
        
            
        
    
3rd World Products, Inc. Book 11

Copyright©2008 by Ed Howdershelt

ISBN 1-932693-33-5

978-1-9326-9333-1

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

Read my other 3WP-Books before starting Book 11. 
Chapter One

    My flitter hovered in stealth mode ten feet from Mina Tierney's twelfth-floor Alexandria, Virginia office window. At three minutes to four, the tall, attractive brunette woman checked the clock over her door, made a few last notes, tossed a folder in her out basket, and locked her desk. On my field screen I watched a sniper on the fifteenth floor of an unfinished building nearly a block away. He quickly put down his binoculars and snuggled up to the stock of his .50 caliber rifle, his finger already on the trigger. 

    Tierney rolled her chair back, stretched and rolled her neck, picked up her purse, and stood up. Walking around her desk, she stopped to take her coat off the rack between her two office windows, presenting a perfect profile as she seemingly found reason to closely examine one sleeve. The sniper fired. Instead of destroying the incoming round, my flitter used its field perimeter as I'd instructed; to capture the slug undamaged. I reached up and plucked the bullet out of the air above the deck as I sent a ping to Clarke's datapad. 

    "Clarke, did you get all that?" 

    The sniper fired again as Clarke replied, "Sure did." 

    "He just made a follow-up shot." I paused to pluck a second slug from the air and said, "A flitter probe will follow him and feed the info to your pad." On my screen, the sniper did something I considered rather unusual; he lined up for yet another shot as Tierney shrugged herself into her coat. A moment later, the flitter intercepted a third bullet. The sniper picked up his spotter binoculars and stared through them for a moment, then started quickly disassembling his rifle and packing the parts into a molded plastic case. 

    "Hey, Ed," said Clarke, "How did you get Jonel to go along with us? I thought 3rd World was dead set against lending people to support FBI and CIA ops." 

    "I didn't ask. This is my flitter and you only wanted me to fly cover for a woman in DC while you nailed a sniper. If Jonel has a problem with that, she can tell it to a priest." 

    "Oh, holy shit! You're saying she doesn't know you're here?!" 

    "She might or might not know by now. Doesn't matter. I'm off the clock and I'm keeping a woman alive. The sniper's heading for the lift. Once he's aboard it, I'll get these rounds down to Harter. Tell Miz Tierney I think she's one hell of an actress, okay?" 

    "You bet. Harter's still at the van. Later, Ed. And thanks again." 

    "No problem, Clarke. See you later." 

    The flitter plummeted like a stone and stopped a foot above a white panel van with a plumbing company name on its sides. I hopped over the side and used a field platform to lower myself to the ground, then tapped on the van's passenger-side door. The blonde woman in the driver's seat saw me through the window, set her datapad on the dash, and opened the door for me. I reached up to drop the three bullets into her hand, then turned to go, but she asked, "Hey! That's it?!" 

    Looking back, I said, "You have the slugs. You have a copy of the vids. What else do you want?" 

    She gave me a wry look. "No hello or goodbye?" Meeting her gaze, I said, "Harter, five minutes after we met, you made a point of telling Stevens you weren't at all happy about me, so why bother with social bullshit?" 

    Her gaze tightened. "He told you I said that?" 

    "Hell, no. I heard you tell him." 

    "You couldn't have. You were in the next room with Clarke." 

    "Maybe you didn't notice the room partitions were just fabric-covered accordions, Harter. You were standing by the map on your side. I was standing by the map on our side. You said, 'Clarke pulled this guy out of thin air as far as I'm concerned. We don't know a damned thing about him except that he's been off our payroll for almost twenty years, so stay tight in case he fucks up big time. Make sure he doesn't take anybody else down with him'." To her credit, Harter reddened slightly --but only very slightly --as she made an 'oh, my God!' sort of face and rolled her eyes. 

    "Uh... Would it help to say I'm sorry?" 

    With a grinning shrug, I replied, "Try it with Clarke. He's the guy you work for," just as gunshots sounded from the front of the unfinished building. My implant pinged half a second before Clarke said, "Zero on my pad, Ed! We're pinned by three shooters!" 

    As she looked in the direction of the shots, Harter asked, "Ed? What's..." but I'd already called up my board. Soaring around the building, I had my flitter guide the board to hover a hundred feet above Clarke's position and saw him hunkered behind a forklift with two other people as pistol fire peppered the forklift. Hm. All that shooting without valid targets? Someone was providing cover fire while someone else moved. 

    Using a field screen, I had the flitter show me the sniper. The guy was hauling ass toward a back fence as his two pals unloaded their weapons at the forklift. I sent stuns at all of them, then told Clarke where to look for them. As I lowered the board to the ground and let it disappear, Harter came running around a truck with her gun drawn. Leaving my screen up, I yelled, 

"All clear!" and waved her over to show her a probe view of Clarke and his people cuffing bad guys. 

    Holstering her gun, she asked, "What the hell was that... that thing... you were on?" 

    "It's how I get around when I'm not on the flitter. Aren't you supposed to be at the van?" 

    Her gaze narrowed as she flatly stated, "I'm also backup." 

    "Relax, it wasn't criticism. What would you bet at least one of the bad guys will claim diplomatic immunity?" 

    "No bet. The sniper is definitely Iranian. With Savak, in fact, but he's listed as an executive secretary by the embassy." I chuckled, "No surprise there." 

    Clarke and the others came out of the building and we all headed back to the van. The prisoners were loaded and Harter climbed into the driver's seat as Clarke said, "Well, that's it. I guess we won't get to follow anybody after all." 

    "You could let one escape." 

    He shook his head. "Not in a convincing manner. We'll postpone charges and let forensics see what they can turn up during some quiet interrogations. Thanks again." 

    I grinned. "It was kinda fun to get out for a while." 

    "Well, let me know if you get in trouble about this. If Jonel fires you, I'll make you a spot on one of our teams." When I gave him a fisheye look, he sighed, "Yeah, right. Sorry. Forgot. No teams." Harter's left eyebrow went up at that. "Why not?" Glancing at her, I replied, "I prefer to work alone." 

    "Why?" 

    "Take me out for dinner and drinks and maybe I'll tell you." For a long moment, Harter just looked at me, then her narrow, irritated gaze shifted to Clarke and back to me. She said, "That remark could easily qualify as sexual harassment." 

    I chuckled, "Or even a compliment. You just demonstrated perfectly one of the reasons I hate working with other people." Calling up my board, I said, 

"Later, Clarke," and lifted into the evening sky. Once aboard my flitter, I headed back to Florida half-expecting Jonel to call and try to give me a hard time about working with Clarke. As the flitter landed, I saw the results of the thunderstorm that had been approaching when I'd left. 

    A pine tree had fallen in the neighbor's yard, thankfully missing everything but the ground. In my own yard an oak tree had broken and splintered and now tilted dangerously close to the house. Using a thin field to slice the fallen oak tree into fifteen-inch pieces, I sat in the shade with an iced coffee and watched Tiger wander over and around the tree chunks. 

    My implant pinged with Denise Jonel's chimes. I answered with, "Hello? Who is this, please?" 

    She sighed, "Oh, very cute, Ed." 

    "Gee, lady, your voice sounds almost familiar. Give me a hint?" 

    "Can you remember anything about having a new boss?" 

    "Oh, yeah! Happened about a month ago, didn't it? Danielle... no, that's not it and don't tell me. Ahhh... Got it! Denise! I think. Yeah! And your last name starts with a 'J', doesn't it? Hey, doesn't matter, I'll look it up later. What's on your mind, ma'am?" 

    She shot back, "Firing you if you don't stop clowning around. How about putting up a screen?" 

    I did so and she appeared in a light brown skirt and jacket that fit her well without quite looking snug. I let her see my appreciation and said, "Wow. Nice outfit, Denise." 

    Addressing her directly by her first name in that manner was a test of sorts. She flunked it when her eyes hardened noticeably and she seemed to frost over a bit. 

    I regarded her in matching stony silence for a moment. "Right, then. I'll ask again; what's-on-your-mind?" 

    Jonel heard me enunciate each word of my question and seemed to stiffen before she replied in a rather schoolmarmish tone, "What were you doing in DC

this afternoon?" 

    "Not DC. Alexandria. And if you really don't know, you don't belong in that chair." 

    She snapped, "Never mind what I know; what I want to know is why you think you can circumvent 3rd World policies." 

    "I saved a woman's life today. On my own time, no less. If that's against 3rd World's policies, they can explain it to the media when you fire me. Did you have any other reason for calling?" 

    A couple of seething moments passed before she replied, "Yes. I may have an assignment for you." 

    "You 'may' have an assignment? You don't know yet?" She glowered at me and flatly replied, "I'm still deciding." Sipping my coffee, I said, "Ah. Well, holler back when you're sure, ma'am. Anything else?" 

    For a moment she appeared to be considering various responses --likely scathing responses, judging by her expression --then she said, "Come to Carrington for a briefing this evening." 

    "Can't you just give me some details and let me get started on whatever it is?" 

    "I'd rather discuss the matter in person." 

    "Is that how Linda would do it?" 

    Through clenched teeth, she grated out, "Damn it, let's get something clear, Ed! It's my office now and I'd rather discuss this matter in person." She took a composing breath, then asked, "How soon can you be here?" I shrugged. "An hour. Or less." I chuckled, "You should know that, too, ma'am." 

    Glaringly glancing at her watch, she snapped, "Make it an hour and a half. I should be free by then." 

    "Okay. Is that it for now?" 

    Studying me for a moment, she replied, "Yes. See you then," and tapped her

'off' icon. I let the field screen dissipate and went to take a shower. As I put on clean clothes, Serena popped into being beside my dresser in her usual cutoffs, sneaks, and blue blouse. 

    Letting my gaze travel up her until it locked on her ice-grey eyes, I said, "Hi, there, Flitter Goddess. How's the field scooter biz going?" 

    "It's soaring, of course. I thought you might like to discuss Jonel's intentions before you go to Carrington." 

    "Um... well, I think I might rather just sit here and stare at you, ma'am. I never tire of your gorgeous eyes, y'know." 

    Her 'gorgeous eyes' rolled and her face assumed a 'yeah, sure' expression as her gaze returned to me. She manufactured a sigh and said, "As that may be, I happen to know why she called you." 

    I put on a sneaker and said, "Kewl, ma'am. In that case, why'd she call me?" 

    "There have been recordings of anomalous field use in places where there should be no field manipulation devices. Jonel has sent probes to monitor the regions, but they've been unable to determine who may be creating the anomalies." 

    'Anomalies', huh? Yeah, I guess that's one way they'd see field uses by someone who wasn't on the right list. They'd want to know who and how at the very least, especially after all the trouble one nutcase kid with a PFM had caused at the factory station. 

    I asked, "Has anyone been hurt or killed as a result of any of the anomalous field uses?" 

    "Not according to records available." 

    "How big is the area and how many 'anomalies' have occurred?" Putting up a field screen that displayed a red-boxed overhead view of what I recognized as a portion of Grand Canyon, Serena said, "Since April seventeenth, eight hundred and six incidents have been recorded in this area. None were recorded before then." 

    Studying the display, I noted that the elongated red rectangle extended from the tiny town of Cameron westward as far as Supai. The area encompassed about ten miles on both sides of the canyon and the largest numbers of green dots were concentrated in parking areas. Touching a green dot displayed the date and time and the length of time an anomaly existed and the amount of energy involved. I called up a graph. Most of the dots seemed to represent bursts that had lasted less than two seconds and used very little energy. Less than ten percent had lasted longer than a few seconds. Looking at Serena, I asked, "How many of the dots coincide with reported car break-ins and thefts, ma'am?" 

    Canting her head slightly, she answered, "Eighty-three." 

    "Big stuff or little stuff? Cameras? Electronics? Credit cards?" 

    "Most of the reported thefts have involved small amounts of money or food and drink." 

    "Money left in cars? Likely small change, mostly. Any felony-sized thefts? 

Fifty bucks or more?" 

    Causing a few of the green dots to expand, Serena said, "Yes, but in each case a larger amount of money was ignored." 

    "So someone's using fields to pop door locks or pilfer. Didn't Jonel's probes watch for that sort of activity?" 

    With a small grin, Serena replied, "Apparently not, or not in any effective manner." 

    "Meaning nobody thought to tell the probes to look for it?" Still grinning, Serena nodded. "Apparently so." Sweeping a finger along some of the green dots lightly peppering the canyon walls and bottom, I said, "No parking lots in these places. Any indications of how the fields were used there?" 

    Serena shook her head. "No evidence was found." 

    "Hm. Hunting, then. Maybe. Or maybe self-defense. That place is still pretty wild when you get off the tourist trails." Putting on my left sneaker, I stood up and said, "And I'd bet the probes have been there since the rash of

'anomalies' started. How many did they send out before Jonel called me?" My question made Serena laugh softly. "Seventy probes have been circulating within the region for the last forty-six days." That gently amazed me. "Jeeezus! Not even one of them has been able to catch somebody using a field? What does that tell you?" Laughing again, she said, "I'd prefer to hear what it tells you. After all, I've been among those who never thought to suggest the field surges might be related to petty thefts." 

    "Okay. Having already met a lady who could see fields, it tells me that someone in that area may not only be able to use fields, but may also be able to spot them. How's that sound, milady?" 

    Lifting an eyebrow, she replied, "Reasonable," and vanished. Hm. I finished dressing and made a coffee, then pinged Tiger and Annabelle to ask if they wanted to come with me to Carrington. Tiger seemed less than enthusiastic about the idea and Annabelle reflected his attitude. 

    "No, Ed. Linda is not there." 

    "Other people are there, Tiger." 

    "But Linda is not." 

    "Okay. See you later, then." 

    "Okay." 

    Grabbing my backpack and cowboy hat, I called the flitter down as I headed outside, then formed a field platform and rose to meet it. As I aimed it at Carrington and settled back in my seat, I noticed how different things seemed to feel; I had almost zero enthusiasm and even felt an odd twinge of reluctance about the trip. I sipped coffee, put on some music, and gave my reluctance some thought. I'd never felt this way when Linda had been in charge. Well, almost never. 

    With a sigh, I thought, 'Oh, well. Give the new girl the chance you promised her,' and sipped again, setting the flitter's speed to kill most of an hour so I could check email and messages in discussion groups. When I arrived at Carrington, I had the flitter park over the admin building and skimmed off the flitter's deck on my board, looping down to land at the front doors. The guy at the security desk wasn't Chuck; he was a stranger who --though he checked my ID and obviously knew who I was because of my board --made me wait as he called Jonel's office for authorization to let me into the building. 

    An ID check by some new guy I'd have readily understood, but that I suddenly needed authorization to enter the building came as a complete and unpleasant surprise. Handing my ID back, the guy passed me through and I got underway again. 

    There was a noticeable lack of traffic in the corridors as I headed for the mess hall to refill my coffee and grab a donut before the meeting. As I approached the mess hall's doors, I saw they were shut. I couldn't remember ever having seen them shut before. A sign on the right door became readable that said 'Hours of operation' and listed three two-hour serving times per day. Well, damn. 

    The clock above the doors said I'd have to wait half an hour, which was fifteen minutes too long even if I'd been willing to wait. I detoured to the security office --historically a ready source of coffee and donuts --and found the door locked, but almost as soon as I realized that, a buzzer sounded and the latch snapped back. 

    Entering the office, I found a lovely brunette lady in an Air Force uniform at a desk where before had been open floor space. I looked for the coffee pot along the left wall and it wasn't there. 

    Eyeing my shirt, jeans, and sneakers in a slightly critical manner, she asked in a flat tone, "May I help you, sir?" 

    "Yeah, where's the coffee bar? I have to kill a few minutes before a meeting with Jonel." 

    "The coffee service was removed, sir." 

    Looking appropriately amazed, I said, "No donuts I could almost understand, but a cop shop without coffee? Are you sure?" Unamused, she replied, "Yes, sir, I'm sure." I sighed, "Can't believe it. Oh, well. Is Cap'n Wallace in?" Her gaze was direct as she replied, "No, sir," and offered no further info, such as when he might return. 

    Enough. I said, "Later, then," and turned to go, but she said, "Sir, I need to see your ID." 

    "Why? Is the base on alert or something? You think they'd have let me in without one?" 

    Her gaze narrowed. "Regulations, sir." 

    I showed it to her and she actually logged my card number, something else I couldn't remember ever having happened. I clipped the card back on my shirt pocket's flap and again turned to go. 

    She said, "Sir, you're supposed to wear your ID on its lanyard." Saying, "Didn't get a lanyard with it. Don't really want one, either," I continued out of the office. A small motion near the ceiling above a water fountain nearby made me look and I watched a camera turn to aim at me. Her? 

Whatever. I sipped some of my remaining coffee, called up my board, and headed for Jonel's office, two corridor intersections away. 
Chapter Two

    When I tapped on Jonel's door, a buzzer sounded and I opened the door to find Anna at her usual desk in the outer office. I smiled at her and said, "Am I glad to see you, ma'am. They've changed this place for the worse since the last time I was here. Would you believe there was no coffee in the security office?" 

