened some guy who'd constructed a shelter of sorts behind a dumpster. He looked around, spotted her, and seemed to consider matters for a moment before he climbed out of his shelter and stood up. When he started toward her, Alissa hurriedly tried to cram her feet back into her pumps. No way. They were too swollen and sore. She picked up her purse and shoes and started toward the mouth of the alley barefoot. Not a good idea. Half a dozen steps later, she stepped on something that made her freeze and cry out with pain. 

    "Flitter," I said, "Drop down beside her, please, between her and the guy coming toward her." 

    As the flitter's field enveloped Alissa, we became visible to her. For a moment she looked as if she'd forget about her foot injury and run, but theta waves calmed her down some. 

    "Hi, there," I said, "Unless you'd rather visit an emergency room about that foot, there's a drug store about six blocks away. If you want a ride, hop aboard." 

    She hesitated, glancing past me at the approaching bum, then she placed a knee on the edge of the deck and kind of rolled aboard to end up sitting with her right leg folded under her as she stared around at me and the flitter. We lifted out of the alley and she quickly scurried to the nearest seat on her hands and knees, then climbed into it. I had the flitter dip down to let me off in front of the drug store, then hover fifty feet above it as I went in for medical supplies. 

    House brand throat spray killed the pain enough that I could clean and dress Alissa's cuts, abrasions, and blisters without causing her too much discomfort. 

    When I produced a pair of blue, fuzzy bunny slippers from the shopping bag, she snorted a giggle that sounded just the slightest bit hysterical. Applying a big Band-Aid to the bottom of her foot, I said mock-defensively, "Well, I'm so sorry, lady! They didn't have pink ones and these were on sale for a buck." 

    After I put the slippers on her feet, she wiggled them to watch the ears flap and snickered, then laughed, but the laughter soon morphed into more sobbing. 

    Hm. I didn't want to hear her story right then and she didn't seem ready to tell it, so I called the cops on the console screen and told them their missing woman was on her way home. Alissa's sobs lessened and quieted as she stared at the console. 

    Once I'd finished reporting in, I told the flitter to head for home. Alissa sniffled and asked, "Home?" 

    "Yup. In Spring Hill. You can crash on my couch if you'll make breakfast." Turning to look at her, I added, "Unless you'd rather go somewhere else, of course. Like your home, maybe?" 

    She shook her head firmly and blotted her nose. "No. Your couch will be fine. Are you sure your wife or girlfriend won't mind?" Rooting in the cooler, I offered her a can of tea and said, "My girlfriend lives in Inverness." 

    Her eyebrow went up as she asked, "Isn't that a little inconvenient?" Sipping my coffee, I answered, "Nope. She's in college. Her place is closer to Gainesville." 

    She shot back, "How come you're not with her tonight?" I chuckled, "Because someone else is --someone named Margaret --and because Margaret hates men." 

    Alissa stopped sipping tea and stared at me. "You mean..? Your girlfriend's bi?" 

    "You got it. Margaret's switching to another college next week, so this weekend they're having a kind of private going-away party." Looking very dubious, Alissa said, "Uh, maybe I should..." Holding up a hand, I said, "Flitter, ping Toni's datapad, please." To Alissa, I said, "If they're still up --and they probably are --she'll answer." 

    They were. Toni's face and a view of the kitchen behind her filled the console. Her eyebrow went up as she spotted Alissa, then she grinned as she said, "Hi, Ed. What's up, or need I even ask? Who's your very cute little friend, there?" 

    "My cute friend is Alissa. She had a little trouble this evening and she'll be crashing on my couch tonight." 

    Grinning, Toni said, "Aw, too bad. Margie's flying out at noon tomorrow. Think you can get here for lunch around one?" 

    "Well, ma'am, ordinarily I'd have to check my schedule, of course, but if you're on the menu, I'd be happy to cancel the rest of my many appointments and make a special trip." 

    Still grinning, Toni answered, "Oh, I'm definitely on your menu. I'm under

'rubyfruit desserts'." 

    A naked, well-structured blonde woman walked into the scene behind Toni and opened the fridge to get something. She took a sip from a soft drink bottle, then turned to face us, the nipples of her hefty breasts pointing directly at the screen. 

    Margaret's expression was deliberately bland as she said, "It's kind of late to be calling people, Ed." 

    I sighed and said, "Well, maybe so, Marge, but getting a look at your outstanding chest sure as hell made it worthwhile. It really hurts me that you're a diehard lesbian, y'know." 

    She rolled her eyes and muttered, "Yeah, yeah," sipped her drink again, stepped forward to firmly plant a kiss on Toni's shoulder, and headed back to the bedroom. 

    Toni grinningly raised a hand and flapped her fingers in a little

'bye-bye' wave, then poked a finger at her 'off' icon. Alissa stared at the blank screen for a moment, then looked at me as we descended into my driveway. 

    "Oookaaay," she said slowly, "Well, that was interesting. I guess I can believe she won't be too upset about me." 

    "Nah. But she'll probably be disappointed when I don't bring you along tomorrow." Alissa's left eyebrow went up, but she said nothing. I added, 

"Apologies if necessary, ma'am. I prefer having her all to myself." With a little shrug, Alissa muttered, "Uh... no problem. I'm not into that sort of thing." 

    After she'd gotten over Tiger's greeting, I'd offered her the use of the bedroom, but she'd declined and insisted the couch would be good enough. Saturday morning, the sounds of cooking woke me around nine. During breakfast, Alissa admitted that she also lived in Spring Hill and said she'd call a friend to pick her up. 

    I offered to drop her off on my way to Inverness if she could stick around, but she said she had some things to do in a tone that made me think someone would catch a little hell later. 

    Alissa didn't offer to talk about her problems and I didn't ask her about them. When we'd finished breakfast, she called for a ride and left half an hour later. 

    She'd showed up on her bike a few times since then. Tiger had been fascinated by the machine and Alissa had once taken him for a short, slow ride on her lap. His fascination had evaporated after that; something about riding on a motorcycle made him uncomfortable. 

    Dan raised the garage door from the outside, peering under it as it went up as if he expected to catch us doing something other than eyeballing the Kawasaki. 

    Alissa straddled the bike and started it, revving it only slightly as she watched the tachometer. Her obvious reluctance to let go of the bike seemed to make Dan edgy. He came to stand beside me and asked if I had the money with me. 

    Stiffening, Alissa glared at him. I asked her if the bike still had a current tag and insurance. She nodded and said, "Yes." 

    "Good. Grab the title, books, and any gear that goes with it and ride it over to my house. Since it's your last ride on a bike for a while, feel free to take as long as you want to get there. I'll bring you back on the flitter." Turning to Dan, I said, "Later, guy," and called up my board. With a little wave to Alissa, I flitted out of the garage and lifted to five hundred feet to hover above the house. 
Chapter Fifty-three

    I sat on my board sipping coffee for about ten minutes before Alissa rolled out of the garage and down the driveway. She wore a backpack and a helmet that she took a moment to adjust before she revved the Vulcan and got her final ride on the bike underway. 

    At the end of her street she turned right, and when she reached County Line Road she turned right again. I hadn't been sure she'd do that, but it had seemed likely; both the Veteran's Expressway and I-75 lay in that direction. She stopped at a gas station near the Expressway and tanked up, then took off again, accelerating past the Expressway entrance. At US-41, she headed north to SR-50, then turned east, gunning the bike forward into the darkness. At I-75, Alissa opened the throttle again and blasted up the northbound on-ramp, merging quickly and matching the speed of other traffic while she was still in third gear. She leaned left a bit to sideslip into the outside lane and I saw the slight surge when she put the bike in fourth gear, then fifth, and leveled her speed at about seventy for the next couple of miles. As the city limit sign flashed by, Alissa glanced around, sat tall in the saddle for a look ahead, and then she gunned the bike up to around one hundred miles per hour and held it there, charging past other vehicles for nearly five minutes. 

    Just before the county line sign, she backed down to about sixty and cruised until she reached the Rutland exit, where she headed west on SR-44. When she reached US-19, Alissa turned south for what seemed likely to be the last leg of her journey to my house. She pulled into a nearby gas station and convenience store, where she parked the bike by the gas pumps and went into the store. 

    I settled beside the bike to examine it for leaks and such. There were none. Lifting away from the bike, I returned to five hundred feet and watched for Alissa. 

    A few moments later, she took a seat at a short counter by a corner window and sat looking at her motorcycle as she sipped a drink. Since it seemed likely she'd be there a while, I took a seat on my board and got comfortable. Fifteen minutes or so passed before Alissa sipped her drink and set the cup down in a firm manner, then headed for the store's doors with her helmet under her left arm. At the bike, she hung her helmet on the sissy bar, waved at the counter clerk, watched the pump for a moment, then lifted the pump handle and put some gas into the bike's tank. 

    After gassing up, Alissa inspected the bike from end to end, swung a leg over it, and simply sat there for several more moments before she put her helmet on, inserted the key, and started the engine. 

    Revving it lightly a few times, she listened to the idle between twists of the throttle, shrugged her backpack straight, kicked the stand up, and put the bike in gear. 

    Thirty minutes of low-speed cruising later, Alissa turned left onto Northcliffe and I zipped ahead to the house, where I took a seat on the trunk of my car and sipped my coffee as I waited for her. 

    When Alissa arrived, she parked the bike on the sidewalk at the bottom of my driveway, took off her backpack and set it on the ground, hung her helmet on the sissy bar, and just sat on the bike looking at me. I slid off my car and went to stand by the bike as she said, "Sorry to keep you waiting so long." 

    "No problem. It's only been a couple of hours and I kind of figured you'd take a scenic route this trip." 

    She nodded. "Yeah, I took the long way. Left you some gas, though." Sighing, Alissa swung herself off the bike, picked up her backpack, shrugged, and gestured at the bike as she said, "Well, here it is. Want to check it over first?" 

    Shaking my head, I replied, "Nah. Looks good from here and you didn't have any reservations about taking a long last ride on it. Let's go inside. Will a check do?" 

    As we headed up the walk, she replied, "Sure. I'll cash it before we leave or run it through my mom's account up there. We'll be staying with my parents for a while." 

    I let us in and Tiger greeted us at the door, then we moved to the kitchen, where I tossed my checkbook on the table and offered Alissa a cup of coffee as Tiger hopped into her lap. She looked up from petting him and nodded. "Thanks." 

    After serving up some coffee, I sat down and wrote a check for two thousand as Alissa produced the title to the bike and a couple of bike-related books from her pack, then sighingly signed the title and dropped two keys on the books. 

    I stopped in the midst of tearing the check out of the book and said, "I want to say some things at the risk of offending you, milady. You don't want to sell the Vulcan. You don't want to leave Florida. You didn't want to leave your job. You don't want to go back to Michigan." 

    Alissa's gaze narrowed slightly as I continued, "You've given up one hell of a lot for a guy who can't seem to get over the fact that you stayed one night on my couch. He brought it up this evening when I landed." Her narrow gaze turned into a glower. 

    Sitting back on the sofa chair, I said, "Dan doesn't trust me, and that's understandable, but apparently he doesn't trust you either. Times are hard for you two right now, and when times are hard, it takes faith in each other to get through them." 

    After a silent moment, Alissa said quietly, "You seem to think Dan and I are heading for the rocks. Why are you telling me all this?" 

    "So you'll know why I'm going to make you a promise, Alissa. I know you love that bike. Consider this two thousand a loan against it. If you happen to come back to Florida, I'll sell it back to you. If you can't cough up the money conveniently, we'll work out some kind of payments." Pausing to sip coffee, I added, "And if you need a place to stay while you start a new life, we'll clean out the spare bedroom." 

    She eyed me for a time, then said, "Dan and I have been married almost ten years, Ed. We've already weathered some pretty hard times." Shaking my head, I said, "Not like these. Something set you off in Ybor, Alissa. You walked eight miles in hard-soled pumps and sat crying in an alley with mangled feet. Everything's gone wrong between you and Dan since then. I just want you to know there's a room available if you can't fix things." Sipping her coffee in silence for a time, Alissa studied the check, folded it using only one hand on the surface of the coffee table, and tucked it into her blouse pocket before she looked at me intently. 