    "Sure I would," she replied dourly, "We can't keep coffeepots in our offices anymore. How've you been, Ed?" 

    "Fine. You?" 

    With a finesse that almost caused me to miss her action, she gave me the old signal for 'watchers' as she replied, "Same as ever. Have a seat and tell me how Tiger's getting along with Annabelle." As I did so, she confirmed the signal and silently tapped an index finger twice on her desk. Uh, huh. In other words, don't talk about anything else? Anna wasn't much of a pet person; although she'd been happy to see Tiger when he'd visited, she'd never asked about him between visits. 

    Wondering how and why she'd come to know some relatively ancient spook signals, I shrugged and said, "They're still together and show no signs of getting tired of each other." 

    Glancing at the clock on the wall, I asked, "If I'm gonna have to wait more than fifteen or so, I could zip down to the mess hall and be there when it opens." With an elaborate questioning look, I asked, "By the way, ma'am, why is it closed? It was never closed before except for cleaning." With a shrug of her own, Anna replied, "New rulers, new rules." From her desk intercom came Jonel's voice saying, "Anna, I've finished with Senator Hainey. Send Ed in, please." 

    Hm. Anna hadn't yet let her know I'd arrived. I got to my feet and gave Anna a thoughtful look as I passed her desk. She returned a 'yup, that's how things are' expression and buzzed me into Jonel's inner office. Jonel sat at her desk making notes as I walked in. She glanced up and indicated the chair by her desk, then returned to scribbling. I looked around and noted various differences about the office; new furniture, two new paintings, none of the old paintings, and no coffee urn in the recessed wall space near the door. 

    Well, damn. I checked my mug; not much left. Thumbing at the bathroom, I said, "Take your time, ma'am. I'll rinse out my mug and make a fresh cup." Looking up to fix me with a direct gaze, Jonel said, "It's customary to ask to use someone's bathroom." 

    "It's also customary to at least say 'hello' to visitors. Are you saying I can't use your bathroom to make a coffee?" 

    After a moment, she said, "No, of course not. And hello." I nodded, said, "Thanks and hello yourself," and sipped the last of my coffee as I entered the bathroom. Once I had a fresh mug of coffee, I took a seat by her desk and watched her as she penned yet another note before she put the pen down and looked at me. 

    Her eyes studied my shirt for a moment, then went to my coffee mug before they returned to my face. 

    "Well," she said, "Some things never change, do they?" 

    "Nope. But some do, it seems. No coffee in offices? The mess hall closed in the middle of the afternoon?" 

    "The 'dining hall'," Jonel corrected me, "Yes, Ed, some things have changed around here." She sat back in her chair and added, "And for the better, I think." 

    I chuckled, "Since I was nearly out of coffee, I think I'll disagree. How about telling me why you called me?" 

    Jonel regarded me silently for a moment, then said, "We aren't to that point in the conversation yet. First we need to talk about the way you're dressed." 

    "No we don't. You said you had an assignment for me, Denise. Let's have it so I can get to it." 

    She stiffened and her eyes hardened as they had before at my use of her first name. I'd suddenly had more than enough of whatever she was trying to dish out. Meeting her gaze, I said quietly, "Or, if you intend to try to drop some kind of dress code on me, you can just give me my retirement papers now." Rolling her eyes, she responded sarcastically, "Oh, now how could I have possibly known you'd try to play your retirement card the minute I suggested something you didn't particularly like? That won't work, Ed. Not this time. The next time you appear in this office, you'll be wearing appropriate..." In a conversational tone, I cut her off with, "Can the crap, Denise." Her eyes got big. She blurted, "What did you just say to me?!" 

    "I said, 'can-the-crap-Denise'. And give me my retirement papers. I'll drop them at personnel on my way out." 

    "That tired old 'retirement' threat won't work anymore, Ed! You just don't know when to quit pushing, do you?!" 

    "And you don't seem to know when someone's being dead serious. Hand over my papers." 

    "Forget the damned papers! Where the hell do you get off, thinking you can talk to me like that?!" 

    "Where the hell do you get off, thinking you can forget everything we agreed on back before Linda left?" Getting up, I sighed, "Never mind, I'll get new ones at personnel," and walked to the door. It was locked and the knob wouldn't move. 

    Jonel got to her feet and said in a cold, hard tone, "I'll let you know when this interview's finished, Ed. Get back over here." I sent a tendril into the lock and found the circuit board, located the motor wires, and fed them current. The lock snapped back and the door opened. Jonel had come around her desk and was heading toward me as I let myself out, closed the door, and sent a bit too much current into the lock's circuit board. 

    Looking at wide-eyed Anna, I asked, "You heard?" She nodded and nearly whispered, "Oh, hell, yes. Ed..." 

    "Right. It's been nice knowing you, ma'am. I'm heading down to personnel to retire again." 

    "Uh... Oh. Okay." Sniffing the air as she glanced around, Anna asked, "Is something burning?" 

    "Not now, it isn't." 

    The connecting door buzzed, but the lock didn't snap. It buzzed again, then again. I gave Anna a little two-finger salute and headed for the outside door. She buzzed the latch for me. Before I reached the first intersecting corridor, two AP guards came running around the corner and one of them hollered, "Sir! Stop where you are!" 

    I keyed on my five suit and kept walking toward them. The guy repeated the command. I said, "I'm on my way to personnel, guys. If it'll make you happy, you can come with me." 

    "No, sir! You will stop where you are! That's an order, sir!" Okay, I stopped. "Now what?" 

    "We have orders to escort you back to Ms. Jonel's office, sir." 

    "Nope. I've had enough of this place. It's my retirement day, guys. I'm going to personnel." 

    He quickly moved to my right as the other guy moved to my left and said, 

"No, sir! You're going where Ms. Jonel wants you to go." Grabbing my arms was a mistake. Our protective fields merged. When their uniformed arms touched my bare forearms, I sent light stun tendrils into both guys. They dropped and I called up my board, then zipped on to personnel thinking that zapping guards probably wasn't quite what Stephanie'd had in mind when she'd reprogrammed PFMs to allow certain types of contact by others wearing PFMs. 

    When I'd asked why she'd thought it necessary, she'd asked, "Ed, how many times have you reacted to a situation far too slowly?" 

    "You mean like ducking when it's already too damned late? Oh, a few times, I guess. We could count my scars if it really matters." 

    "What if someone turned on a p-field after being injured? How would that person be treated?" 

    "Ah. Yes'm. Good point, milady." 

    I didn't ask why nobody'd thought of that before, even though field suits had been around for quite a while. That afternoon she'd sent reprogramming to all PFMs. 

    At Carrington's personnel office I was pleasantly surprised to find the door unlocked and went in. The woman at the reception desk seemed somewhat wide-eyed and tense. 

    I ventured, "Jonel's already called you, hasn't she?" The woman nodded slightly. 

    "Look, I just want to retire, ma'am. Give me the papers and I'll fill them out." 

    She shook her head. "I... Uh... I can't. Ms. Jonel said..." Calling up a field screen and instructing the flitter to connect me to Wallace's datapad, I said, "Stand by one, ma'am." Wallace answered and pretended vast surprise. "Well, well! What brings you to our neck of the woods?" 

    "You gonna pretend Jonel didn't tell you I was coming?" He shrugged. "I guess not. What's up, Ed?" 

    "Not 'up', Cap. 'Down'. Jonel locked the door to keep me in her office. I fried the lock and left anyway, then two of your guys grabbed me on the way, which means Jonel called out the guard when I wouldn't stick around and take her crap. Now I'm trying to get some woman to cough up retirement papers so I can sign out for good." 

    "Turn the screen, Ed. Let her see me." 

    I did so and he said, "Ms. Mitchell, give him the papers." 

    "I... uh... Ms. Jonel said... said I shouldn't..." She let her sentence trail off and looked rather pleadingly at Wallace. 

    "Cap," I said, "I'd rather not get her in trouble, so why don't I just leave? Maybe you can talk Jonel into being sensible later." 

    "Who says she's the one who isn't being sensible? She's trying to retain an asset, isn't she?" 

    I sighed, "Look, I'm gonna split. It doesn't matter to me whether she says I quit, got fired, or retired, 'cuz you and a dozen others know the real story. If I have to, I'll get a lawyer." 

    For a moment he just looked at me, then he said, "Maybe Linda could help." 

    "Nah, don't bother her with it. All I need are some witnesses for later, and I've got those. If Mitchell won't give me the papers, I'll just hit the road for now and do 'em later." 

    Looking a bit to his left, Wallace said, "Just a minute, Ed. Jonel's calling. Stay put while I talk to her, okay?" 

    Any reason not to? No. I replied, "Yeah. Okay." I opened a link through the flitter to monitor his datapad. Jonel was in the middle of a tirade when I tuned in. Wallace let her rant for a time, then said, "No. I know him, Denise. He's not bluffing." She ranted, "Then he can by-God get the hell off my base! The bastard locked me in my own office, Emory!" 

    "He said you locked the door. He also said you wouldn't give him his retirement papers and that you told Mitchell not to give him the forms in personnel." 

    "Retirement, hell! He's fired, Emory!" 

    "Not a good idea, Denise. Too many people know what happened and his flitter probably recorded everything, as usual. He'd sue and I've no damned doubt at all he'd find a way to win. 3rd World wouldn't be too happy with you about that." 

    Jonel looked shocked and incensed. "Are you siding with him?!" 

    "I'm just stating the facts, damn it! If you really want him gone instantly with as little fuss as possible, just give him his damned retirement papers!" 

    Looking as if she might explode, Jonel seethed silently as the two APs I'd stunned came bursting into the office with their stun wands at the ready. One yelled, "Freeze!" and the other circled behind me. Holding up a hand to point at the field screen, I said, "Just hang on a minute, guys. I have your Cap'n Wallace on the horn." The guy behind me snapped, "That screen's blank!" 

    "I'm on hold. He's having a chat with Jonel." Thumbing at Mitchell, I said, "Ask her." 

    They didn't have to ask. The shaken woman nodded vigorously and yelped, 

"Yes! It's true! He was talking to Captain Wallace when Ms. Jonel called him!" Shaking her head slightly, she amended, "I mean, she called Captain Wallace!" The APs glanced at each other and seemed uncertain about how to proceed for a moment, then the one by the door asked, "How did you stun us back in the hall? We had our p-fields on." 

    Rather than tell him about field tendrils, I said, "I helped invent PFMs. Some things they can do aren't in the manuals." 

    "What things? Why not?" 

    I shrugged. "Damned if I know. I didn't write the manuals. Haven't read

'em, either. Now hush up and let's wait for Wallace to get back to me." In my flitter-view of Wallace's datapad, I saw Jonel draw a deep, focusing breath. Some of the red faded from her face and she said in an icy voice, 

"Have him come back to my office. If he can get my goddamned door open, I'll hand him his goddamned papers." 

    Wallace replied, "Okay, Denise. I'll tell him." She poked her 'off' icon and Wallace reopened our link with, "Ed? You still there?" 

    Watching myself on Wallace's datapad, I canceled the flitter link and replied, "Yeah, Cap." 

    "Jonel says you can have your papers if you can get her door open." He chuckled, "She didn't say what would happen if you can't." 

    "Roger that. Okay, Cap. On my way." 

    "Let me know how things turn out, okay? I'll want your version." 

    "You'll get a recording. Thanks, Cap." 

    When I called up my board, the AP between me and the door hopped sideways like a startled cat. I headed back to Jonel's office and knocked. Anna let me in and stood to one side as I sent another tendril to locate and energize the lock motor's power wires. The lock snapped back and I opened the door to find Jonel standing near the door with my papers. 

    She held them up and I reached for them, but she snatched them back and said, "Not so fast. I want a word with you first." 

    "We already had some words, ma'am. I didn't like any of 'em, so I'm gonna re-retire and maybe take a long bike trip to the Grand Canyon." The last two words made her stop and stare, just as I'd expected. I grabbed the papers out of her hand and checked them over to give her a moment to think, then nodded. 

    As I stepped backward through the doorway, Jonel quickly followed, peering at me as she asked, "Why the Grand Canyon?" 

    "To get away from Florida for a while. Bye." 

    "Hold it! I never told you about the assignment." Holding up the papers, I said, "Can't see how that matters now." 

    "But it does! That's where I was going to send you!" I shrugged. "Still doesn't matter. Bye," and turned to leave. Jonel stepped forward quickly and grabbed my elbow as she sharply gestured for Anna to leave the room. Anna gave me a stark, raised-eyebrow glance, then left, pulling the door shut. 

    I kept a firm grip on my papers as I turned to face Jonel and clearly enunciated each word of, "How do I get through to you, lady? I'm outta here." Jonel hissed, "Just wait a minute, damn it! Maybe we can work something out! Don't you even want to know why I want to send you there?" Meeting her gaze, I asked, "Was it something you could have told me without dragging me all the way out here to New Fort Tightass?" Gesturing around, I said, "I used to like visiting this place, but now it's full of new people and it's all about badge checks, locked doors, and a serious lack of such simple amenities as office coffee. And my soon-to-be-ex boss apparently wants to institute a damned dress code. Not my idea of a pleasant place at all, ma'am. Others may have to put up with that kind of bullshit, but I don't." 

    As I again headed for the front door, Jonel stated firmly, "But you do still need someone between you and the government." 

    "It doesn't have to be you. I'll figure something out." 

    "Damn it, can't you be reasonable, Ed?! Maybe I overplayed my hand earlier." 

    "You actually thought you had a hand to play, Denise. For that matter, you thought there was a damned game, even though I made all that clear long before Linda left. I came here for an assignment, but you tried to shove a dress code at me. Bye." 

    Looking rather exasperated, she said, "Forget all that! Just forget I said anything! I do have an assignment for you, Ed. At the Grand Canyon; I wasn't kidding about that. Why not take it and we'll both back off a while and talk about things again later? How could that hurt?" 

    Hm. She had a point of sorts. How could it hurt? I'd made my point, too. I had my papers now and I could always file them later if she continued being difficult. 

    Apparently sensing my thoughts, Jonel said, "You have your papers. File them later if you still want to. But why not at least have a look at the job?" Shrugging, I said, "Okay. Sure. What is it?" She seemed suspicious. "That was entirely too damned easy, Ed. Are you going to let me waste my time telling you, then walk out of here and go straight to personnel anyway?" 

    I chuckled, "Not if you'll quit screwing around and get to it. What's the big deal at the canyon?" 

    Jonel said, "Put up a screen and I'll show you." I did so and what she displayed was essentially the same as Serena's info. I kept my observations to myself. After she summarized, Jonel said, "Our probes have had no luck at all for over two months. I want you to find out what's making those field blips." Shrugging again, I folded my papers and stuck them in a back pocket. "What the hell. Okay. I was going out there anyway." 

    Her face morphed from somber to moderately exuberant in an instant, but her eyes didn't quite match her expression as she said, "Excellent! We'll talk again tomorrow." 

    "About what? Unless something new turns up, that is? Denise, if you really want me aboard this boat, it'll be better if you just tell me what needs done and stand by." 

    Her eyes hardened a bit. "If things end up having to be that way, maybe we can work something out. How soon do you think you can get to the canyon?" I added up travel times between stops and said, "Saturday to prep for the trip. Leave Sunday. Stops to visit my sisters. I could probably be at the canyon by next Sunday." 

    That answer didn't please her at all. "Can't you just load your bike on the flitter and get there tomorrow?" 

    "Nope. I got that bike to ride it and I told my sisters I'd be visiting them. Besides, if I buzz in with a fresh High Plains sunburn and a wad of gas receipts on a bike with Florida tags, I'll look like a tourist, not some kind of cop. Whoever's making those field blips seems to know how to avoid being spotted, and I'd bet that person would be just as quick to spot someone watching the parking lots." 

    "You think it's definitely a person?" 

    "Ever heard of a natural phenomenon that caused a field blip?" Jonel shook her head. "No. I asked Wallace's TAC officer the same question and got the same answer." 

    After a bit more chat, I left with my paperwork and stashed it in my flitter's console as I headed back to Florida. 
Chapter Three

    Serena materialized in the seat to my right and asked, "Would you care to review some probe logs concerning your assignment?" Retrieving a beer from the cooler, I nodded. "Sure. You know, I think you're every bit as beautiful as any of the other AI ladies." Giving me a mild fisheye look, she asked, "Were you under the impression I needed reassurance?" 

    "Nah. Just felt like stating the obvious. Damn, you're pretty." Calling up probe logs on a field screen, she replied, "Thank you." Serena was also somewhat different from my previous AI friends in that she seemed to prefer a cooler, more aloof demeanor, but my comments didn't seem to offend her. At first I'd wondered about that, so in my usual tactless way, I'd simply asked her, "Does it bug you when I compliment you?" She'd fixed me with her usual direct, rather impassive gaze and replied, 

"Not at all." 

    "You're sure?" 

    Her left eyebrow had lifted. "Yes, I'm sure." 

    "Good." 