    "Why, Ed?" she asked quietly. "It was one thing to pick me up and dust me off that night in Ybor and let me flop on your couch. It was a nice thing to do, but it wasn't on a par with sharing your home." I chuckled, "I guess that depends on what you call 'par'. To put it bluntly, ma'am, I think you're about three to six months from a divorce. If it happens, you may want a place to hole up for a while and reorganize; a place where friends and family can't badger you with unwanted sympathy and try to set you up with blind dates. What'll it cost me to let you stay here? Just put some gas in whichever vehicle you use." 

    She regarded me for a moment, then asked, "Why do you want that old bike at all? You have that flying board... thing." 

    "You need two thousand. I can spare it and I like motorcycles well enough to have one as a pet for a while." 

    "For a while?" 

    Grinning, I said, "Until you get back from Michigan." Rolling her eyes, Alissa asked, "And if I don't 'get back'?" 

    "Then I'll either keep it or find it a home someday. Maybe I'll even keep it long enough to make your life vastly inconvenient by leaving it to you in my will. With orders to pick it up in person, of course." Alissa laughed and asked rather uncertainly, "You can't really stipulate things like that, can you? Besides, what if I couldn't come down here for it?" 

    "You'd come for it. The alternative would be too horrible." Laughing, she asked, "The alternative?" 

    "Yup. Friend Sharon doesn't ride. It would sit unused on a car port under a tarp. The battery would go dead, the oil would turn into sludge, the tires would go flat and crack, rust would set in, the gas would dry out and leave varnish in the..." 

    She waved both hands frantically in a 'stop! stop!' gesture and yelped, 

"No! No! I get the picture! I'd come for it!" 

    Nodding firmly, I replied, "Thought you might." Tiger had been quietly watching, listening, and soaking up Alissa's unthinking attentions as we'd talked. He roused from her lap, stepped to the coffee table, and sat down facing her. 

    "You are really going away?" he asked. 

    Alissa reached to pet him and replied, "Yes, Tiger. Dan and I are moving to Michigan. Do you know where that is?" 

    "No. It must be far away if you won't take your..." we heard his cat sound, but it seemed to take the flitter a moment to translate it to

"...motorcycle." 

    Biting her lip and sounding a bit choked, Alissa softly replied, "Yes, it is far away, Tiger. Thousands of miles away." 

    Studying her for a moment, Tiger looked at me and asked, "Can we go visit Alissa in... in..." 

    "Michigan," I finished for him, "Sure we can, but only if she wants us to. Dan might not like the idea." 

    In all innocence, he asked, "Why?" 

    Alissa stifled a soft, sobbing laugh and gathered Tiger off the table and into her lap for a hug. 

    She petted him vigorously as she cooed, "Of course you can come visit me, Tiger! I'd love it if you came to visit me!" 

    Tiger glowed with contentment under her hands until she reached quickly for her purse and rooted in it. I handed her one of my paper-towel hankies. Alissa almost snatched it from my hand, dabbed her eyes and nose briefly, then excused herself as she set Tiger on a chair and got up to hurry toward the bathroom. I didn't hear the door close, so I figured she'd just gone for more tissues. 

    When Tiger looked curiously at me, I said, "She's just very happy that you like her so much and that you want to come visit her later." He looked toward the hallway to the bathroom and stated rather definitively, "Good-very-good. Alissa is very nice, Ed." 
Chapter Fifty-four

    Because it was nearly ten-thirty, it seemed likely to me that Alissa would want to head home soon, so I picked up the keys, grabbed a small toolkit, and went to the screen porch to make sure there was room for the bike. After shuffling some things around, I propped the screen door open, opened the yard gate, and went out front to the bike. It occurred to me that I could issue Alissa a flying board, but it also occurred to me how very poorly --and suspiciously --Dan would view such a gift from me. 

    For that matter, both Alissa and Dan might come to believe that I'd given her a board to speed their breakup along. Nope. I wouldn't volunteer to be the bad guy. Let them find their own path to a divorce. If she showed up later, I could give her a board then. 

    As I was removing the bike's license plate, Alissa walked out the front door carrying Tiger in her arms and came down the driveway to join me, saying, 

"I hope it's okay that I brought Tiger out to see the bike. He said he's allowed to go outside." 

    Nodding, I said, "No problem. The little hustler has his own door in the garage. He just wanted you to hold him." 

    Looking down at Tiger, she smilingly asked, "Is that true?" Tiger rubbed her chin with his head and replied, "Yes." She ruffled his chin and grinned. I handed her the license plate, then swung a leg over the bike and put the key in the ignition. Tiger watched with apparent interest as I raised the kickstand and thumbed the starter button. When the bike started, I toed the shift bar into first gear and put the bike in motion, then turned it sharply to aim it between my car and a tree to head for the fence gate. Once through the gate, I guided the bike around the house and eased it through the yard-wide screen door of the back porch. Alissa and Tiger came to stand beyond the door as I turned off the bike, put the gas lever in the 'off' position, and got off the bike to join them outside and close the screen door. 

    "You aren't going to put it in the garage?" 

    "No room," I answered, "I'll throw a tarp over it and make room for it in the garage tomorrow. Want another coffee?" 

    Shaking her head, she said, "No, thanks. I've been away too long already. Dan will worry." 

    Closing the gate behind her, I tried to sound innocent as I asked, "After all the years you've been riding?" 

    She didn't answer. I slapped the gate latch down and turned to see her eyeing me with a droll expression. 

    "Oh," I grunted. "Well. Tiger, are you coming with us?" He looked up at Alissa and asked, "Is there still a dog?" Looking properly apologetic, she answered, "I'm afraid so, Tiger. Sorry." Tiger looked at me and said, "Then I will stay here." 

    "Okay. Flitter, come on down, please." 

    When the flitter arrived, Alissa put Tiger down and I handed her aboard. A few moments later we settled into her driveway. The garage door was closed and all inside lights were off except the light over the kitchen sink. Dan was nowhere in sight, but the hairs on my neck and arms stood up with the sensation of being watched. 