    And that was it. I'd never asked again, despite being tempted a few times when she'd received such compliments as if they'd been weather updates. I let my gaze travel over Serena, then glanced at the screen data. Damn. Reviewing the blip logs would take hours. 

    The probes had scanned parking lots and cruised the canyon environs in about the same manner as a UARV --an Unmanned Aerial Recon Vehicle. While they provided some fairly impressive views of the region, half an hour of watching the vids provided nothing in the way of info useful to catching a field user. 

    "Lemme guess," I said, "These probes were directly controlled by people in 3rd World's security office." 

    Serena gave me an odd look and nodded. "Yes, they were." 

    "Figures. Do any of them record from fixed positions?" 

    "Two. How did you know these probes weren't drones?" 

    "They didn't feel like drones. The blips were a low priority, but nobody could locate their cause, so they probably put newbies on the monitors and called it training. The newbies turned the operation into a video game. Look how they buzzed those cliffs and that creek." 

    When Serena made no response, I instructed the flitter to show me only probe views recorded within thirty seconds and one hundred yards of each field anomaly. That cut the pile of vids down greatly, but still showed me nothing particularly useful. 

    I checked monitor logs and muttered, "Seems likely they'd have tried to see if any people were consistently on hand during anomalies, but if they did, there's no mention of it. Flitter, root through the recordings you just displayed and show me any people present during the anomalies, please." The screen expanded to about nine feet tall and wide and row upon row of iconized human faces appeared. Each icon was about an inch and a half square. 

    "Well, damn," I said, "That didn't simplify things much, did it?" Serena chuckled softly and I asked the flitter to show me only those people who appeared in conjunction with field anomalies more than ten times. The screen shrank dramatically and only four rows of people remained. 

    "Make that twenty times, flitter." 

    Only half of one row of pictures remained and the screen adjusted to present them in a square frame about four feet by four feet. 

    "Now that we've winnowed the pile a bit, show the number of times each person appeared in the vids, please, then display only the top ten percent." As an afterthought, I said, "And whatever info our searching turns up should not be shared with anyone at Carrington yet. That bunch has become a little too heavy-handed." 

    My remark made Serena give me a sidelong glance as numbers appeared below each picture and most of the pictures vanished. The screen adjusted again to present the remaining four people, one of whom was a park ranger who had the lowest number at 88. The other three people had scores ranging from 103 to 262. 

    Studying the faces, I saw that the park ranger was white, likely of Slavic ancestry. The two next highest scores belonged to a couple of Indian boys in their teens, and the highest score of all was that of a very tanned brunette white woman who looked to be in her late twenties. The flitter speculated her age to be about twenty-two and said she was five-nine tall and one-thirty-four pounds. 

    Sipping my beer, I said, "She should have used sunscreen. I'd have guessed her as almost thirty. Flitter, the next time a probe spots her, send one of your own probes to keep an eye on her, please. Has that woman ever worked for 3rd World or any of its affiliates?" 

    Serena replied, "Her face doesn't appear in personnel records." Hm. "What about government records?" 

    "The flitter is currently searching US and Canadian databases." 

    "Has 3rd World ever lost any field-using equipment on Earth that would reasonably match the anomalies in some manner? Intensity or frequency or whatever other ways?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    Hm, again. Maybe one of the AIs had issued someone else gear like my field implants? Not the most likely answer, but I couldn't remember having directly asked that question. 

    Elkor appeared on top of the flitter's console in his cat suit and said, 

"Ed, your earliest successful attempts to use your implants generated similarly small field impulses." 

    "You've become a mind reader, Elkor. Have any of the AIs issued implants to anyone else?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    "Do you have any other thoughts about how this woman might be causing the blips?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    "Hm. Possibly a dumb question, but have they already scanned the region for field manipulation devices? They're on all the time, right?" 

    "Yes, Ed. None were discovered." 

    I sighed, "Of course not. That would have been way too easy." Sipping beer again, I asked, "We know a woman who can see fields. Is it possible this one can make her own? No gadgets needed?" 

    Serena canted her head slightly and said, "She'd be the first human proven capable of doing so." 

    "Proven, huh? Others have claimed to be able to use fields?" She nodded. "Yes, but none have been able to demonstrate their abilities during tests." 

    "You said 'human'. What about non-humans?" Shaking her head slightly, she replied, "None." 

    "What about me? Now that I've had some time and practice with implants, what are the odds that I could whomp up some kind of field activity without them?" 

    For whatever reason, responding to that question took Elkor what seemed a rather long time. Something like a whole second elapsed before he said, "That ability seems unlikely, Ed." 

    Uh, huh. Let's find out for sure. "Elkor, can you turn off my field manipulation implant and turn it back on later?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Good. Let's see how the day goes without it." Looking concerned for the first time since she'd first appeared in my life, Serena asked, "Are you certain you wish to do this, Ed?" 

    "Sure. He said he can turn it back on and I can prob'ly survive a few hours without it while I try to conjure up some kind of field. Go ahead and do it, Elkor." 

    The flitter was descending toward my driveway as a sudden sense that something was very wrong or missing settled over me. I shuddered once, took a breath, and muttered, "Damn. I knew the instant you turned it off." Wondering if I still had telepathic contact with the flitter, I linked to it and made the console monitor come on, then had it display a P-51 Mustang. I felt a sense of relief when the picture appeared. Just to be sure, I switched the picture to an A-10 Thunderbolt, then to Tiger. Both pictures appeared instantly. 

    Taking a penny out of my pocket, I tried to generate a field to lift it out of my hand. Nothing happened, but Elkor's gaze seemed to intensify slightly. I looked at Serena, saw a similar expression on her face, and asked, 

"What's the matter?" 

    Serena said flatly, quietly, "You're manifesting a field, Ed." Looking at the motionless penny, I replied, "Not much of one." 

    "No, but a field nonetheless." 

    Elkor asked, "Will you continue this experiment?" Shrugging, I said, "Sure. For a while, anyway." I chuckled, "But prob'ly only until I start feeling a little too inconvenienced." I found a bit of lint in my shirt pocket and set it on the deck, then tried to move it. The bit of lint didn't budge. I tried a little harder and thought I saw some of the fuzz at the edges move, but that might have been for any of a number of reasons, including my imagination. I tried aiming some heat at it and it just sat there. No fire. No smoke. No results whatsoever that I could see. 

    I asked, "Did I at least heat it up a little?" Serena said, "You warmed it to 107.4 degrees Fahrenheit." Sitting back, I sipped beer. "Hm. Okay, then. First, let's all agree that this qualifies as a secret. Just between us, right?" Elkor asked, "May I ask why, Ed? This sort of discovery could be of great importance." 

    "No doubt about it, Elkor, but I'd rather not become a lab rat. For the sake of argument, let's say that there's a woman in Arizona who can make her own fields in some manner. Say she's using them to pop door locks and steal stuff out of cars. If that's all she's doing, there's no hurry about getting out there and I'll ride the bike rather than haul it to the canyon." Looking at Serena, I asked, "Need I suggest that you find some unobtrusive way to look inside her head, ma'am? See if she has any unusual brain activities going on? Like that?" 

    She replied, "Certainly you may suggest it, but such a personal invasion would be illegal without her consent." 

    Trying to match her demeanor, I said, "Well, la-de-dah, lady. She's using her talent to rip people off." 

    "She's merely suspected of theft. Evidence is circumstantial." I finished my beer and said, "Picky," as I tossed the bottle at the flitter's field. It flashed to plasma as I stood up and sighed, "Yeah, sure. Okay. Make me do all the work. I'll ride all the way out there just to see if she'll let you poke around in her head." 

    Serena gave me a look of mock concern and said, "You poor thing. Your life with me must be little more than a series of trials and tribulations. Will there be anything else for the moment?" 

    "Nah. I'll holler if I think of anything, milady." Still smiling, she vanished. 

    Looking at Elkor, I laughed, "Wow. She's one of the least sympathetic AIs you've ever conjured up, dude." 

    "Apparently so. I'll place copies of my data at your disposal as you experiment." 

    "Thanks, Elkor." 

    He also vanished. I slung my backpack on a shoulder and stepped off the flitter, aiming little field blasts at leaves and twigs as I ambled up the walkway. Nothing moved, of course. I tried stunning a few ants and they seemed to stagger a bit, but the way they bumble around made it hard to tell for sure. When I entered the house, Tiger and Annabelle were sitting on the sofa chair. 

    Both of them gave me rather studious looks and Tiger said, "Ed, you feel... different." Apparently struggling to find a way to say what he was thinking, he added, "Something is not there." 

    "I'm trying something, Tiger. I had Elkor turn off my field implant for a while." 

    "Was it broken?" 

    "No, I want to see if I can use fields without it." A moment passed, then he asked, "Why?" 

    I shrugged. "Just to see if I can. It's a thing of interest to me." Tiger knew about things of interest, though his were most often small living creatures and things that smelled odd. 

    He replied, "Okay," as I sat to pet them. Annabelle said nothing; she still wasn't a big talker. She'd acquired a reasonable vocabulary, but never seemed to have much to say. On this occasion, however, she did. 

    "I liked you better before. You do not feel... correct... now." I petted her and said, "Well, I'm still mostly me and I still like cats. Is that good enough, ma'am?" 

    She appeared to give that thought for a couple of beats, then stretched her chin up for some rubbing and said, "Yes." 

    "Glad to hear it. Tiger, I'm going on a trip on the motorcycle soon. I don't know when I'll be back, so I'll ask Sharon to check your food and water. Okay?" 

    He asked questions about the trip and I asked Elkor to turn my implant on so I could call up a screen and show Tiger pictures of the Grand Canyon. After a few pictures, Tiger said, "There is nothing. Here is grass." 

    "I'll try to find something to bring home for you." He agreed that would do and I asked Elkor to again turn off my implant. It took a surprisingly short time to make a few calls and get everything together. Once everything I thought I'd need was stashed somewhere on the bike, I headed to a gas station with thoughts of leaving on Saturday instead. Giving the matter more thought, I found no good reasons not to do so. While I was adjusting gear and checking the bike's juices, several members of the local SCRC group rolled in. They seemed amazed at the amount of stuff on the bike and I told them about my trip, which seemed to amaze them even more. 

    Harry Evers yelped, "That's two thousand miles, Ed! Each way!" 

    "Yup. And probably a thousand or so incidental miles." Lana Evers asked, "You're going all that way alone?" 

    "No. I'll meet up with some people in Flagstaff." Lana looked at me as if I was nuts and walked into the convenience store. Others made similar comments by word or deed, except for Ben Stoller. He laughed, "Don't listen to them, Ed. Most of them have never been more than one tank away from home on their bikes." 

    Pretending deep offense, Harry corrected him with, "Two tanks, Ben. We went to Daytona last year. It was a tank each way." 

    "Oops. You're right. Okay, two tanks from home." There was more such yap and a few questions before I excused myself and headed home. One of the SCRC people, Linda White, knew about my field scooter because she'd been in my neighborhood when I'd come home one day. She'd said nothing at the gas station, but when I got home, my phone rang. Since I'd turned off my implant again, the tendril I automatically sent to pick up the phone failed miserably. I picked it up by hand and turned off the answering machine's recording. 

    After greetings, she asked, "Why the bike, Ed? Your field scooter could handle the load and get you there faster." 

    "I don't want to get there faster. I'm gonna use the road time as isolation to think about some things." 

    "What kind of things? Are you having problems of some sort?" 

    "Only the usual, I guess. For example... I've been working on the same book for the last five years; just tinkering with it now and then and trying to finish it without making it look as if I just nailed it shut to be done with it." 

    "The one about the furry alien?" 

    "Yup. I've written about a dozen other books while that one's been under construction. There are a few other things going on too, and I'm really kind of tired of Florida's scenery. There's nothing here but sand and jungle between housing developments." 

    Pausing for a few beats, she opined, "Ed, there's more bugging you than you're telling me." 

    "Prob'ly so, ma'am." 

    "I think definitely so, Ed." 

    "Well, that's your privilege, ma'am. Look, I still need to contact a few people. Say hi to George for me." 

    There was another pause, then she sighed, "Yeah, okay. If you ever need to talk, let me know, okay?" 

    "Thanks, Linda." 

    "See you when you get back. Have a good trip, okay?" 

    "Will do. G'night, Linda." 

    "Goodnight, Ed." 

    Once she was off the phone, I emailed BJ Ray and Joe Buford from my edits group and let them know I'd be heading for Grand Canyon. That would come as no surprise to them; we'd been discussing the idea of meeting somewhere someday and had pretty much settled on Arizona, which was almost equidistant between BJ and me and only about a day's drive for Joe. 

    Joe's reply came while I was on line, saying he could get the weekend off and that he'd check with BJ. I sent an acknowledgment just as BJ's reply arrived. She was enthusiastic and said she'd check with Joe, then answered the message she received from him while answering mine. She also offered to choose a motel in Flagstaff as our meeting point and base of operations. After a few more messages among ourselves, I turned off the computer and got ready for bed. Tiger and Annabelle sprawled on the corner of the bed as I turned out the light. 
Chapter Four

    Saturday morning was clear and bright, but a few things kept me from hitting the road until ten. Once I was underway and an hour north of Spring Hill, a sense of freedom seemed to settle in and brighten the world a bit. Dark clouds ahead looked as if they were smack above my route, but the road curved around Florida's coastline and the clouds soon sat above farms to the east. 

    There was no rain all the way to Tallahassee, where a light sprinkle dampened my windshield. I managed enough of a field to wipe the droplets off the windshield in two-inch wide strips as I rode. As I took a break at a convenience store, I studied the sky ahead and asked Elkor to turn my implant back on. 

    He asked, "Will you experiment more later?" 

    "Oh, sure, but I may need my regular fields soon." Once I was on I-10, I took the bike up to 80 and mostly held it there unless traffic or conditions warranted slowing down. Just past the Marianna exit, I was stopped by a Highway Patrol car for a license and registration check. As the cop watched me mount up to leave, he produced a digital camera and said, "We don't see too many bikes with coolers or bikers wearing cowboy hats. Mind if I take a picture?" 

    I shrugged. "Nope. Go ahead." 

    He walked around the bike and shot from my left, then from my right, and grinned as he said, "Thanks. Have a good day." At the Alabama border, I stopped to swap my hat for a helmet, then continued on to Mobile, where the sky again threatened to rain on me. On the long Mobile Bay Bridge there was nowhere to shelter, so the idea of a lightning storm didn't appeal to me at all. I turned on my five suit on general principles, but I really didn't think it had a chance in hell against a lightning bolt. 

    No rain fell, but lightning struck the bridge twice as I crossed the bay. The first bolt hit far ahead of me and the second seemed to hit a truck about a quarter of a mile ahead of me. Another bolt struck a boat just north of the bridge as I reached the tunnel end. By the time I reached I-65N on the other side of town, I was out from under the mass of storm clouds. I followed I-65

to US-98 and headed for Hattiesburg under a clear sky. Stops for food, gas, rest, and one stop to see if I could help an older couple in a Buick along US-98 near Wilmer, Alabama had added a few hours to my travel time. We got the Buick started and I followed them to the nearest gas station with repair bays, talked to the mechanic, and got a fresh coffee before I continued my trip. 

    It was getting dark as I chose a motel in Hattiesburg where I could park the bike in front of my room. I unloaded the bike, took a shower, and checked email before I called Elkor and again asked him to turn off my field manipulation implant. 

    Serena appeared and they watched as I tried again to levitate a penny and eventually managed to lift one side and stand it on edge. I decided to try my luck with water and half-filled one of the paper-wrapped glasses from the bathroom sink. It took what seemed to be an awfully long time to manifest a bit of ice in the glass. 

    As I continued to build the wad of ice, I asked, "Elkor, if I can do this, should I be able to turn my implant off and on?" 

    His little cat face turned from the ice to me. "Very likely." 

    "Would you coach me through it a few times?" He agreed and perhaps fifteen minutes later I felt as if I had a reliable grasp of the method. After another half hour of practice with my paltry fields, I turned my implant back on and sacked out for the night at around eleven. 

    The motel's wake-up service called at eight Sunday morning, as I'd requested. I left everything but my laptop and backpack in the room and had a quick breakfast next door, then returned to brush my teeth, pack the bike, and check out with a fresh mug of coffee. 

    After a stop for gas and to check the bike over, I got underway toward Jackson, Mississippi. The quality of the road surprised the hell out of me; apparently they'd resurfaced it since I'd last driven it back in 1998. I rolled along enjoying hills that were more than simply bumps in the terrain and forests that weren't slash pines and jungle undergrowth for the next hour until a cop car lit up behind me. 

    It was another license and registration check, of course, but also a helmet check. The black lady cop turned my helmet over and checked for a DOT

sticker, then checked the inside tag. As she handed my helmet back to me, she read aloud the bumper sticker on the side of my blue cooler 'trunk' that said

'I'd rather be hang gliding!' 

    Giving me a skeptical look, she asked, "Is that for real?" 

    "Yup." I showed her my Gliding Association card and she muttered, "Well, I'll be damned..." as she eyed me again. "Aren't you a little old to be messing around with... things like that?" 

    I shrugged. "Nah. I get a senior rate." 

    She didn't seem to know whether to believe me. "Those things really got a senior rate?!" 

    "Well, it's really the same as all the other rates, but they don't tell you that until you've already signed up." 

    She snorted a laugh. "You're kidding me, right?" 

    "Yup, sure am. Officially, there are no seniors in the sky and pilot discounts don't exist. We just don't get any respect, y'know?" Laughing again, she waved at the road and said, "Go on, now. Get outta here. I'm not gonna bust you today." 

    Mounting the bike, I said, "Thanks, ma'am. Be sure to suggest that to all your badge-toting buddies, too, okay?" 

    The ladybear gave me a little hand-flap wave, grinningly replied, "Oh, you bet, honey!" and got in her car. 

    Other than some seriously squirrelly traffic in Jackson, the rest of my trip through Mississippi and Louisiana was uneventful. At the Texas welcome station near the state line, I parked in the almost-empty east side of the lot and swapped my helmet for my cowboy hat. After washing up and making a fresh mug of coffee, I spent some time walking around to loosen up a bit, then took a seat at one of the picnic tables. 

    When a fly landed on the table, it seemed a good time to turn off my implant again and practice a bit. I sent a stun at the fly and it seemed disturbed, but continued moving. I tried a few more times and managed to make it stagger and hunker, but then the damned thing got up and started buzzing around my coffee mug. 

    "Uh-uh," I muttered, "Not my coffee, damn it," and sent another stun at it. The fly seemed to freeze and plummeted to the table. I realized then that I had the right key, but the wrong attitude. As I had when training others to use PFMs, I tried to think of things that irritated me in order to beef up my field intensity. Didn't work. Being out on the road and away from it all felt too good, I guess. 

    A beat-up old blue pickup truck with Louisiana plates and a camper shell entered the parking area and stopped just down the row from my bike. Almost instantly, four small children and a chow dog burst out of the camper end of the vehicle and hauled ass toward the welcome station's main building as a noisy group. A big man and a little woman got out of the front of the truck. She followed the kids as the man ambled over to look at my bike. He saw me sitting at a nearby picnic table and seemed not to connect me with the bike, likely because of my hat. Walking around the back of the bike, he flipped the padlock on my cooler 'trunk' up once, then he switched his attention to the right-side bag and tugged experimentally on the cargo netting holding it. 

    As he quickly unhooked the bottom of the netting, I said, "Hey!" and turned my implant back on as I got up to walk over there. He looked up from unhooking the net in a curious, challenging manner and growled, "Whyn't yew jist turn yer ass aroun' an' git th' fuck outta here?" Sipping my coffee, I replied, "Won't happen. That's my bike." Glancing at my hat, then at the rest of me, he said, "Yew don't look like no biker." 

    "You aren't the first to think so. Get away from my bike." His dull glower became a glare of hatred and he turned to face me. "Yew don't be tellin' me what to do, muthafucka! I'll kick yer ass!" He glanced around and whistled. I glanced around, as well. A low growl came from my left and his damned dog came tearing across the grass at me, snarling and showing its teeth. The guy in front of me tensed, probably thinking he'd lunge at me when the dog got me. I stunned the dog as it leaped and it slid to a stop between us. 

    Sure enough, the guy had already started forward. He had to step lively to avoid stepping on the dog. I grabbed his right sleeve and dropped to one knee to pull him forward and down, slamming his head on the sidewalk twice. When that didn't quite put him out, I whacked his head on the concrete again and he lay still. 

    I looked around and didn't see anyone, so I slung my coffee mug between the handlebars, rehooked the cargo net, put on my helmet, got on the bike, and fished my keys out of my pocket. As I started the bike, I considered whether I wanted the guy to wake up pissed and perhaps chase me in the truck. He seemed the type to do that. 

    Stopping by the passenger side of the truck, I poked the right front tire's sidewall with the tip of my knife. Was one tire enough? Changing it could take as little as fifteen minutes. On general principles, I also flattened one of the truck's back tires before I got underway toward Dallas. It occurred to me that he might talk to the cops, but I kind of doubted he would. He also seemed the type to want to avoid their attention. Lifting my coffee mug from its sling, I sipped as I rode along and wondered why Serena hadn't materialized. Any of the other AI ladies would have, if only to criticize my use of violence. I sent her a ping and she answered, "Yes?" without appearing. 

    "I just wondered why you didn't drop in back there, ma'am." 

    "You didn't call me and you didn't appear to need assistance." Huh. Oh, well. First time for everything. I said, "Just wondered. Sorry to have bothered you, milady." 

    "You didn't. Five percent of my processing abilities are reserved for monitoring and assisting you." 

    I laughed, "Wow! Five whole percent?!" 

    "Shall I inform you when that task requires more than two percent? So far it hasn't." 

    With a grin, I replied, "Oh, yes, ma'am! Please do! I'd be damned surprised if I can draw three percent barring extreme emergencies. Care to join me on the road for a while?" 

    She paused, then answered, "I will if you wish." 

    "Nah. I heard your lack of enthusiasm. Later, milady." 

    "Later, Ed." 

    A bit less than three hours later, darkness and I reached the eastern side of Dallas at about the same time. There was brand new black pavement leading off in several directions. Multiple lines of reflective cones and barrels seemed to form a maze that sometimes even followed the general path of white painted dots --not actual lines --on the pavement. Clusters of signs pointed everywhere, especially two big clusters someone had knocked down. I pulled off the road and took a good look around, then chose a double line of barrels as the most likely path through the maze. A dozen or so miles later, I found myself following I-20 around the south side of town. Good

'nuff. I got off the Interstate at Beltline Road and reached my sister's house a few minutes later. 

    Rather than have her cook, I hauled my luggage into the house and took her to a late dinner. We chatted for an hour or so, but there wasn't much news that we hadn't already shared in emails. After watching the weather, I hit the sack around midnight. 

    Monday morning began with a semi-Siamese cat walking on my legs. I watched her stealthy investigation of the stranger on her couch until she suddenly realized she was being watched and froze. 

    When I said, "Hi, there," she bolted across the room and into the kitchen past my sister, who paused in washing dishes to raise her voice to say, "That one was abused. She hid under the couch for her first two weeks here. What do you want to do about breakfast?" 

    "If you're hungry, let's go out again." 

    "Sounds good. I'll be finished by the time you're ready to go." 

    "Okay. Speaking of going, last night's weather blonde said all the wet crap from the coast will get up here this evening, so I'll get underway when we get back from breakfast. Maybe I can outrun it." We had a fast food breakfast and she helped me haul my stuff out to the bike. After making a coffee for the road, I got rolling around ten, taking I-30 to Fort Worth's I-820 loop, where I picked up US-287 and headed north for Wichita Falls. The scenery became mostly open fields between towns and I noticed a slight headwind not long after I passed Decatur. By the time I reached Bowie, the headwind wasn't so slight anymore; I figured it to be about twenty miles per hour. 

    There was a big patch of thunderstorm ahead as I entered Wichita Falls, so I stopped for food and gas, parked the bike under the station's canopy, and watched the storm drench the downtown area for half an hour or so as it passed. A cop pulled in and we talked about the travails of traveling on a bike for a while, then he left and I got underway again a few minutes later. The wind was blowing again as I rolled through town, but it didn't get bad until I reached the town of Iowa Park. After a couple of sudden gusts, a steady strong wind from the north did its best to try to shove me across the highway. I had to lean into it as if I was taking a long curve in the road and that strong north wind only got worse as I passed Vernon, Texas. A sign said Amarillo was 171 miles ahead. Rather than take a chance on getting stuck somewhere, I'd been filling the tank about every 150-160 miles. I noted that my mileage was down from its usual 41 per gallon to about 35 due to extra weight, the wind, and doing about 80 mph on the Interstate. The empty distances between towns and my memories of Bible-belt Texas rolling up its sidewalks way too early made me think that 150 miles or even slightly less was a much more sensible refill point. 

    In Amarillo I got on I-40 and headed west. North of the highway were miles of three-bladed windmills standing in rows like soldiers. They made complete sense as gusting winds stronger than before made me lean even farther just to keep the bike in one lane. 

    Studying the barren landscape along the way, it was easy to envision the area as the bottom of an ancient ocean. Except for a lack of water and fish, it looked pretty much like the ocean bottom I'd seen during some of my coastal dives. 

    If you haven't been to Albuquerque, be advised there's a steep stretch of Interstate carved into a canyon wall just before you get to the eastern side of town. I thought the canyon might provide some protection from the wind, but I was absolutely wrong about that. It channeled the wind into an even stronger tailwind. 

    I began that downhill run just after dark on fairly normal Interstate highway, but it soon became an apparently endless construction zone as bad as the one in Dallas. Everyone was going considerably faster than the posted 45

MPH speed limit and jockeying to try to get around each other as if they were in some kind of race. 

    There were suddenly semi trucks in front of me and behind me and a carload of four dumbasses on my left who didn't seem to realize that rolling downhill in the dark at sixty in a construction zone in a tight little cluster with big-assed trucks was a really bad idea. Correction; as I glanced into the car, I saw the driver seemed frozen at the wheel, terrified of what he'd gotten into. His eyes looked like a couple of saucers and I could see him gritting his teeth. 

    Did it ever occur to him to simply slow down from sixty and look for an opening on his right? Not even once, apparently. I was hoping he'd pull ahead or drop back so I could get the hell out of that slot between the trucks, but no. He stayed right where he was, even when his left side scuffed the concrete barricades a couple of times. 

    Sometimes you know without the slightest doubt that it's time to get the hell off the road. That's how I strongly felt at that moment, but there was nowhere to go. When the car swerved from a third contact with that barrier wall, I got as far to the right as I could, hugging the white line and ready to dart ahead on the too-narrow shoulder of the road. 

    Up ahead there seemed to be nothing but canyon wall on my right, but then I saw what looked like a curving exit marked off with barrels. I crossed the white line and downshifted, then slipped between the barrels and let my engine and gears back me down from sixty as I discovered I was in a heavy equipment parking zone. 

    A loud grunging noise made me glance ahead in time to see headlights swing skyward through the dust. The car's left side tried to climb the concrete barricade and it flipped onto its right side. One of the trucks bumped the car's front end and the car spun, slapping against the barrier as I rolled behind a bulldozer some guy was messing with. He said I couldn't be there even as westbound traffic screeched and rattled to a frantic halt on the highway. Nodding at the road, I said, "Can't be out there, either." I parked my bike and turned it off, went to see if I could help, and found that two nurses on their way to work had taken complete charge of the situation. The occupants of the car had been battered and bruised, but not too seriously injured. 

    Returning to my bike, I sat sipping coffee as I watched activities for the next hour or so. It took the cops and an ambulance quite a while to get there and longer still to get the dead car off the road. When things started moving again, I gave the long backup of cars and trucks time to thin out before I got back on the road. 

    About half an hour later I found an Arby's, had a light dinner, and continued on to my other sister's home. We had a nice visit, then I sacked out for the evening without bothering about email; tomorrow would be soon enough. Tuesday began around nine and everybody had places to go and things to do, so I hopped on the bike and went looking for breakfast, then spent some time rolling around Albuquerque and exploring the surrounding hills. Rocks, cliffs, odd plants. Bright sunshine, thin air, and every bit as much rush hour traffic as any other city. 

    A day was all I needed to know that I wouldn't be very comfortable there. The climate of the High Plains requires a high-number sunscreen, SPF

chapstick, and some effort to stay hydrated. My lips were shiny and threatening to split before I realized how fast I was turning into sunburnt jerky. 

    Central Avenue was home to half a dozen Internet cafes near a college, so I asked a few people for their opinions. A few minutes later, I found 'The Flying Star', a cafe that had a deli, a bakery, and thirty or so styles of coffee. The place was busy, so I had to wait for a table. I spent maybe ten minutes rooting through their magazine rack before some people left a nearby window booth. After handling a stack of email and visiting my usual discussion groups, I considered what else in Albuquerque might be worth seeing and almost missed the answer by leaving the cafe. 

    Sudden motion outside caught my attention. I looked out the window to see a gorgeous brunette woman driving a red Mustang convertible zip into a parallel parking space by some paper boxes. She wore a sharp-looking casual outfit; light blue mid-thigh shorts and a matching blouse, both of which fitted her magnificently. 

    She had to wait for a break in traffic to open her door and I shamelessly admired her fitness-queen legs before my gaze returned to her face. Something about her looked familiar. Damned familiar, in fact. A wisp of blonde hair moved on her collar and I realized she was wearing a wig, which instantly brought up a name. Nicole Sherman? Well, the legs and the face seemed right. I typed her name into Google and checked pictures against the woman outside. Yup. If it wasn't her, it was her twin. 

    The light a block away changed and she was finally able to open her door and step out. Grabbing a briefcase from the back seat area, she quickly walked around the car and took a moment at the curb to straighten her outfit, then headed for the cafe's front steps. 
Chapter Five

    Glancing around, I saw no tables free and simply held up my hand as the woman looked around. Her eyebrow went up when I pointed at the seat across from me. She glanced around again, so I didn't bother getting to my feet until she apparently gave up looking for a table and started in my direction. Standing up, I shuffled some things on the table to clear the other side of it, then gave her a little two-fingered salute. As she came to a stop in front of me, I grinned and said, "Have some table, milady." She studied me for a moment, then asked, "Are you leaving?" Shaking my head slightly, I replied, "No, but I don't need the whole booth. If you want some, it's yours. If you'd rather not share a booth, you'll probably have to wait. Do people know you here?" 

    Giving me a fisheye, she asked, "What? Why would they?" With a shrug, I sat back down to try to look busy on my laptop, pretending to study the Google picture page critically. One of the pix was of wet, soapy her washing her car on her TV show; an episode from the season when she'd been trying to vamp a new neighbor. I clicked up the screen-sized 'wallpaper' image and continued to pretend my critical examination of the page. After a moment, she sat down and asked, "Why did you ask me if people know me here?" 

    Looking up from my screen, I said, "That's not really a very effective disguise, ma'am." 

    In a quiet tone, she asked, "Oh, really?" Nodding, I replied, "Yup. Really." 

    "Who do you think I am?" 

    "Nicole Sherman. You look exactly like her --exactly, not just approximately --and some of your blonde hair is peeking out from under your wig." 

    Her left hand rose and I shook my head. "The other side. Y'know, I'm kind of surprised --maybe even a little shocked --to see you here, ma'am." As she tucked hair, she said, "Shocked? You seem to be handling it pretty well." 

    I chuckled, "Yeah, well, I've met a few other famous people along the way. I'm Ed. That's my bike in front of your car." 

    Looking out the window, she snorted a chuckle of her own. "That cooler's an... interesting... motorcycle accessory." 

    "You're too kind, ma'am. It's butt-ugly, but it does the job." Eyeing my hat, she said, "That's an interesting hat, too. What are all the pins about?" 

    "They're memories, mostly." Reaching up to touch a couple of the pins, I said, "This is from being a paramedic. The one with the lady riding the moon was given to me by a lady who suddenly realized that not all men are assholes. This one's my old Army collar brass. They save me from having to get tattoos." That made her laugh softly. She opened her briefcase on the seat beside her and took out a laptop nearly twice the size of mine, then looked back toward the coffee bar and said, "I guess I should buy some coffee if I'm going to use their Internet." 

    "Wouldn't hurt." Hefting my own cup, I closed my browser and said, "Pick something. I'll get it and refill mine while you boot up." She glanced at the menu above the bar and said, "A number four would be close enough, I think." 

    Nodding, I got underway. When I ordered her coffee, the wide-eyed girl behind the counter whispered, "Is that who I think it is?!" I whispered back, "Helluva resemblance, huh?" 

    "You mean it isn't her?" 

    "Right now she's just a customer who needed to check her messages. Stir things up and she'll prob'ly walk out of here." 

    The girl's hands were trembling slightly. I took one in mine as I handed her five bucks and said, "Take it easy." 

    Her eyes flicked from Nicole to me and there was a pause before she nodded, obviously trying to figure out who I might be. I wiggled the end of the fiver and said, "She wants a number four, ma'am." The girl seemed to organize herself and set about making the coffee as I tapped a refill of plain brew from the nearby urn. I saw a few other people on both sides of the counter cast glances at our booth and wondered if Nicole would get her net stuff done before a crowd gathered. Taking the coffees back to the booth, I set hers in a clear spot and said, "The waitress spotted you." Nicole sighed, "So have some others. Thanks for the coffee." 

    "I told her you'd probably walk out if she made a fuss." Nodding, Nicole said, "You're right. I need to check a few things. If I can't do it here, I'll have to go back to the hotel and try to do it in the middle of a madhouse. Why isn't this damned thing working?! It's brand new!" Peeking over the top, I saw the amber LED and said, "Battery's down. Dig out your charger and I'll hook you up." 

    Muttering a soft swear word, she said, "I didn't think I'd need it just to check email." 