    Anticipating the answer, I asked, "Flitter, where's Dan?" 

    "He's in the front bedroom." 

    Alissa glanced at that room's darkened window as I asked, "Is he asleep?" 

    "No. He is watching us from a bedroom window." 

    "Show that room's window on your console, please." The window appeared and I touched the most likely area as I said, "Zoom that region, please." 

    The screen was instantly filled with only the spot I'd touched. A small motion of the hanging curtains made me touch that spot and say, "Zoom here, please." 

    All we saw was a slight parting of the curtain from the wall and the tip of a finger that widened the opening a bit. One eye was barely visible in the opening. 

    Alissa glanced at that window again without turning away from the screen. Her expression became angry. Switching her glare to me, Alissa grabbed my face in her hands and stood on tiptoe to kiss me firmly, then stepped off the flitter. 

    She growled, "You just had to show me that, didn't you?" 

    "Sorry, but I really wasn't thinking about you. I felt as if we were being watched, so I checked it out." 

    Angrily meeting my gaze for a moment, she said, "Well, now you know, don't you?" 

    "Correction," I replied, "Now 'we' know. And as nice as it was, kissing me like that probably wasn't a good idea." 

    Alissa snapped, "I couldn't reach far enough to poke him in the eye. Take care of my bike, Ed. Don't fuck it up." 

    Giving her a mock salute, I answered, "Yes, milady! As you say, milady. It'll be waiting for you. Oh, by the way, milady, may I make a parting comment?" 

    Her eyebrow went up. She snapped, "Yeah. Sure." 

    "Thank you. I believe it was Erica Jong who said, 'You see a lot of smart men with dumb women, but you don't see very many smart women with dumb men'. Or something like that." 

    She opened her mouth as if to say something else, then shook her head and waved at me as she headed for the house at a march step. I told the flitter to take us up to a thousand feet and hung around for a while on general principles, but when Alissa didn't reappear in the yard and nothing came crashing through any of the windows for fifteen minutes or so, I headed home. 

    After locating my big green tarp in the garage, I took it to the screen porch and draped it over the Vulcan. Tiger came to supervise the operation, hopping onto a work bench to watch. 

    "Will Alissa really come back?" he asked. 

    "I think so. I don't know how soon, but I think so." 

    "Will she stay with us?" 

    Tying a tarp corner down, I said, "Don't know. Maybe." He was silent for a time, then he asked, "Can we go to visit her in... in..." 

    "Michigan. Mish-ee-gan. That's a state, Tiger." 

    'Damn,' I thought, 'Now I'll probably have to explain what a state is.' 

    Sure enough, Tiger asked, "What's a state?" 

    "Well, it's a big piece of land that a lot of people think they own, so they give it a name. Like Florida. Florida's a state, too." 

    "People only think they own it?" 

    "Yeah. This sandbox they call Florida was here before people appeared on Earth and it'll probably be here after people are gone. All people do is draw lines all over places so they can charge each other for living here. I'll show you a map later." 

    Another moment passed as Tiger's collar softly translated my words, then Tiger said, "Okay. I would like to see a map." As I finished tying the tarp, Tiger asked, "Are you sure Alissa will come back?" 

    Heading back into the house to get my coffee and sit at the kitchen table, I said, "Tiger, we can't be absolutely sure, but I think so." Sounding like a small child, he asked, "Why?" I sipped coffee and assembled some words in a manner I thought would help him understand my view of things. 

    "They're having problems, Tiger. Personal problems. Dan lost his job six months ago. He sat on his ass for the first couple of months, apparently thinking that people he knew would help him find another job. They tried to help, but he was too picky. After that, he spent a couple of months running around looking for a job on his own, but his ego wouldn't let him take one that wasn't the same as his old job or that was worth less money. Then he started talking about how he'd have had a job within a week if they lived in a

'real' city." 

    Sipping again as Tiger's translator whispered to him, I said, "It's only thirty minutes to Tampa on the Expressway, so that excuse was bullshit. Whatever Dan did that set Alissa off in Ybor the first time I brought her home was a turning point in their relationship. Maybe he was getting tired of her or tired of being married. Or maybe just tired of things as they were. Whatever, he did something --I don't know what --that apparently ruined their relationship, although neither of them is quite ready to admit it's over." 

    I gave Tiger's collar a few moments to catch up, then said, "And now they're going to go live with Alissa's parents for a while. Dan won't be able to handle that very long. They'll either move out at what looks like the first opportunity or break up from the strain." 

    After another pause and a sip, I said, "Alissa knew months ago that they'd probably lose their house and have to move. She could have gotten more money for her bike if she'd used that time to find someone else to buy it, but she waited until the last minute and called me. I think that means she'll want it back later because I know how much she enjoyed living in Florida and hated Detroit and Michigan winters." 

    Tiger listened to his collar and digested matters, then said something in cat. Elkor appeared on the coffee table beside him and they held a brief conference, then Elkor faced me and said, "I believe you may be correct, but more data would be required to reach a definitive conclusion." 

    "It's mostly an emotional thing, Elkor. We'll just ask Alissa if she comes back from Michigan." 

    Tiger said, "You no longer sound certain." 

    "I never was, Tiger. I just think that's what'll happen. I don't necessarily believe it will. They may find a way to get over whatever Dan did and the months of trouble it caused, in which case they'd stay together. Or they may split up and Alissa may decide to move to some other part of Florida that doesn't contain memories of Dan." 

    Reaching to pat Tiger, I added, "Don't worry about it. She said we could visit her. Do you still want to see a map?" 

    Standing up, Tiger answered, "Yes!" so I called up a screen and showed him a map of the USA. He studied the display for a few moments, then sat down and studied it some more, as if something didn't quite make sense to him. 

    "Florida is here," I said, putting a finger on the state, then I touched Michigan and said, "Michigan is here." To give him a point of reference he'd visited in the northern US, I pointed to Carrington, North Dakota and said, 

"And here's Carrington." 

    He brightened considerably when I tossed in the reference to Carrington. Peering intently at the display, he said, "Okay. Now I understand," and sat down. 