    I pulled the charger plug out of my laptop and looked at the hole on her laptop. About the same size. I said, "Just a minute," and reopened my browser to Google specs for both our laptop models on separate pages. The charger voltages were close and plug polarities were similar. Turning the screen around, I said, "Mine might not be strong enough, but it can't burn anything out." 

    Nicole nodded and said firmly, "We'll try it." I handed the plug to her and turned my laptop back around and turned it off. Her laptop beeped when she plugged in and she yelped softly, "It shut down!" 

    "It hadn't started up yet. Push the 'on' button." 

    "She did so and a moment later she grinned. "It's working!" Then she asked, "But won't you need the charger?" 

    "Nah. I've filled the orders and any other stuff can wait a while." 

    "Orders? For what?" 

    "I write books. I'll show you my page later if you want. Do people usually cooperate fairly well when you wear that wig?" 

    She shrugged, then typed some stuff as she said, "Sometimes they really don't recognize me. Other times... Well, there are always a few who can't or won't realize I don't want to be bothered." 

    "Well, having me here oughta help. I could see the waitress thinking 'who the hell is he?!' She didn't know what the hell to think about some old biker sharing a table with a famous TV goddess." 

    Grinning, Nicole eyed her screen, then typed for a bit and used the touch pad before she asked, "Are you going to put our meeting in one of your books?" 

    "Yup. I'll change your name, though, unless I get something in writing saying it's okay to use your real name." 

    "I'll ask my agent about that. Do you have a business card?" Reaching in my shirt pocket, I replied, "Yup." 

    "Good. Give me two of them." 

    I did so. She put one in her briefcase and used a fine tip felt pen to write 'Thanks for the coffee, Ed!', then she signed her name and slid the card to me. I said, "Thank you," and studied it for a moment, then tucked it into the plastic baggie with my MP3 player. 

    Nicole had unplugged her laptop and closed the lid without turning it off. As she started to lift it, I put a hand on it and said, "I think you may just have put it to sleep without really turning it off, milady. That may be where your battery went." 

    Setting the laptop down, she opened it and it came back to life. She muttered, "Oh, damn!" and used the touch pad. A few moments later the laptop beeped and she closed it, then set it in her briefcase, closed the case, and said, "I'm afraid to look around, damn it. If I look around, they'll start coming to the table." 

    I shrugged. "So don't look around. It's just a coffee shop and you've prob'ly seen one before. Sit and sip a while. If they start coming over, you can always make an excuse and run for it." 

    She sighed, "I hate doing that to people. I have to sometimes, but I hate it. I remember the first time I asked someone... never mind. Maybe I should just leave now." 

    "Then I'll walk you to your car. Or I could stay here and manage the crowd while you sign a few autographs. Do I look rough enough to be a bodyguard?" Eyeing my hat and shirt, Nicole chuckled, "Almost. I guess it couldn't hurt. I don't have to be anywhere until three." 

    Interesting. Earlier she'd seemed fan-phobic. Now she was talking about holding an autograph session. I packed my laptop into my backpack and said, 

"Ready. Stay or go; it's up to you." 

    Glancing around the dining room, she chewed her lip slightly and looked at me. "You really think you can handle them? Sometimes they get... well... they can be difficult." 

    Shrugging, I said, "So can I. Do you have pix with you or will they have to use napkins?" 

    "Napkins, I guess." 

    "Okay." A wide-eyed busboy was wiping a nearby table for the second or third time. I motioned him to come to our table and he froze. I motioned again more forcefully and he came over, unable to take his eyes off Nicole. I asked, "Are you staring at this woman because she's a gorgeous goddess or because you think you know who she is?" 

    Barely glancing at me, he replied cautiously, "Uh... Yeah, I think I know who she is." In a whisper, he asked, "Is it really her?!" 

    "Yup, and she's willing to sign a few autographs. Would you bring the manager over here?" 

    The kid responded, "Uh... the manager. Yeah! Sure!" He looked up and around the counter area, then waved at someone. A woman wearing a name tag came over almost instantly. Once she understood what we had in mind, she sent the busboy to get a stack of business cards. We moved two tables to form a single-file approach and keep the main crowd away from the booth, then Nicole took off her wig and put it in her briefcase. 

    I stood up and said, "People, this lady is Nicole Sherman and she'll be here until two-thirty, fifteen minutes from now. If you'd like an autograph, please form a line between these tables." 

    Everyone behaved well enough. A number of people came running into the cafe, likely having been phoned about the news. Pictures were taken by camera and phone. Nicole answered questions and chatted briefly with some of the people, but some simply stared at her as she signed a card and moved on when encouraged to do so. 

    When the wall clock read two-thirty, only four people remained in line for autographs. I asked Nicole if she was ready to leave and she whispered back, 

"Yes, please," so I placed a chair after the last person in the line. After the last autograph, Nicole stood up and sipped her coffee as she said goodbye to the crowd, then I stayed between her and the crowd as we walked to the door. Two more people came hurrying up the sidewalk as I got the door for her. For one she signed the back of a gas receipt as the other guy rooted through his pockets and finally presented her with a folded job application from a fast-food outfit. 

    Nicole signed it and smiled and waved her way to her car, then I got on my bike and she followed me out of the parking zone. The light ahead turned red, so I moved into the left lane and she pulled up alongside me. She said, "I forgot something!" and quickly got out of her car to step over and grinningly kiss me on the cheek, then she scampered back to her car and barely got strapped in before the light changed. 

    Yelling, "Thank you! Bye!" Nicole turned right and gunned her Mustang up the hill, turned left at the end of the block, and rolled out of sight. I'd waved at her as she pulled away, but traffic approaching in my rearview mirror made me get moving. 

    I'd gone maybe ten blocks from the cafe when a city cop car lit up behind me and whooped at me twice. Pulling into a gas station lot, I stopped near the air kiosk, put the kickstand down, and turned off the bike as the cop pulled in behind me. A woman got out of the cop car and put on her hat, then walked up and asked to see my license, registration, and insurance. I produced the paperwork and sipped coffee as I leaned on the bike and she made some notes. After a time, she asked where I was staying in town, then asked, "Do you know why I stopped you?" 

    "Nope. I was under the limit." 

    She gave me a studious look. "Yes, you were. I stopped you because I was given your license plate number and a description and told to check you out. That means someone above me was given the same info and told the same thing. Now, why would someone want us to do that, sir?" 

    I shrugged. "If you want me to guess, I will. If you want to know for sure, you'll have to ask whoever told you to stop me." Canting her head slightly, she said, "Let's hear your guess." 

    "Okay. Nicole Sherman just spent half an hour at my table in 'The Flying Star' cafe. Could be someone found out she'd been there and thinks I might know where she is now." Sipping coffee, I added, "But I don't. She took off." The woman's expression was very skeptical, to say the least. 

    "You're saying she's in Albuquerque?" 

    Nodding, I answered, "Yup." 

    "I haven't heard of any movies shooting here." I chuckled, "Well, for what it's worth, neither have I." Still eyeing me, she stated flatly, "Nicole Sherman. What if I charge you with providing false information to a cop?" 

    I shrugged. "Can if you want. But call in first. Really." She said, "Just stay put," and stepped back toward her car to use her shoulder radio. Some moments passed before she glanced sharply at me. Another few moments passed before she walked back to me, handed me my papers, and said, "Have a nice day, sir." 

    Grinning, I replied, "Will do, ma'am." 

    Stopping halfway to her car, she asked, "Did it ever occur to you she might be a phony?" 

    "Yup. I wouldn't have cared. She was absolutely gorgeous." 

    "But are you 'absolutely' sure she was real?" Shrugging again, I said, "Sure enough." 

    She chuckled, "Did you check her ID?" 

    "No, milady, I didn't, but you haven't arrested me as some kind of fraud suspect, which seems to mean that even though you were told to stop me, you aren't after her." 

    Grinning, she asked, "Oh, really? Maybe we already have her." 

    "If you did, you'd arrest me as part of the investigation." Clearly enjoying the exchange, she cleared her throat and said in a rather condescending tone, "Maybe we think she just suckered you into going along with her little game. Maybe we don't think you're worth arresting, sir. " Matching her tone, I replied, "Very doubtful, milady. If she were a known or suspected fake holding autograph sessions, there'd just about have to be a forgery investigation. I'd be under arrest until my story checked out nine different ways." 

    She laughed, "Maybe you should be a cop." 

    "Nah. I don't like the 'catch and release' system. I'm a 'catch 'em in the act and shoot 'em' type." 

    That made her grin fade and her right eyebrow go up. "Well, as it turns out, you're right. There's no investigation, so have a nice day." She got in her car and drove away with a glance in her mirror and I sat sipping coffee as I watched the traffic get heavier by the minute. I didn't really want to go anywhere in particular, but I wasn't ready to pack it in for the day. I decided to park the bike at my sister's, call up my board, and see Albuquerque from the air. 

    As I pulled into the driveway in front of their van, I heard a small child squealing somewhere nearby and looked around. What looked like a Golden Lab puppy came tearing across the street from a neighbor's yard with some kind of doll in its mouth. It paused on the sidewalk to happily shake the doll and the kid squealed again. I looked across the street and saw an Indian-or Mexican-looking toddler running clumsily across the yard as a hefty woman who may have been her mother yelled and gave chase from the side yard. The puppy started to haul ass and I sent a stun at it. The puppy dropped like a sack of fur and rolled twice. The kid had reached the sidewalk and -of course --there was a car coming down the street. I raised a hand in a

'stop' gesture and yelled, "No!", but the kid kept coming --also of course -so I stunned the little bugger. The little girl dropped flat in the grass and lay unmoving as her mother came stomping quickly across the yard, yelling all the way. 

    The car went by and obscured my view momentarily. I walked over to the puppy and grabbed it by the scruff, picked up the doll, and started across the street just as the woman started screaming. Her voice was about nine octaves above a steam whistle and I almost stunned her, too, then opted to wake up the kid instead. That stopped the screaming, kind of. It became loud rapid Spanish, but the woman's volume became tolerable. 

    As I approached, the woman stopped running her face and stared up at me. The kid turned around and did the same. Giving the dog another stun on general principles, I set the dog and the doll on the grass beside the kid. The woman looked at the limp dog, then at me, and yelled, "What you done to my dog?!" 

    "He just fainted or something. Prob'ly wake up in a while." I gave the ladies a little two-fingered salute, then started back across the street to get the hell away from them before the woman cranked up again. I didn't move fast enough, I guess. 

    "Mister! Hey, mister!" came from behind me. I stopped and turned and saw the woman on her feet and holding the kid beside her. She pointed at the kid and bellowed accusingly, "I seen you point like this, then she fall down! What you done to her?!" 

    I pointed? Well, damn. Gotta quit doing that, for sure. I looked around as if to see if someone else was there, then asked, "You think I did something? 

From across the street? Are you nuts?" Again raising my hand in a 'stop' 

gesture, I asked, "Is this what you call 'pointing'? Didn't you hear me yell

'No!' at her?" 

    Still looking suspicious as hell, she snapped, "No, I din't hear you say nothin'!" 

    With a shrug, I replied, "Well, you were prob'ly making too much noise of your own. Yelling at kids doesn't work, y'know. If they won't listen to you in a normal tone of voice, they won't listen to you when you get real loud, either." 

    I turned to walk away and made it halfway back to my bike before she started railing and ranting at the kid again. When I looked back, the woman had the dog under one arm and was dragging the kid toward the house. The kid twisted her head around to stare back at me as she stumbled along, totally ignoring the woman's loud prattle. 

    As I took my backpack out of the bike's cooler 'trunk', I heard the front door open behind me and glanced around to see my sister come out of the house. She walked over to me and stood looking across the street for a moment, then asked, "Are you going to explain that?" 

    I chuckled, "Explain what in particular, ma'am?" Lifting an eyebrow, she said, "Don't pretend. I know what I saw, Ed. You looked at the dog and it collapsed. You looked at the kid and she collapsed." 

    "Ah. That." I looked around and spotted a neighbor's dog trotting in circles behind a chain link fence across the street and a few doors down. Without pointing, I asked, "See that dog? Zap." As I said the word 'zap', I sent a stun at the dog. It dropped and lay still. 

    Looking at my sister, I said, "It's a stunner. Like the stun wands you've heard about." 

    Her eyebrow remained high. "So why don't I see it? Where is it?" Tapping the region behind my ear as we started toward the house, I said, 

"Right here. I had it installed." 

    That made her other eyebrow arch. She stopped at the door and stared at me. "Surgically?! Oh, for God's sake, why?" 

    "Saves me from having to hunt through my pockets." She shuddered and asked, "What did you tell Mrs. Garcia?" 

    "I just told her that if a kid won't hear her in a normal tone, the kid won't hear her when she yells, either. I don't think that sank in, though. She was yelling like a banshee when she dragged the kid back to the house." Opening the door with a sigh, my sister nodded. "She does tend to yell a lot, for all the good it does." After we were inside, she closed the door and asked, "How much can you tell me about what you do?" 

    "Not a helluva lot. I'm on 3rd World's payroll." 

    "That I already knew. The woman who called a few years ago --Linda somebody --said she's your boss." 

    "Yup. Was. She retired recently." 

    "She also said she was with 3rd World Security." 

    "Yup." 

    As if having received some horrible confirmation, my sister dropped into her lounge chair and sighed again. "I knew it. I just knew it. You're doing the same kind of work you did before you retired, aren't you?" 

    "It beats the hell out of flipping burgers." Thumping her fist on the chair arm, she snapped, "Damn! Ed, has it ever occurred to you that you're not a kid anymore?!" 

    "Yeah. Every damned day, in fact, and usually more than once. It's probably the best reason I have for doing what I do." I took my backpack into the bedroom, fished out my instant coffee, and went to the kitchen to make a fresh mug. 

    My sister came into the kitchen and watched in silence for a time, then said, "Sorry. I just worry about you. And I can't believe you still fly those damned hang gliders." 

    "No sweat. Sometimes I worry about me too." Looking up from stirring coffee, I grinningly added, "But not when I'm riding or flying. That's when about forty years disappear for a while." 

    She gave a ladylike grunt and asked, "So it's all about trying to hold onto your youth?" 

    "Ha. Not hardly. That got away a long time ago." 

    "Then why?" 

    "Fun. Excitement now and then. I'm more afraid of withering away than breaking my neck. Are you home for the day?" 

    She shook her head and looked at her watch. "No, I just stopped by in the middle of an errand. I really ought to get going." 

    "Okay. I'm going to tour the town for a while." 
Chapter Six

    After my sister left, I stepped into the back yard, called up my three suit and my board, and took a fast trip around town, buzzing up and down some of the main streets. Though it was early, a couple of clubs on one block sounded interesting as I passed them, so I looped back and hovered over the median to hear some more. From one came jazz, from the other a mix of rock and dance. 

    On the front of a nearby coffee house was a billboard covered with flyers. I went to read some of them and watched people move around and through the area. Most were in their twenties, as to be expected a few blocks from a college. Same thing anywhere, I guess; if I went to the clubs with the music I like, I'd be surrounded by kids trying to suck down as much booze as possible. Half of them would think I was somebody's father and most of the rest would think I was a cop. 

    With a mental shrug, I thought, 'What the hell,' and zipped down in front of the club with the rock music. A small cluster of people came out of the club and I let them pass before I turned off my three suit, hooked my coffee mug on a pants pocket, and went inside. The place had four pool tables. Good

'nuff. I bought a beer and some quarters and ambled around the tables watching the players. 

    Two were truly bad shooters, due either to a lack of talent or too much beer. I moved to the next table. Not much better; one poor shooter and one drunk. The third table was in use by a couple of young women, one of whom seemed able enough. Two of their friends sat at a nearby table, hooting when the better shooter missed and cheering when the weak shooter sank a ball. As I moved around their table to check the fourth table, the two guys playing on the fourth table started barking at each other about something to do with some girl. One looked ready to fight and the other said, "Hey, man, I'm only telling you what happened." 

    The angry one steamed for a few moments, then tossed his stick on the table, said, "Fuck you," and walked out of the club. The other guy sighed, put the stick in a wall rack, and shot a few balls in an aggravated manner before he put his own stick in the rack and walked out. I immediately fed that table's coin box and racked the balls, then went to select a stick. Shooting quickly, without regard to stripes or solids, got the attention of the ladies. The brunette got up from the drink table and came to stand by the pool table to watch me. Between shots I noticed she was about five-ten and slender, but not quite skinny. She lifted her drink to sip and some fairly solid muscle flexed in her arms. When she turned to say something to her friend, I saw that she filled her jeans without overfilling them. As I shot the last ball, she said, "Pretty good. You only missed twice. Want some competition?" 

    "Sure. I'm just messing around." 

    With a nod, she fed the table and racked, then went to choose a stick. I waited until she'd rolled her choices across the table and selected one, then broke the rack. She didn't introduce herself, nor did I. When I missed a seven shot, she stepped forward and began tapping her balls in. Five shots later, she missed. I tapped in my last two balls and the eight. She held out her hand for a shake and remarked, "You don't talk much, do you?" 

    "About as much as you do, apparently." 

    Grinning, she asked, "Another game?" 

    "Sure." 

    As she racked the balls, she said, "I'm Carly." 

    "I'm Ed." 

    "You aren't from around here." 

    "Nope. Florida." 

    Stepping away from the table, Carly asked, "Got family here?" I said, "Yup. A sister," and slammed the cue ball through the rack. Another generally silent game transpired and this time she won. I fed the table and racked without asking whether she wanted to play again because she stood chalking her stick and looking expectant. 

    After she broke the rack, Carly said, "I saw you at 'The Flying Star'. Was that really Nicole Sherman? Not some kind of double?" Nodding, I watched the two drop into a pocket and said, "Yup." 

    "How do you know her? Do you work with her?" 

    "Nope. She just walked in and shared a booth with me." Carly lined up another shot and said, "But I saw you waving to her when she came in." 

    "Yup. I didn't need the whole table and none of the others were open. It seemed like inviting her over was worth a shot." 

    She made her shot and moved to the next ball saying, "But you seemed to be in charge of that autograph session." 

    "Sort of. I guess. It just kind of happened." That made her laugh and she missed. Standing straight, she said, "Sure it did," and went to sip her drink as I shot. 

    Hm. No point in arguing the matter. I shot a few stripes, missed, and sipped beer as Carly zapped the rest of the solids. She shot quickly, with accuracy and a minimum of motion that reminded me of how an AI friend had shot pool one afternoon. 

    A guy in jeans and sneakers came in and hurried over to Carly's friend. Whatever he said made the woman's eyes get large. She got up and followed him out of the pub without a word. Carly watched her go and shook her head slightly as she muttered, "Idiot." I glanced at her, but she didn't elaborate as she turned back to the table and gestured at my leftover striped balls. 

    "Mind if I shoot these?" 

    Sipping beer, I replied, "Nope. Game's over. Go for it." She did, but her interest in the game suddenly seemed gone. Carly lined up on a stripe, popped it into the far corner pocket, and reached for the chalk as she straightened up. Eyeing the table as she scuffed the tip of her cue, she said, "Any minute now." 

    "Any minute what?" 

    Looking at me, she said, "My cell phone will buzz and Candy'll want me to come next door to help her with her boyfriend." She put her stick in the rack and said, "No point in starting another game." As she turned away from the rack, she stiffened. Her eyes closed, she sighed, and her eyes turned heavenward as if beseeching relief before she sipped the last of her drink and set the glass on their table. Taking her cell phone out of her pants pocket, she glared at it. 

    I said, "Lemme guess. You think she's being suckered." Eyeing me, she replied, "I know damned well she is." 

    "What's supposed to be wrong with her boyfriend?" 

    "He says he has epilepsy." 

    "You don't believe it?" 

    Very firmly, Carly said, "No. I don't. Or at least not as bad as he makes his out to be. I think he fakes fits to keep Candy close to him. They only seem to happen when she's out with me." Sighing again, she added, "Or when Candy's having too much fun." Flipping her phone open, she started to press a button, then didn't. The phone's screen seemed to blur slightly as it buzzed again. 

    Putting my stick up, I swilled the last of my beer and said, "I'll go with you. What's next door besides the movie theater?" Carly gave me a studious look, then said, "It used to be a movie theater years ago. Now it's a beat club. Coffee, tea, and three crappy shows daily. Why do you want to come with me?" 

    I shrugged. "Haven't seen the place and I don't feel like shooting pool anymore. Got nothing better to do." 

    After a moment, she pressed a button on her phone and answered the call with a tired-sounding, "Yeah, Candy." She listened for a moment, then said, 

"As usual. Sure. Be there in a minute." 

    We left the pub and walked next door, where a woman let us in through glass doors. As we passed the darkened lobby, I saw remnants of decor that told me the place had originally been a twenties-era movie house. Curved stairs led upward to the left and right and ahead was a downhill slope into an even darker area that had once contained perhaps fifty rows of seats. We went up the steps beside the stage, then around the huge, heavy curtain and into the backstage area. Carly stopped near an office door and said in a droll tone, "He's in there. He's always in there when it happens. I think it's because it's the only room in the place with a couch." With a chuckle, I got the door for her. Sure enough, we entered to find Candy sitting on the floor beside a frail-looking guy on a long, ratty-looking fabric couch. An old wool Army blanket covered the guy and he rather blearily regarded Carly and me as he wearily croaked, "Hi, Carly. Who's your friend?" Stopping near the couch, I made mental contact with my flitter and asked it if there were any signs that the guy on the couch had experienced an epileptic episode in the last half hour or so. 

    My flitter telepathically responded, 'No, Ed.' 

    'Is he really an epileptic? Can you tell?' 

    'Yes, I can diagnose epilepsy. He does not have that illness.' 

    I said aloud, "Thanks, flitter. Put this guy's medical info on a screen for me, please," and a yard-square field screen full of medical data manifested in front of me. 

    Carly hissed, 'Ho-ly shit!' as she hopped across the office in wide-eyed startlement. Candy simply froze, staring up at the field screen as if her mind had gone blank. The guy on the couch shrieked and ducked as if expecting the screen to fall on him, trying to get free of the blanket as he scrambled over the end of the couch. 

    Looking at Carly, I turned the screen to face her and said, "You were right, ma'am. He's a complete fake. No epilepsy and apparently not a damned thing else wrong with him. He's just using that 'epileptic' act to keep Candy on a short leash." 

    The guy had made it to the desk and put it between us. Carly stared hard at the field screen and I put a hand through it to show her it was harmless. Candy muttered something I didn't catch and scooted backward until she was a few paces away, then eased herself up and into a chair. She almost whisperingly asked, "What the hell is that thing?!" 

    "It's a medical info screen that's showing us your boyfriend's a manipulative bullshitter." 

    Carly glanced at the guy, snapped, "I knew it!" and came to stand near me as she put her hand through the field screen. Candy stood up and walked over to do the same as she read some of the info on the screen. In a tiny voice, she said, "They spelled his name wrong. It starts with a 'T', not a 'D'." Paging back to the beginning, I showed her his picture, then had the flitter pull up his police record. No surprise, really; he'd been arrested a few times in Phoenix, his home town. In each case he'd tried to flim-flam people out of money, most recently the director of a Phoenix dinner theater. I said, "Jim Dorrance in Phoenix. Tim Torrence here. It seems more likely he's the one who misspelled his name, don't you think? Want me to check for current warrants?" 

    Candy looked rather balefully at Dorrance as Carly happily yelped, "Yes!" Dorrance grabbed a plastic grocery bag and began putting things from desk drawers into it. One of the items was a white bank bag that made Candy walk over there and growl something at him as she held out her hand. Dorrance looked at Carly and me. 

    Carly went to stand by Candy and I just looked back at him as if waiting for him to do something truly stupid. He handed the bank bag to Candy, who opened it, looked inside, then zipped it shut again. Without a word, she swung the bag in a hard, fast arc and it slapped loudly against his cheek, rocking him back a bit. As his face reddened where the bag had hit him, Dorrance again looked at me --this time with unconcealed hatred --before he stalked out of the office. 

    I let the field screen dissipate as Candy started sobbing. Carly embraced her and led her to the couch. While their backs were turned, I called up my three suit and headed quietly for the door, not wanting any part of Candy's emotional aftermath. Halfway across the backstage area, I heard quick footsteps and turned to see Carly hurrying in my direction. I stepped aside to let her go by and watched her peer around the curtain for a time, then look carefully both ways behind it around the backstage region. After a few moments, she apparently gave up and went back to the office. Voices ahead made me stop near the front office door, where Dorrance was ranting at the woman who'd let Carly and me in. She put on a good face, but it seemed to me she was more than a little frightened by him. Dorrance leaned forward and growled, "I want it now Vera! 

    The woman flinched and said, "I can't, don't you understand that?! There isn't enough to cover the check!" 

    Turning off my three suit, I slapped the door frame and both of them spun to face me. I asked, "You owe him money?" 

    "Yes," said Vera, "Two hundred and six dollars. But..." I interrupted, "I heard. When'll you have it?" 

    "All the gate receipts should clear by Friday." Looking at Dorrance, I said, "Making a scene won't help. Come back for it then or talk to the cops today." 

    Dorrance glared at me, then at Vera. After another few seconds, he stalked toward the front door and almost rammed through it when it wouldn't open. Unlocking it, he shoved it open and stomped outside. 

    Vera followed him as far as the office door. Once he was outside, she hurried to the front door to lock it. 

    I thumbed back toward the stage and replied, "Carly and Candy are in the backstage office. Mind letting me out, ma'am?" 

    With trembling hands, the woman managed to get the door open again and I said, "Thanks," as I walked out past her. The door closed rather firmly behind me and the lock snapped almost instantly. I walked to a between-buildings stairway that led to the rear parking area, where I unhooked my mug from my pocket, had a long sip of coffee as a way to look around, and then called up my three suit and board and slid into the sky. 

    A few hours later, I decided I'd seen enough of Albuquerque and headed back to the house. My sister and brother in law were already home, so we went to a local restaurant for an early dinner. Some friends of theirs visited that evening and we chatted a while, then the visit broke up and we all turned in around eleven. 

    Somehow that seemed meaningful to me. In other --younger --days, we'd have been up intently discussing and solving the world's problems until two in the morning. Where had all that intensity gone? Was it just that we'd all gotten thirty years older and run out of idealistic steam, or had we changed in other ways, as well? 

    No answers that appealed to me had arrived before I dozed off. 
Chapter Seven

    By ten Wednesday morning, I was on the road again, heading further west on I-40. Traffic thinned out quickly once I got past downtown and by the time I was almost out of Albuquerque, there was plenty of empty space on the road. I sipped coffee and watched the scenery go by for a time, then cranked up my MP3

player and thumbed through tunes, pausing now and then to hear one in particular. 

    A bit more than halfway to the Arizona border, I stopped at the Continental Divide marker and saw nothing to obviously differentiate one side of the line from the other. Mentally patching into the flitter computer, I learned that it was simply a division point between eastern and western watersheds, like the peak of a roof. 

    As I sipped coffee and studied the terrain, the flitter said, "The woman has been found. I've sent a probe to her location." Watching some traffic go by, I decided against calling up a screen and linked to the flitter's monitor. "Thanks, flitter. I'll look at the probe logs later. Now that we've found her, see if you can get fingerprints and footprints and harvest whatever other samples you need for a positive ID." After another slug of coffee, I got underway again wondering why none of 3rd World's probe pilots or other security people had thought to use more stationary probes or look for people who appeared too often. Whups, wait one... I was only assuming they hadn't because such records hadn't popped up with others. "Flitter, does our mystery woman appear in 3rd World's probe logs?" 

    Less than a second passed before the flitter said, "Yes, Ed." 

    "Were those logs filtered to see which people were nearby when field blips happened?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Somehow I'm not too surprised. Please filter out any of their logs which don't include our mystery lady, then make the results available to me along with any comments made by search personnel." 

    The highway cut through an ancient black lava field near the Arizona-New Mexico border as I buzzed through the 3rd World records. I took an exit just before the Arizona border to visit the welcome center on the eastbound side of the road. Along the road you could only see the lava field beyond a fence. At the welcome station you could walk on the once-molten rock. During my half-hour visit, a park attendant told me a volcano had spewed not far to the south about three thousand years ago. That surprised me; I'd always thought of this part of the country as dried-out ocean bottom, not as being volcanic. As I studied the lava field, I also studied probe records from 3rd World, fast-forwarding through them until I found a segment that looked much like my people-winnowing session. Their consensus was that the unidentified woman had somehow made or acquired a piece of field technology. Not one of the dozen or so people involved in their session offered the speculation that the lady might be able to work with fields without hardware. Interesting. Apparently one of the new policies instituted at 3rd World required information to flow only one way. For whatever reason, Jonel hadn't bothered to share their info with me. I gave that some thought as I rolled into Arizona and found a gas station near a restaurant. Rather than guess at why Jonel might want to place obstacles in my path or possibly even cause me to fail in this assignment, I gave her a jingle through the flitter as I pumped gas and checked tires and fluids. 

    She answered with a cool-toned, "Hello, Ed. No screen? Where are you?" 

    "I'm at a gas station just inside Arizona. Denise, how would you or 3rd World benefit if I couldn't find the source of those field blips?" 

    "I'm sure you have an excellent reason for asking me such a question." 

    "Yup. How about it?" 

    Canting her head slightly and peering at me, Jonel replied, "I'm sure I wouldn't know, Ed. Why do you ask?" 

    I thought, 'Uh, huh. Flitter, examine Jonel's last words, please. Was she lying when she said she wouldn't know?' 

    'It would appear so, Ed.' 

    Meeting Jonel's gaze, I said, "Just curious. Why did I have to dig to get copies of 3rd's analysis data concerning the field blips?" Jonel's eyes turned hard. She leaned back in her chair and asked, "Is that what's bugging you? Think, Ed; I wanted to see what you'd turn up on your own so I could compare it to our data." 

    'Flitter, was that a lie, too?' 

    'It would appear so, Ed.' 

    There was no point in asking if she knew who the woman might be; if that info was in the records, the flitter would have found it. Besides, at that point, I wasn't at all sure mentioning the woman would be a good thing in any way. 

    I said, "Well, next time just tell me you want independent research. It seemed as if you'd cut me out of that loop." 

    Jonel replied, "I did cut you out, and now you know why. But I can definitely see your point. Okay, Ed, I'll let you know if this sort of thing ever happens again." Glancing to her left, she sighed softly and said, "Duty calls. On line three, as it happens. Is there anything else?" 

    "Nope. Guess not. See you later." 

    Jonel nodded, said, "Okay, later," and poked her 'off' icon. Sending a probe to her office, I confirmed that she had no visitors and that her phone was on the right side of her desk. Her data pad was nowhere in sight, nor was a field screen. The fake glance and sigh had just been a way to end the call. I considered calling Wallace, then decided Jonel's deceptions didn't really matter. The minute I got back to Carrington, I'd just retire without further discussion. 

    Straddling the bike, I reviewed my road schedule. It was after two and Flagstaff was a couple of hundred miles and roughly three hours ahead. BJ and Joe would arrive Saturday afternoon or evening and I'd already put seventeen hundred miles on the bike. Enough riding for now; I wanted a look at the lady of the canyon. 

    A middle-aged couple heading for their car heard me crank up the bike. The guy nodded and the woman seemed to be studying my cooler-trunk. Calling the flitter down in stealth mode, I made a field ramp and rode the bike perhaps six feet forward and slightly upward before disappearing into the flitter's hull field. As I plunked down into a flitter seat, I saw the couple frozen by their car, staring hard. Heh. 

    Opening a small can of soup with a field tendril, I considered how to proceed. Was there any good reason not to take the most direct route to corral the lady and discuss matters with her? No. I decided to simply find her and bring her aboard. If she wasn't cooperative, I'd run her up to Carrington and call the job done. 

    Tapping the flitter's core, I located the woman as we flew to the canyon. She was in one of the smaller south rim parking lots, apparently cooling off in a bit of shade under some scrub oaks as she read a newspaper. Near her booted feet sat a swollen backpack that looked about ready to pop, which meant it likely held her coat. Her jeans had definitely seen better times and her flannel shirt had a small hole in one of the front tails. Through the probe I heard a vehicle pull into the lot. The woman looked up slightly above the paper to watch it park, so I swiveled the probe to see it. A thirty-something couple got out of a new-ish silver SUV and unloaded two children before retrieving a backpack, then they headed for the scenic overlook. 

    Swiveling the probe back to the woman, I watched her watch them until they were well out of sight down the trail. She got up and stretched, took a moment to look around, then she picked up her pack, ambled over to the SUV, and looked inside. Something caught her attention and she went to the other side of the SUV, looked around again, and seemed to squint hard through the driver's door window. A hinged rear window on the passenger side suddenly popped outward and I realized she had to actually see her target to manipulate it. 

    Heh. As she walked around the SUV, I sent a tendril through the probe to press the window shut and set the latch. She was halfway around the front of the vehicle when she heard the latch close. Stopping and staring through the windshield in confusion for a moment, she returned to the driver's window to peer inside. After another moment of squinting, the window popped open again. By that time, the flitter and I had arrived some distance above her. I debated very briefly how to conduct our first meeting, then simply sent a mild stun at her. She sagged against the SUV and went gently to her knees as I had the flitter dip down to take her and her backpack aboard. The woman was groggy as hell, but conscious enough to let out a soft, hissing screech as her feet left the ground. 

    I watched her float up and over the deck to land gently in the seat next to mine. She couldn't thrash much during transit, but she seemed to explode once her butt hit the seat. With a shriek, she unassed her seat and backed away staring around, but she wasn't quite completely panicked. When I pointed over the side, her wide eyes followed my finger, then got even larger. 

    "Ma'am, we're about a mile above the ground. Be careful, okay?" She shrieked, "WHAT?! What is this thing?! Who the hell are you?! Where are you taking me?!" 

    Watching her pulse pound in her throat, I said, "Sit down and calm down, then we'll talk." 