    "Um. Okay. What is it you understand, Tiger?" Looking up at me, he said, "Carrington is very far from home, so Michigan is also very far from home." 

    Ruffling his chin, I agreed. "You're right. Both places are very far from home." 

    Eyeing the map again, he asked, "Show me home?" I tapped the middle of Florida and made the screen zoom in a few times, giving Tiger time to study each adjustment, until the few blocks of our neighborhood were displayed. 

    Pointing at our house, I said, "We live here." Don't expect amazement from a cat. He looked like any scholar studying an odd artifact as he leaned left, then right, and finally sat upright again. Sniffing the part of the display that showed Maggie Lake, he asked, "That is our lake?" 

    For lack of a better answer, I replied, "Yes, it is. Very good." Looking up, he said, "Thank you. I'm hungry now," and hopped off the table to head for the kitchen. 

    Letting the map screen dissolve, I looked at Elkor and said, "That's how cats work, y'know. Whatever it is; when it's over, it's over." 

    "It would appear so. I have calculated a sixty-eight-point-three percent probability that Alissa will return to Florida. Do you concur?" I pretended to give the matter some thought, then nodded and said, "Yeah, that sounds close enough." 
Chapter Fifty-five

    My bedside clock read nine-ten when the phone wakened me on Monday morning. Alissa? Donna? I decided to answer the call instead of letting my machine get it. 

    I said, "Hi, there, you got me," and some guy greeted me effusively with an accent that sounded as if he might be calling from India. After mispronouncing my name, he introduced himself as a sales rep for an insurance company. 

    I hung up. It doesn't matter a fat damn to me what it is; if they cold-call me, the answer's an automatic and final 'no'. They can put the offer in writing and in the mail or forget it. 

    After spiffing up a bit and loading my mug with fresh coffee, I took Alissa's signed title to the DMV and put the bike in my name. When I got home with the new license plate, Tiger and I went to the screen porch for a daylight look at my new motorcycle. I pulled the tarp off it and Tiger hopped onto my workbench, where he leaned to sniff the left rearview mirror and handlebar, then sat down to watch me install the plate. 

    I said, "You can sit on it if you keep your claws in." 

    "Okay," he replied, but he made no move to jump across the small gap to the bike. After some moments of silence, he said, "I like the board better. This is too noisy and the board flies." 

    "Those are good reasons," I said. "But I'll have to ride this now and then, Tiger. If I don't, it'll spoil." 

    Taking his eyes off the bike, he asked, "Like food?" 

    "Sort of. Remember what I told Alissa about cracking tires and rust? Some things will go bad if you don't use them often." 

    He studied me for a moment, then asked, "How is this not like the car? You don't use the car for many days, but it doesn't spoil." Uh, huh. Sharp little bugger. How to answer that? Go with simplicity, I guess. 

    "Well, it is much like the car, Tiger, but the car is a lot bigger and it can wait longer to be used." 

    That answer seemed good enough for him; he stood up and went back into the house. Through the porch window, I saw him visit his food dish. Alissa's helmet still hung on the sissy bar. It was too small for me, so I set it on the workbench. After checking fluid levels, I opened the porch door and backed the bike out onto the concrete walkway that led around the side of the house, then opened the yard gate. 

    Leaving the bike on the walkway, I guzzled some coffee and closed the porch door, then went into the house for my sunglasses and my field jacket. 

    "Tiger, I'm going to a motorcycle store. Want to come?" He barely looked up from stuffing his face. "No." A Florida winter isn't really much of a winter at all, but when it's only sixty-five degrees or so, it can get kind of chilly at highway speeds. I could have relied on my p-field for protection from the wind, but I considered how that would look and the questions it would invite. Besides, eye protection is required by law, so without my sunglasses, I'd have likely been stopped shortly after takeoff. 

    The Vulcan started readily enough with a bit of choke. I steered it through the yard gate, sent a field tendril to push the gate shut and flip the latch down, and let the bike roll downhill to the sidewalk. By then the engine was coughing a bit. I flipped the choke lever up and it smoothed out immediately, settling into a rumbling idle. A quick test showed the lights all worked, so I gave the bike some throttle and took some time getting used to being on a bike again on some nearby back streets. The Vulcan seemed happy to be outside and running around. When I opened it up in a brief sprint on Northcliffe, it surged to fifty in third gear and its pipes rang a bit. 

    Funny; I hadn't heard them ring when Alissa put the spurs to it on I-75. My weight difference seemed to be making it work a little harder, but only very little. 

    Stephanie's presence manifested itself to my left as I cruised west on Northcliffe, but she didn't appear. 

    I grinned in her direction and asked, "Wanna ride on my spiffy new bike, sweetie? Just hop on the back." 

    She replied, "I have my own transportation, thanks. Elkor told me about your new toy." 

    Was there an unspoken 'Why didn't you tell me?' in her tone? Hard to tell for sure, but somehow it seemed likely. 

    Moving to my right side, Steph said, "Your p-field won't provide much protection at higher speeds, Ed. A helmet would be a reasonable precaution." 

    "As it happens, I'm on my way to a bike shop, milady." I turned onto US-19 as she said, "Good. At least your will is up to date. Later, Ed," and her presence evaporated. 

    Hm. Apparently she disapproved. I took the bike up to sixty; five miles over the speed limit, but unlikely to get me busted. 

    As if to underscore Steph's opinions, a new-looking white Cadillac pulled onto US-19 in my lane less than half a block ahead and plodded forward at about twenty, slowly gaining speed. It looked as if the two people in the front seat were having a rather animated argument. 

    When I was a hundred feet or so away from the Caddy, it suddenly braked hard and stopped in the middle of the lane. There were cars in both lanes on my left, of course. Nowhere to go but around the Caddy on the right. 

    'Welcome back to biking,' I thought, adjusting course toward the shoulder of the road. The Caddy's surprisingly huge passenger door swung open ahead of me. I heard a woman shriekingly curse as I headed onto the grassy slope and let the engine slow the bike to avoid skidding. 

    As I flashed around the Caddy door, a wad of keys flew out of the car. They glanced off the bald head of the very startled older man who was getting out of the Caddy before they hit my chest and fell to the ground. The guy yelled something that sounded particularly nasty. At me or her? Both? The world in general? 