    Still breathing hard, she yelped, "Talk about what?! Who the hell are you?!" 

    Reaching into the flitter's cooler for a beer, I asked, "Want a beer?" then, as if having an afterthought, I said, "Wait one. Flitter, are you sure she's over twenty-one?" 

    The woman peered into the cooler as the flitter replied, "Yes, Ed." 

    "Thanks, flitter." Turning to the woman, I said, "Had to be sure, y'know. Want one or not?" 

    As expected, the woman's stare shifted to the console. After a moment, she took the beer in a rough, scarred hand and softly asked, "What else does it know about me?" 

    Grinning, I retrieved another beer and replied, "It knows you've been stealing from tourists. Wanna see?" Without waiting for her answer, I showed her the probe view of herself peering into the SUV and asked the flitter to make her field manifestation visible. Like a tiny snake emanating from her forehead, the grey field tendril extended across both seats to push the window button. 

    The woman gasped and her eyes got big again. "OhmyGod! What the hell's that thing coming out of my head?!" 

    Hm. She seemed genuinely freaked out. I'd only intended to show her that I had the goods on her, but this would work, too. Looking at her, I sipped beer and asked, "Well, how did you think you were moving stuff and pushing buttons, lady? Magic?" 

    Her glance at me told me she might actually have thought that, but she said nothing to confirm it, instead returning her gaze to the screen as her image squinted at the window a second time. I chuckled and turned off the display before she could see herself get zapped. 

    Turning to me, she regarded me narrowly for some moments, then twisted the cap off her beer and asked, "So? You seem to know, so tell me. What was that?" 

    "A product of your imagination." 

    Her expression became angry. "Damn it! If you know what that was, tell me! 

Where did it come from?" 

    Holding up a hand, I said, "Relax. It was a field manifestation. I can do them too." When I sent an emerald tendril to wrap gently around her, she stiffened, hissed, and stared bug-eyed at it, then touched it with a finger. When she looked up at me, I let the tendril dissipate and sipped my beer. She looked at me hard for a long moment, then looked over the nose of the flitter at the canyon below. As she slumped back in her seat, she sipped beer, grimaced, then took a longer sip and sighed. 

    "So what now? Are you some kind of a cop?" 

    "Not exactly. Drink your beer, ma'am. Relax a bit and tell me who you are and where you're from." 

    "You don't know? You caught me, didn't you?" I took a sip and said, "Yup, so it's just a matter of time. Might as well do things the easy way, huh?" 

    She seemed to consider things for a moment, then said, "I'm Lori McKennit. Until two months ago, I was in college in Flagstaff." Nodding, I said, "Thanks. Spell your first and last name for me, please." Lori gave me an odd look and asked, "Why?" 

    "Because I asked you to. We're still being recorded." 

    "Recorded?" Looking around, she asked, "How? And why?" 

    "Just spell your first and last names, please." She grudgingly did so and I asked, "Flitter, does that sound right to you?" 

    Almost instantly, the flitter responded, "No, Ed." To Lori, I said, "Me, neither. Sounds too much like a certain singer's name. Guess I'll need to see some ID, ma'am." 

    Stiffening, Lori said, "I don't have any." 

    "Uh, huh." I sent theta waves at her to keep her calm and quiet, put her beer bottle on the deck, and took her right hand to place it on the flitter's monitor screen. The flitter ran a light bar to get her prints, then I stood her up to check her pants pockets. 

    Twelve bucks and some change in the right front. A Bic lighter and a small pocket knife in her left front. Left rear pocket empty. Right rear held a comb. Pulling her shirt pockets open, I peeked inside. Nothing in the right, an ink pen in the left. Putting her back in her seat, I finally located her wallet in the bottom of her backpack and let the flitter scan her ID, then put everything back in the wallet and dropped it in the pack. As I stopped sending theta waves at her, I said, "Pleased to meet you, Miz Mackenzie. I'm Ed and it's time to drop the bullshit. I realize you must feel a bit violated at the moment, but if you get violent, the flitter will zap you cold and I'll turn you over to the cops." 

    Glaring daggers at me, Lori reached for her beer, sipped it, and growled, 

"I'm not going to get violent." 

    "Thank you. Now tell me why you've been hiding from the world for the last two months." 

    Still glaring, Lori said, "I saw something I wasn't supposed to see." Gesturing around, she said, "I've been hiding out here until I can figure out what to do." 

    Sipping beer, I said, "Uh, huh. But you seem to have left a few things out. What did you see? Why did you have to leave?" Again giving me a long look, Lori guzzled some beer and sighed, then said, 

"I walked into the middle of a drug deal at a frat party. I couldn't find my ride, so I started checking bedrooms. In a room by the back stairs, two guys were arguing over a bundle and some money. One of the guys --Ian Larch -recognized me, called me by name. I ran. The other guy yelled, "Get her!" and they chased me outside. I knew I couldn't outrun them, so I grabbed a mop by the back door and hit a couple of cars with it to set off car alarms. No alarms went off, but the head broke off the mop." Chewing her lip a moment, Lori took another long sip of beer and said, "I heard Ian coming and turned around to point the broken end at him. Just to keep him away from me, you know? But..." she shuddered, "But he just... he just... ran right onto it." 

    With a sigh and a pleading look on her face, she said, "He hit the end of it so hard... he knocked it out of my hands, but the stick... it... it didn't fall. The back end of it stuck on a car door and... and... when Ian fell down between the cars with that mop handle sticking up out of his chest..." On the verge of tears, she said, "Oh, God! He looked so... so surprised, you know?! 

And the other guy was coming and I didn't know what the hell else to do, so I just kept running!" 

    Pulling one of my paper towel hankies, I handed it to her. She snuffled and blew for a time, then said, "I went home, I packed my stuff, and I got the hell out of the apartment. Then I came here." 

    "You've been up here since mid-April?" 

    Lori had averted her eyes and started picking at the label on her beer bottle. She nodded. "Yes. I love this place. I used to come up here just about every weekend." 

    "Where's your car?" 

    She shrugged. "It died in Cameron. I'd just gotten some gas, but it wouldn't start again. Some people helped me push it away from the pumps. After sleeping in it the first night, I left it at the garage and hitch hiked to the park to look for a place to camp. I hitched again a few times to bring some of my stuff up." 

    Keying up the flitter's monitor, I asked it to see if anyone in Flagstaff had been stabbed with a mop handle in April. A police report appeared on the screen and I scanned it. Ian Larch had died before the cops arrived, according to the autopsy. He'd also been loaded with cocaine and booze. Oh, well. Another deserving druggie bites the dust. There was no specific mention of Lori in the report. 

    With a soft, hissing gasp, Lori whiningly whispered, "Oh, dear God, I killed him..!" 

    "Nah. If it happened like you said, he killed himself." In the same tone, she moaned, "But I was holding the stick! I pointed it at him!" 

    I shrugged. "Yeah? So? You think he and his pal would have politely asked you to forget what you'd seen? Hell, no. You'd have been buried somewhere in the desert, sweetie. Fuck 'em both." 

    Digging a bit further, I saw copies of the prints they'd pulled off the mop handle and asked, "Flitter, do those prints belong to Lori?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Are anybody else's prints on it?" 

    "Yes, Ed. Those of Michael Willis and Mohammad Anderson." 

    'Mohammad' Anderson? Geez. "Lemme guess, flitter. Is Anderson a black guy?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Is he a student anywhere?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    "Is Willis a student?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Does he live at that fraternity house?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Is he white or black?" 

    "White." 

    Turning to Lori, I finished my beer, then asked, "Was the other guy chasing you white or black?" 

    She looked up from the monitor and replied, "Black. It was Anderson. It had to be." 

    "Why?" 

    Her face grew puzzled. "What?" 

    "I asked, 'why?', ma'am. Someone had to pull that stick out of Larch sooner or later. It might have been Anderson and he might have been a medic. Or a coroner, I suppose. Not likely a cop." 

    With an expression bordering amazement, she stood up and yelped, "Are you insane?! What the hell does all that matter?! I murdered a man, damn it! A man I actually knew!" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Nope, not murder. Manslaughter, maybe. Self-defense, even, if what you told me is true." 

    Her voice rose to an angry shriek. "Of course it's true, goddammit! Do I look like someone who's happy about killing someone?!" Pretending to study her briefly, I replied, "Well, no, I guess not. You ready for another beer, ma'am?" 

    Lori goggled at me for a moment, then swilled the last of her beer and looked for a place to put the bottle. With a grunt of almost-rage, she swore and threw the bottle at the world beyond the flitter. The bottle flashed to a bright ball of plasma at the flitter's field and Lori screamed as she ducked flat between the seats and the monitor. 

    When she heard me snicker, she looked up. I tossed my bottle off the flitter's other side. There was another flash and I said, "My flitter won't let us litter. Are you ready to do some more reading?" Wide-eyed and trembling, Lori asked, "Uh... Reading?" 

    "Yup. As in 'why aren't the cops looking for Lori MacKenzie?' and whatever they may have on file about Mohammed Anderson." 

    Easing herself up and into her seat, Lori asked, "They... they aren't looking for me? Not at all?" 

    Thumbing at the screen, I said, "Well, they are, but you're a missing person, not a murder suspect." 

    Peering at the screen, she asked, "Are you sure?" 

    "Yup. Some people saw the ruckus and told the cops. There it is in black and white, ma'am. You're officially just missing." Putting my finger a bit lower on the screen, I said, "And look down here; Anderson's in jail for dealing drugs and attempted murder 'cuz he shot at a cop. Is there anybody you want to call?" 

    "What? Call?" 

    "Yeah. Family, friends. Like that." 

    Looking oddly relieved, she shook her head. "No. Well, my aunt and my grandmother in Winslow, but not yet." Gesturing down herself, Lori said, "God, I must look like hell." 

    I agreed, "Yup, and you smell kinda strong at close range, too. Mostly like bug spray and wood smoke, though." 

    Apparently that wasn't what she'd expected to hear. She gave me a disbelieving stare, then a rather disapproving look. 

    "Flitter," I said, "Give us the bathroom facilities, please." The bathroom field formed in the center of the deck, engulfing and concealing my motorcycle. Lori shrank back against the monitor and muttered, 

"Oh, my God..." as I stood up and said, "Go check it out. If you want, I'll move the bike out of the way and the flitter can clean your clothes while you wash up. Do you have everything you need in your pack, or do we need to go buy some stuff?" 

    Tearing her wide-eyed gaze from the bathroom field, Lori said, "Uh... yes. Yes, I have what I need, uh... but it's at my camp. That's really a bathroom?" 

    "Yup. Shower, sink, and toilet. Mirror on the wall. If you like what you see, shuck your clothes and toss 'em out here. They'll be clean when you step out of the shower." 

    "I... uh, but I don't have anything else to wear. Clean, I mean." 

    "No problem. I'll just toss 'em in there once they're clean. Or we can drop by your camp and get your other stuff, then I can clean everything at once." 

    Lori just stood staring at me for a moment, then asked, "Then what?" I chuckled, "Well, then I guess you'll be clean, ma'am." She laughed, "No, damn it, I mean; then-what? You didn't just happen to fly by and notice me, did you?" 

    Giving her an enlightened expression, I shook my head. "Ah. That. No, I didn't. Every time you use your little field tricks, you show up on someone's radar, so to speak. They wanted to know what was causing the anomalous blips, so they sent me to find out." 

    "Who are 'they'?" 

    "The people I work for. 3rd World Products." Looking a little disturbed, she asked, "Am I in some kind of trouble with them?" 

    "Nope. It isn't like you've been stealing power. They just monitor field use and noticed your blips." 

    Sounding a bit skeptical and perhaps even suspicious, she asked, "If they don't charge for it, why do they monitor it?" 

    Thinking of the kid who'd tried to blow up the factory station, I replied, 

"There have been a few abuses. Now they like to know exactly where all their field gear is all the time, but you weren't in their inventory. What all have you learned to do with your fields?" 

    She shrugged. "Not much, really. I can move small things and start a campfire or boil water in a can without a fire." 

    Huh. 'Not much', she'd said, but I remembered very damned well how hard it had been to get a grip on those talents. 

    "How about pointing out your camp while you tell me how you discovered you could do those things?" 
Chapter Eight

    Lori pointed somewhat southwest and I got the flitter moving as she said, 

"Not long after I ran out of supplies, I ran out of money by buying things from tourists. A bottle of water or a soft drink. A bag of chips or a sandwich. I felt like a damned panhandler most of the time, and some people made me feel even worse. One day I ran out of money. I set some traps, but nothing came near them, not even those stupid damned squirrels that are everywhere up here." 

    I held up a hand to interrupt her and said, "Speaking of stupid, ma'am... I offered you a beer, but it never occurred to me that you might be hungry. Just a minute." Taking a small can of chicken noodle soup out of my bike's left saddlebag, I asked, "Want some?" 

    The way her eyes lit up answered that question. I used a field tendril to slice out the top of the can, which made Lori yelp, "How the hell are you doing that?!" 

    "Just another kind of field." Passing a warming field through the soup, I dug a plastic-wrapped spoon out of my saddlebag. When I handed Lori the can, she was surprised that it was almost hot. I fished out two more beers as she savored her first mouthful of soup. She hesitated, then seemed to silently say

'what the hell' and took the beer I offered. 

    She suddenly stood up, strode to the front edge of the deck, and hastily swallowed soup in order to blurt, "Wait! We passed it!" I looked for her campsite below. Only an extremely vague outline of a tent was visible and even that was well concealed among some trees and brush. Park Service choppers likely wouldn't have spotted it without smoke to get their attention. Her tiny fire pit looked to be almost a foot deep and it was located behind a large, half-buried boulder that concealed it from the direction of the road. A smaller boulder sat just uphill from the pit; likely a method of instantly concealing a fire if she heard choppers in the area. Hovering just above the trees, I said, "You said 'grandmother' and 'aunt' 

when I asked about calling people. No parents?" 

    Lori shook her head and spoke matter-of-factly around some soup. "Both dead. Car accident six years ago." 

    "Who's paying for your college?" 

    Rolling her eyes, Lori replied, "My grandmother and my aunt, of course. And I had a part time job. Nothing much, just a fast food job." Canting her head slightly, she added, "Hey, I may have some money after all. They still owe me for almost two weeks." 

    Sipping my beer, I asked, "How would you like a scholarship?" That actually made her snort a laugh, which made her choke a little on her soup. "Ha. My grades are --were, I should say --mediocre at best. And I don't do sports well enough to make the teams. Even with my Gramma's and Aunt Lisa's help, I'm going to have student loans out the ass when I graduate." 

    "Maybe not. Damned few people can manipulate fields without PFM hardware. What if I could set you up with people who'd pay to study how you do that?" With a narrow gaze, she said, "You can do field stuff a lot better than I can. Is that how you get money?" 

    "Nope. I'm on 3rd World's payroll for other reasons." 

    "They don't study you?" 

    "Nope. My talent with fields came after a bit of head surgery, so they know how it happened. You, however, seem to be a natural. That's pretty damned rare, ma'am." 

    She stopped sipping soup and asked, "Really? How rare?" 

    "Well, you may be the only one in the state of Arizona. Maybe even the whole southwest. At least, I've never heard of any others. Is that 'rare' 

enough for ya?" 

    Scraping the last dregs of soup out of the can, Lori said, "Sure, but I think it may depend on how rare they think it is." I laughed, "Oh, I think it might be worth a few bucks to them. Hell, there might even be a job with 3rd World Products in it." Shaking her head, Lori said, "Part time, maybe. I'm getting back into school as soon as I can. When people take too long away from classes, it's always hell getting back up to speed." 

    As she ate, I scanned records to make absolutely sure there were no charges pending against her, then I checked her police record. Clean. No prior tendencies toward theft, which likely meant she'd truly been stealing only to survive. 

    Once she'd finished her soup, she handed the spoon and can to me with a sighing, "Thanks, that was good." I tossed the items straight up and they flashed away. Lori tried to blink away the retinal afterimage and sipped her beer, then asked, "So, where do we go from here?" 

    "I haven't decided yet. There are some people you'll have to meet sooner or later, but if you want to spend a quiet night in a clean bed and make some calls first, you're welcome to bunk with me." 

    Yeah, the last words had been a test of sorts. Lori eyed me and said, "I sincerely hope you don't think I'm going to sleep with you because you caught me and gave me a can of soup." 

    Grinning, I said, "No, ma'am. I'm counting the beers, too." Looking enlightened, she replied, "Oh, well, in that case..." her face became droll with a small wry grin, "The answer's still no." Sipping my beer, I said, "Well, I'm crushed, of course, but I'm not too surprised. Lori, I'm meeting some people at a motel in Flagstaff Saturday afternoon or evening. Or night, if they're late. Until then, I'm camping aboard my flitter. All I'm really offering you is a bed and use of the facilities tonight in order to stage up your grand return." She snorted a chuckle. "My 'grand return'?" 