    Avoiding a couple of road signs and a foot-long chunk of concrete, I slowed the bike down enough to turn it around and headed back toward the car. The old man was cramming himself back into the car and pulling the door shut, but he failed to get one of his legs inside soon enough and the door closed on his shin. 

    Other cars were having to slow or stop behind the Caddy and wait for breaks in traffic to go around it. A grey sedan skidded to a halt behind the Caddy. Drivers yelled and horns honked. 

    The old woman in the Caddy appeared to be trying to give the finger in all directions at once as the man glared at me, rubbed his shin, and hissed in pain. 

    Dragging his foot inside, the guy pulled the door shut as I parked the bike on the concrete shoulder of the road behind the car and got off it. As I approached the car's door, I saw a glint of metal and the guy briefly let me see a shiny snub-nosed revolver in his hand above the window frame. Speaking loudly enough to be heard over the irate woman's rantings and through the closed car window, I asked, "What's wrong with the car?" The woman yelled something else at the guy and he put his gun hand inside his overcoat --while making sure I could still see the gun --as he pressed the window's control button to slide the window down a few inches. 

    "There nothing wrong with it, asshole! What's it to ya?" Picking up the keys that had hit me, I said, "Then you need to get it moving. You're blocking traffic." 

    The guy seemed to go ballistic as he yelled, "Who the fuck are you?!" His voice rose an octave as he screamed, "Drop those goddamned keys and get the fuck out of here!" 

    Uh, huh. I met his gaze for a moment, then raised a hand in preparation to shove the wad of keys through the window opening. The guy frantically tried to yank the gun free of his coat and aim it at me, but his hand and the revolver slammed flat against the window glass and the gun went off a few inches in front of his face, blowing out the door window and cracking the windshield. I didn't see where the bullet went. 

    The guy dropped the revolver and hunched over as he grabbed at his right ear with both hands, then seemed to remember me and quickly reached with his left hand to try to locate the gun on the floorboards. 

    Heh. Whatta putz. People who are prone to temper tantrums and paranoia shouldn't have guns or cars. Glancing at the keys still in my hand, I tossed them into the boggy drainage ditch beside the car and headed back to the bike, flicking open my knife and stabbing the very tip of the blade into the sidewall of the Caddy's rear passenger tire as I passed it. That would give those two nutcases time to cool down a bit. It would also keep them from chasing me through traffic, and I had no good reason to think they wouldn't try to do that. 

    Starting the bike, I slipped it into gear and accelerated fast around the Caddy. In my rearview mirror I saw the guy hurriedly get out of the car. He was trying to aim the revolver at me while trying to hold his right ear with his left hand. I changed lanes to put a truck between us on general principles, but heard no gunshots. 

    At the gas station on the corner at the next light, I used a paper towel hanky to avoid leaving prints when I picked up the receiver of a pay phone and dialed 911 with an inkpen. 

    I told the dispatcher that a white Caddy had stopped dead in the slow lane on US-19, that an old man in the Caddy had waved a gun at me, and that the gun had gone off inside the car and blown out a window. After telling her where to find it, I hung up and headed back along US-19 to the bike shop. 
Chapter Fifty-six

    The bike shop is located in a strip mall on a low hill on the east side of US-19. From that vantage point, I could see the white Caddy perhaps a quarter of a mile distant. The passenger door was open and the man was slogging around in the ditch as the woman gestured at him, apparently still giving him hell. A Sheriff's car appeared, did a quick U-turn, and pulled in behind the Caddy with all its warning lights on. After a moment, a deputy got out and waved at them as he appeared to issue instructions. 

    The guy left the ditch and joined the woman on the shoulder of the road beside the Caddy as another Sheriff's car arrived and parked some distance in front of the Caddy. 

    Yet another Sheriff's car arrived and parked on the grass as the deputy who'd been looking around in the car raised an arm, apparently holding something. Even at that distance, I could see by postures and motions that were more brisk than before that the cops' general attitude had changed rather abruptly. 

    A young guy came out of the bike shop and walked toward me asking, "Can I help you?", then he saw the activity around the Caddy and asked, "What's going on?" 

    I shrugged and headed into the store to look at helmets. A plain white one with a full face shield was on sale. It reeked of Lysol spray, so I decided to try it on. It fit, so I carried it with me as I looked around the shop. Nothing else seemed absolutely necessary at the moment and they didn't have any mug holders I liked, so I paid for the helmet and went back outside. Down the hill, only one cop car remained and the cop was inside it. I hung my new helmet on the Vulcan's sissy bar, walked behind a nearby van, and said, 

"Board on, three suit on." 

    Soaring down to the Caddy, I sent some field tendrils to winnow the muck in the ditch in search of the Caddy's keys. It only took a minute to find them. I shook them in the thin layer of water above the muck to clean them a bit, then fielded them to the hood of the cop car and let them drop about three inches to get the deputy's attention. 

    He startled hard at the sound and looked up sharply, spotted the keys, and looked around. Seeing nobody near his car, he focused on the keys again and got out to reach for them, then stopped the motion and looked around again. I looked around, too, although I did it more circumspectly. A sudden presence other than the cop's had become barely noticeable, but it didn't belong to Steph, Sue, or Elkor. 

    Zipping back up the hill, I found the store guy was no longer out front and the van was gone, so I landed to one side of the store's front window, turned off my board and three suit, and walked over to the Vulcan, still feeling that presence. 

    Taking a moment to wipe my sunglasses with my t-shirt, I scanned the sky's reflection in them. Sure enough, there was a speck in the reflection that didn't rub away. 

    Turning to face the store, I looked up and waved, then swung a leg over the bike and inserted the key. Donna swooped down and stopped beside me as I thumbed the starter button. 

    Peering over the tops of my sunglasses at her, I grinned and tossed her a small, two-finger salute as I said, "Hi, there, Cap'n Donna. Like my new toy?" She didn't step off her board as she eyed me and asked, "How the hell did you know I was up there?" 

    Shrugging, I replied, "Just did. What brings you to a bike shop? A sudden interest in motorcycles?" 

    Glancing around the new and used bikes on display, she shook her head and said, "Tiger told me where you'd gone." 

    Hand over heart, I drawled, "You were looking for lil' ol me? Oh, lordy, I may haveta blush or something. What do you think'd be appropriate?" Snorting a chuckle, Donna said, "Oh, shut up and meet me at Denny's. I'll spring for coffee." 

    Patting the Vulcan's gas tank, I answered, "Well, gee, ma'am, offering to chat over coffee is awful nice of you and all, but I kind of had other plans." With a narrow gaze, Donna leaned close and whispered, "Look, you... I've been thinking, okay? I've changed my mind about a few things, but I could change it again." 

    She'd actually changed her mind? So quickly? Cap'n Donna? Very unlikely. But she did seem to have something specific on her mind. I tried to look dubiously thoughtful. 

    "Oh. Well, then, I guess I should probably try to cooperate. Which Denny's did you have in mind?" 

    Straightening, she said, "The one south of here." Hm. It was considerably closer to her house than mine. Did she really just want to talk, or had she just decided to nail me there so she could write me off with the house and everything else to do with recent events? 

    She interrupted my thoughts with a rather tense, "Well? Is a cup of coffee that big a decision? Are you coming or not?" 

    I reached for my helmet and answered, "Okay. Meet you there in a few." 

    "Why not leave the bike here for now?" 

    Meeting her gaze as I buckled the helmet, I reiterated, "I'll meet you there." 

    Donna eyed the bike for a moment, then nodded and nosed her board skyward. I started the bike and left the parking lot, well aware that she was hovering some distance above me. 

    Seven miles and as many stoplights later, I pulled in at the Denny's and Donna landed beside the bike. Once we'd been seated and had our coffees, she seemed to turn pensive, tapping on her cup with a fingernail for a time. 

    "The Army called this morning," she said, "They want me back badly enough to promote me and pay a fat bonus." 

    "Some recruiter's trying to make a re-up quota?" Shaking her head, she replied, "No. My old unit. My CO pulled a couple of strings and called me with the results." 

    "A bonus, huh? Doesn't he know you're rich now?" Sitting back and stirring stuff into her coffee, she said, "He knows. He went to the limit, Ed. It's all he can offer. They need me or there'd already be someone else in my office." 

    "Ah. Well, then, the question is; do you need them?" Donna sighed, "I have ninety days to think about that." I laughed, "What happens after ninety days? Will they make you retake some training 'cuz they think you'll let yourself get fat and sloppy while you're gone?" 

    Smiling, Donna said, "Yeah, something like that." Sipping coffee, I regarded her for a moment, then asked, "Am I supposed to listen quietly or offer an opinion?" 

    "Do you have an opinion?" 

    "Sure. 3rd World can get by without you. So can the Army, whether your old CO thinks so or not. All you have to decide is which service can get by without you best. Or whether you can get by without either of them." Snorting a chuckle, she said, "You're a lot of help." Grinning, I said, "Just doin' my job, ma'am." 

    "Think so, huh? What job is that?" 

    "Stating the obvious." Sipping my own coffee, I said, "As a captain, your unit CO would have been a light colonel. Maybe a bird. But even a bird couldn't spit up major's leaves for you, so you were on the Army's list to make major before you left. At most, your CO could only ask someone to keep your name on that list while he tried to bring you back into the fold." Donna's gaze narrowed slightly. "Where are you going with all this?" 

    "Maybe nowhere. Since you don't seem too surprised, you've probably already considered all that yourself. Has Linda pitched you a specific job with 3rd World yet?" 

    Rather cautiously, she admitted, "No, not yet." 

    "Then her potential uses for you may not be too critical. You'd have to ask her about that, but it seems to me that you'd be happier in a job where you felt essential." 

    She put her cup down and said softly, "You're assuming I'd rather go back into the Army than start my own business." 

    "Yup. If the idea didn't appeal to you, this chat would have been about something else. If it had happened at all." 

    Shrugging, I added, "Besides, you can start your own biz while you're in the Army if it doesn't interfere with your GI job. Or you could just give some more thought to what your biz ought to be and how to go about setting things up. You now have time and money at your disposal, Donna. Most people have to start their businesses with one or the other, but they hardly ever have both." Donna picked up her spoon and studied it in silence, then used it to stir her coffee, tapped it lightly on the edge of the cup three times, and set it on her napkin. 

    Looking up, she met my gaze for a time before she said, "I guess I'll give things some more thought." A few moments of silence later, Donna asked, "How would you like to help me sell a few things? The boat, the cars. The other stuff. You know the area better than I do." 

    Hm. Knowing the area wouldn't make a damned bit of difference to the sale price of a boat or anything else. The Corvette was trashed and the boat and trailer were new, so there likely wouldn't be much 'getting things ready' to do. 

    It seemed to me that Donna was just looking for some company she could trust, even if that company could be kind of hard to get along with at times. 

    "Okay," I replied in a careful tone, "I'm available unless Linda calls me away. But Jenny would probably be of more actual help in getting rid of things. She undoubtedly knows a lot more people around here than I do." 

    "I'll talk to her, too, but she's going to need some time to recuperate from..." 

    Shaking my head, I cut her off with a wave of my hand. 

    "Nah. Physically, she's probably all healed up by now. Those 'bots work fast. But even without them, most of getting over something like what Jenny's been through is mental." 

    Sitting back, I said, "In fact, I think you should find reasons to spend a lot of time with Jenny. She has a lot of ego, ma'am, just like you. Sooner or later, she'll have to talk about things, if only to try to convince herself that there was absolutely nothing she could have done to prevent what happened to her. Most people who are willing to use hindsight on themselves are clumsy and brutal about it." 

    Donna sipped her coffee, then said, "Yeah, I know. I was going to give her a few days before I... Never mind that. Tell me something, Ed... Would you be willing to take a power of attorney and handle getting rid of the house? You'd make a commission on the sale, of course." 

    I replied instantly, "Nope. No thanks." 

    "May I ask why?" 

    "Tons of details to mess with. I hate details and a lawyer or a real estate agent would be better qualified. You can hop on your board and be here within a few hours from anywhere in the country if something needs signed." 

    "What if I'm not in the country?" 

    "Same answer. Use a lawyer and an agent. They'll know the real estate market and handle the paperwork. For that matter, you could just as easily rent the place out. Keep it as an investment and make it pay for itself." She seemed mildly incredulous as she asked, "Who's going to rent a house that size, Ed? Why would they want it?" 

    "This is Florida, ma'am. It happens. Ask any agent. I'll help you clean, fix, paint, and like that, but I don't want to be part of the sale. Besides, I won't be here all the time, either, y'know." 

    Donna regarded me as she sipped coffee, then said, "Well, there's not much to fix or paint, I'm afraid. Think you'd be any good as company for the next couple of months?" 

    Meeting her gaze, I asked, "Think you can refrain from issuing orders that long?" 

    She sipped again, then replied, "Probably not, but you could remind me that I'm off-duty, couldn't you?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Yeah, I guess I could do that." Nodding as if a deal had been struck, Donna said, "Okay, then. Now, how about a ride to the airport this evening? I'm going to DC for a week." 

    "Got a better idea. How about a ride to DC? Skip the security rigmarole at the airports and save the price of a ticket. Holler when you're ready and I'll bring you back, too." 
Chapter Fifty-seven

    Donna stared at me for a moment, then said, "Well, duh." 

    "Duh?" 

    "Yeah. Duh. I spent last night packing and calling people and arranging things, but it somehow never occurred to me to ask you for a ride to DC, even when I had to settle for an evening flight." After a momentary pause, she added, "I'm taking Jenny with me. She's never seen Washington." 

    "Sounds good. She could probably use a distraction right about now. Want to fly up there around noon?" 

    "Noon? Why noon?" 

    I shrugged. "Get there early instead of late. Have time to get organized and do stuff and like that. It would give you almost a whole extra day to play with." 

    Sitting back in her chair, Donna eyed me briefly and said, "I had thought about spending the afternoon with you." 

    Trying to look happily surprised, I replied, "Oh. Well, I guess that could work, too, of course." 

    Looking thoughtful, she sipped her coffee and drew invisible rings on the table with an index finger, then said, "But you're right. A few business hours there today could... Yeah. Going up early is a good idea, Ed. You sure you don't mind?" 

    Snorting a chuckle, I replied, "Until you mentioned your other plans for the day, I didn't." Sighing as if vastly disappointed, I stood up and said, 

"Ah, well. Shoulda kept my mouth shut. Just gimme a call when you're ready to go." 

    As I gulped down the last of my coffee, Donna also stood up and asked, 

"You're going home now?" 

    "Oh, hell, no, milady. I have an hour to play with the bike before noon." She looked out the window at the Vulcan and shook her head. "I don't understand how you can... Well, I mean... You have your board and the flitter, Ed. Why is an old motorcycle such a damned big deal?" When her gaze swung from the bike to me, I asked, "Do you like to ride horses, Cap'n Donna?" 

    Shrugging, she answered, "Sure. Who doesn't?" 

    "Even though you have a high-end Beemer to drive?" With a wry look, she replied, "Yeah, I see what you mean." Leaning across the table, I said in a confidential tone, "That bike can do a quarter-mile in thirteen seconds." 

    She snickered and whispered back, "Is that good?" 

    "For a street cruiser? Oh, yeah. Zero to sixty in three gears and about four seconds from a dead stop. It could do better, but I'd have to lean over the bars to keep the nose down." 

    Donna laughed, "God... you sound like my sister's kid talking about his dirt bike. Don't boys ever grow up?" 

    Shaking my head slightly, I replied, "Nah. Well, not too much. Not if we're lucky, that is." 

    As we approached the register, she coughed gently and commented softly, 

"Then you must have been very lucky." 

    I put the ticket for our coffees and two bucks in the cashier's hand and blithely replied, "I really couldn't say, ma'am. Can't see the forest for all the damned trees in the way, y'know?" 

    Fishing her cell phone out of her purse, Donna poked numbers with her thumb as we went outside. 

    "It's me," she said into the phone as we neared the Vulcan, "Ed's giving us a ride to DC. We're leaving at noon." After a pause, she said, "Shouldn't be a problem. I'll be there in a few minutes, Jen. Yeah. Okay," and disconnected. 

    Facing me, she said, "We'll be ready. I'll leave my car at Jenny's and we'll go from there." 

    Nodding, I said, "All set, then. See you there, ma'am," and thumbed the Vulcan's 'start' button. Donna seemed surprised, so I asked, "What?" 

    "Well, I expected a little more noise..." 

    Putting my helmet on, I said, "'Louder' doesn't necessarily mean 'more powerful', y'know." 

    "Well, no, but..." she shruggingly sighed, "Never mind. I'll get going now and let you play with your new toy." 

    She called up her board, stepped onto it, and cast one last 'dubious sanity' look at me as she lifted skyward. 

    A middle-aged woman who'd been getting out of a blue SUV a few spaces away reacted to Donna's departure by freezing halfway out of the vehicle to staringly watch Donna's rapid upward progress. 

    Her openmouthed stare fell to me, and rather than waste riding time in discussion, I put the Vulcan in gear and pretended not to hear her yelp "What the hell was that?!" as I got underway toward the stoplight at US-19. With nowhere in particular to go, I decided to take a local scenic route; the road that follows the coastline and passes through Hernando Beach. It loops around and returns to SR-50 a few miles north and only two miles or so from my house. 

    Donna's presence --or maybe I was feeling the presence of her field-generated board? --remained above me, although I didn't spot her with a quick upward glance. 

    No matter. I headed for the beach road and hit another red light. When it changed, I quickly powered the Vulcan through the gears to sixty and held it there. 

    The presence moved and grew closer. I took the bike up to seventy as I felt Donna take up a position on my right, perhaps two feet above the shoulder of the road. 

    When I glanced at her, she was studying the bike, not me. Her eyes flicked upward from the rear wheel and met my next glance. After I passed a pickup truck I glanced at her again. 

    Donna grinned at me, shook her head slightly, and gave me a little

'bye-bye' wave before she nosed her board up and away. 

*
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