    "Yup. Have you contacted anyone since you left?" Nodding slightly, she replied, "Yes. My aunt and a couple of friends. I stopped at a pay phone on the way out of town. I wanted them to know..." she bit her lip, then continued, "I wanted them to know what happened. I also wanted to warn them that Ian's... friend... or whatever... might come looking for me." 

    "No contact since?" 

    Shaking her head, Lori said, "No. I... I was afraid their phone might be tapped. I didn't want to go to prison for stabbing Ian or get killed by some drug dealer." 

    "Seems likely they'd appreciate hearing from you. We can clear things with the cops tomorrow. What was wrong with your car?" The change of topic caught her off guard. "Ah... I really don't know. There was gas in it and I had battery enough to try to start it, but it just wouldn't catch and run." 

    "We'll have a look on the way back. Might be something simple. What time would the garage close?" 

    "Probably five. Or whenever the owner wants to, I guess. Indians operate on Indian time. Uh... maybe I ought to leave the car for later. He's going to want money and I don't have any." 

    Shrugging, I had the flitter lower us near the tent as I said, "I do. I'll just turn in the receipts and call it part of the investigation. Hop down and let's get your gear." 

    It didn't take long to get Lori's collection of stuff aboard. As she took a last look around, I had the flitter check her gear for bugs and parasites. When she came back aboard, I told her to pick some clothes to wear from the pile so she could wash up and change into clean clothes. She chose jeans and a blouse and some underwear and socks and asked if the flitter could clean her jacket, too. 

    "No problem. Just put it on the pile." 

    She did so and stared hard as everything levitated a few feet above the deck, where the flitter enveloped the wad of clothes in a grey ball. A few minutes later, the ball disappeared and Lori's clothes seemed to stack themselves on a flitter seat. She marveled as she examined the clothes for a few moments, then asked how much time she had before we'd get to the garage. Entering the bathroom field to roll the bike out of the field to the end of the deck, I said, "Take your time. We'll start work on the car while you're in the shower." 

    "But you don't know which one's mine." 

    Aiming us east toward Cameron, I said, "The flitter will know." 

    "How?" 

    "Registration data. Go. Toss the clothes you're wearing out." A few minutes later her bundle of dirty clothes landed on the deck at about the same time the flitter located her car. The garage was closed, as she'd said might be the case, but Lori's dust-covered white Chevy Caprice was sitting on the unfenced dirt apron behind the garage. Two of the tires were flat and the other two were very low. It had been parked out of the way with its rear bumper up against a stack of old tires and a front left fender from some other car rested against the front bumper. No wonder the cops hadn't noticed it. 

    "Flitter, will Lori's car run?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    "Can you fix it?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Good deal. Do so, please, and renovate the battery and other fluids. There are half a dozen late-model wrecks behind the garage. Do any of them have tires that'll fit Lori's car?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Also good. After you fix the car, harvest two matching pairs of good tires, put a matched pair on the front and the rear of Lori's car, and let me know when her car's ready to run again. And check her spare tire, please. I'll put some money under the garage door before we leave." 

    "There may be storage fees, Ed. That isn't the accepted method of payment for goods and services." 

    "In places this far from civilization, people often leave money for things they need. Let me worry about that." 

    "But..." 

    "Don't argue," I interrupted firmly, pointing at a sign over the garage bays that said 'Used Tires $10 and up'. "I'll leave 'em a hundred bucks for the tires and Jonel's contact info. Happy now?" 

    "I wasn't unhappy, Ed. I'm incapable of..." 

    "Yeah, yeah. Look, flitter, I'm sorry I snapped at you, but I get damned tired of hearing 'I can't do that' every time something might be considered a little questionable by whothehellever wrote your programming ages ago on a whole 'nother planet. From this day forward, unless I order you to do something you know to be one hundred percent illegal, I want you to just jump right in and do as you're told, okay? They may hang me later, but they can't really do a damned thing to you, can they?" 

    There was what seemed to me to be a considerable pause before the flitter answered, "I will endeavor to be more flexible, Ed." 

    "Thank you, flitter, and I truly mean that, because I saw how long you had to think about it." 

    Four tires disassociated themselves from two of the wrecks and floated around the garage to Lori's Chevy. Lug nuts spun off, wheels were swapped, and the lug nuts spun back onto the hubs, then the flitter said, "This car's keys are on a rack within the garage, Ed. I may not violate the law by entering a closed establishment under other than emergency circumstances." Was that smugness in my flitter's voice? 

    "Thanks, flitter. I'll get the keys when I leave the money." 

    "Ed, it is equally illegal for you to enter a closed establishment under other than emergency circumstances." 

    Oh, yeah. Oh, hell, yeah. It was definitely smugness. 

    "Does Lori own that car free and clear, flitter?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Is her license plate still valid?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Is her insurance still in effect?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Is anything of hers other than her keys inside the garage?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    "Then you will appropriately re-key all locks on that car, manufacture two sets of stainless steel keys for them, and present them to me when they're ready. And clean the car. Please." 

    Without a hint of anything other than its usual willing obedience in its voice, the flitter replied, "Yes, Ed." 

    Lori was in the bathroom quite a while. After I'd put her clothes and her backpack through the wash, I pulled up a screen and checked email, then edited a couple of chapters of my latest book. It was almost five when four keys floated toward me. Catching the keys, I said, "Thanks, flitter," and set the keys on the seat next to mine. 

    Lori emerged from the bathroom, spotted her car, and breathed, "Woooww!" I chuckled, "Yup. Now you know why I'm polite to my flitter. It does really excellent work." 

    Pulling two fifties out of my money clip, I wrote '4 tires for Lori MacKenzie's Chevy off the wrecks out back' on a chunk of cardboard from an air filter box I found in the trash, then I added, 'If this isn't enough money, call Denise Jonel of 3rd World Products and ask how to send a bill'. Below that I scribbled 3rd's '800' number, then I bent a piece of scrap wire into a clip and clamped everything together. The gap under the front door was nearly half an inch, but I had to stomp the clip flatter to slide it inside. As I reboarded the flitter, Lori asked, "How much was that?" 

    "A hundred. Twenty-five for each tire." 

    Looking very earnest, she said, "I'll get it back to you somehow." I grinned. "Don't sweat it. The flitter recorded what I did and 3rd World will get a copy. Same as a receipt." 

    Nodding, she studied me for a moment, then asked, "If you're going to turn me over to 3rd World Products anyway, why haven't you just done it? Why wait until tomorrow?" 

    "Like I said, so you can make some calls and rest up. Sort out your options. Stuff like that. Want to get a good dinner while you think about how to re-enter the world?" 

    Apparently ignoring everything else I'd said, Lori asked, "If I say no, will you really let me go?" 

    "Why do you think my flitter fixed your car? You aren't a prisoner, Lori, but are you really prepared for a helluva lot of fuss and bother tonight? 

Wouldn't it be better to call people, get some sleep, and let all the rest happen when you show up tomorrow?" 

    Giving me a curious look, she asked, "Who'd know I'm back? Other than my aunt and grandmother, I mean?" 

    "Any cop who stops you or runs your plates. They do that now and then on general principles, y'know, especially in training. And someone might recognize you or your car. I know you're fairly tough, Lori, but you've been roughing it for quite a while. You've had a couple of bad scares, a can of soup, and two beers. After a good dinner, I think you'd be ready to curl up and think yourself to sleep." 

    Looking altogether skeptical, Lori snorted a chuckle. "Not a chance. If you're really going to let me go, I'll sleep in my own bed tonight." With a shrug, she added, "Well, I mean, it used to be my bed when I lived with Aunt Lisa." 

    Picking the car keys off the seat, I handed them to her and said, "She'll probably let you borrow it again. Move your car over there and I'll feed you." Once she'd parked her car, we walked into the gift shop and through it to get to the restaurant. I noticed clerks eyeing us and glanced at Lori. She was busy pretending not to notice them noticing us, but she caught my look with a sidelong glance. 

    A woman seated us and I asked, "What was all that about on the way in here?" 

    Lori looked up from her menu and said softly, "I've eaten here a few times. When I... had a little money, you know? I'd hitch down here for supplies. I always came in alone." 

    Uh, huh. I made her spell it out. "So? Why were they staring?" With an exasperated roll of her eyes, Lori leaned across the table and whispered, "Because I showed up here with you! Why else? I'm really clean for the first time in weeks and I showed up tonight with an older man! What the hell do you think they think?" Sighing, she answered her own question with, 

"They probably think I picked you up in the park, damn it! Now I can never come back here!" 

    Grinning, I whispered back, "I can fix it," then I sat upright, put on a stern expression, and said in a cool, tense tone, "Look, Lori, your aunt's been worried as hell, so I came all the way out here to see if I could help. We don't have to pretend to be best friends, but we should at least try to get along through dinner." 

    Lori stared at me for a moment, then took the cue and sighed, "Yeah. Okay. I'm sorry," then picked up her iced tea and sipped it as she glanced around. Two Indian women wrapping silverware in napkins at a nearby table had paused as I spoke. When Lori's eyes found them, they quickly got back to work. Lori added, "Just don't expect a lot of sparkling conversation, okay?" Sitting back, I replied, "Hey, no problem. I can't believe you've been up here for two months because you thought the cops'd charge you with murder. They saw right away it was self-defense, but when they couldn't find you, they called you a missing person. What flatly amazes the hell out of me is that with everybody and his damned dog looking for you, you somehow managed to stay missing and even hide out in the middle of a government-run tourist trap. Jeezus, Lori, you must be a living legend around here, like some kind of female Jeremiah Johnson." 

    Goggling at me, Lori hissed, "What the hell are you doing?!" I hissed back, "Just play along, ma'am." One of the Indian women got up and went to the kitchen area through double doors. Moments later, faces appeared at the clear plastic door panels and stared at us. One of the faces nodded at the others and the left door opened enough to let a couple of children have a look at us, then the door closed. Lori quietly asked, "What's all that about? What's going on?" 

    "Just stand by. There's no way the locals haven't spotted you coming and going and they probably even know where you camped. If you weren't a legend before, you soon will be." 

    Staring at me, Lori hissed, "Oh, that's great! That's just great! Now tell me why the hell I'd want to be a legend?!" 

    I grinned. "Maybe because it beats the hell out of being thought of as a lot lizard who's picked up a sugar daddy?" 

    Her eyes got big, then narrowed, but our salads arrived and Lori's irritated attention shifted to her plate. As soon as she saw all the great stuff in the veggie mix and smelled the Ranch dressing, her irritation seemed to fade instantly. After dribbling some dressing around the stuff, she dug in and took a bite. Her eyes closed and she let out a soft, ladylike moan of happiness. 

    I asked, "All that over a bite of salad? What did you order the other times you came here?" 

    Around a mouthful of salad, she replied, "Cheap stuff. Burgers. Fries. It was all I could afford." 

    "Ah. Then it's prob'ly a good thing I found you before you outgrew your jeans." 

    She snickered and forked up more salad. We ate in silence for a time before one of the waitresses brought us more tea. She seemed unable to take her eyes off Lori and stalled her visit as long as possible before hurrying away. 

    Our steaks arrived and we were halfway through them when two Indian women in western wear and a kid about six approached our table from the gift shop entrance. After a nervous moment, the kid looked at one of the women and nodded vigorously. 

    I thought, 'Uh, oh,' as the other woman sent the kid to sit with the silverware-rolling women. 

    Facing Lori, the woman took a deep breath and said in heavily accented English, "This woman my sister. She have something muy importante to say to you. She no habla English so good, so I'm gonna help her if she need it." She then nodded to the other woman, who said with a heavy accent, "My boy, he say you the woman who made coyotes go 'way. I thank you much!" I saw realization dawn across Lori's face. She stood up and extended a hand to the woman. "I'm very glad to meet you, but it was nothing. I had a stick and there were lots of stones to throw." 

    The Indian woman frowned slightly as they shook hands and declared, "No! 

It much something, not nothing! I thank you much!" Her left hand dipped into her front jeans pocket and emerged holding a pair of earrings. She pressed them into Lori's hand and pointed west as she said, "From my shop. I give you and much thanks!" 

    Lori glanced at me. I said quietly, "Don't even think about refusing, Lori. You saved her kid from a pack of dogs." 

    Nodding, Lori marveled aloud at the silver and turquoise earrings and thanked the woman fairly profusely. Both women seemed generally satisfied with the way things had gone and the woman who'd given Lori her gift nodded firmly as if a deal had been completed. She then waved at the kid and led him out of the restaurant. The other woman said, "I thank you much, too," shook Lori's hand, and turned to leave. 

    After a moment, Lori sat back down, studying the earrings as she took a sip of tea, then she handed them to me. They were a pair of silver dreamcatchers, each with small blue stones in the middle. I said, "Very nice. Not something I'd wear, but nice." With a wry, droll look, Lori snatched them back and said, "It really wasn't that big a deal. I saw the coyotes and started throwing stones and yelling, that's all." 

    "How many coyotes?" 

    She shrugged. "Half a dozen. They aren't very big as dogs go, you know." 

    "They're big enough to have made a meal out of a kid. Or taken you down if you couldn't scare them off. Where'd it happen?" 

    Lori thumbed westward. "About halfway to the park from here. I got a ride as far as one of the roadside stands and couldn't get a ride from there to save my life, so I started walking. I was hot, tired, and miserable from carrying three bags of canned stuff, so I sat down on the side of the road to rest. All of a sudden that Indian kid came screaming down a shallow ravine with coyotes after him. I picked up some rocks and started throwing them and yelling. The kid ran across the road, then kept running downhill toward the roadside stand. All but one of the coyotes had come into the ravine after the kid and they had to either climb out or face me. I just kept throwing rocks and waving my walking stick and yelling until they all got out of the ravine and ran back up the hill." 

    After another few moments of admiring the earrings, she set them down and continued her meal. I said, "Well, I'd say you definitely earned those, ma'am. Aren't you going to wear them?" 

    Pausing in chewing a bite of steak, she pulled at an earlobe and grinningly managed, "Can't. Holes in my ears closed up." 
Chapter Nine

    Lori had almost finished her steak and started on her veggies before I was halfway through my own steak. I sipped my tea, then said, "Lori, watch my plate," and used a tiny translucent grey field tendril to slice my steak and potatoes. Lori froze in mid-chew to watch, then I changed the field to separate the bits of meat. 

    Lori leaned across the table and peered at my plate. "It... it cut the meat! It didn't burn it!" 

    "Yup. Now watch your water glass." I sent a field into it and froze the water from the center outward. When half the water in the glass had frozen solid, I asked, "Think you could do that?" 

    Lifting the glass and eyeing it, she shook her head. 

    "Why not? A field is a field. You decide what it's gonna do." Her gaze switched to me and she asked incredulously, "You really think I could do that?" 

    "You can use fields to move stuff, so I don't see why not. That's how I started. Before you hit the road, I'll introduce you to a lady friend who may be able to help you get the hang of things." 

    Instantly cautious, she asked, "Is she someone from 3rd World Products?" 

    "Nope. Just a good friend. Her name's Serena." 

    "You said 'before I hit the road'. Does that mean she's here?" 

    "In a manner of speaking, yes." 

    Lori's gaze narrowed. "She's either here or she isn't." I shrugged. "If you say so. She's an AI. You've heard of them?" 

    "Yes. But I didn't see a robot on your flitter." 

    "She isn't a robot." 

    "Then what is she?" 

    "A sentient computer. If you want more of an explanation than that, she'll have to give it to you." 

    Forking up some steak, Lori ate it and sipped her tea, then asked, "If she's here, why haven't I met her before now?" 

    "Well, I was actually kind of wondering about that, too. She seemed particularly interested in your talents back in Florida." Startled, Lori blurted, "She already knew about me?" 

    "Sort of. We knew you were connected to the highest number of blips. Process of elimination made you suspect number one." 

    "Uh..." she said, "Process of elimination? Elimination of what?" 

    "Serena said eight hundred and six blips had been recorded in this area since April seventeenth. Surveillance pictures showed you as the common denominator." 

    Lori's eyebrow went up. "That's all you had? That's all it took to make you... practically kidnap me?" 

    Grinning, I replied, "Oh, hey, now; let's try not to forget how I caught you in the act, ma'am. When that window you'd opened snapped shut, you froze and stared like a startled deer. The expression on your face was funny as hell." 

    She started to say something, then held her tongue as our waitress smilingly set our dinner check face down on the table and departed. My glance at the backside of the check as she'd set it down told me the reason for the woman's smile; there were only vague indentations above the total, but a rather heavy line had been drawn through the last set of numbers. I returned my gaze to Lori expectantly, but she seemed quietly thoughtful for a time before she stated, "Surveillance. Sooner or later, someone would have noticed me anyway, wouldn't they?" 

    Shrugging, I replied, "Yeah, seems likely." Lori snorted a wry chuckle and sighed, "And I actually thought I was hiding up here. There were eight hundred blips?" 

    "Yup. And six. Eight-oh-six, ma'am. That's quite a bunch, really." She snickered, "Yes, it is. Oh, God, is it ever." I finished my steak and veggies, then reached in my pocket, fished a ten out of my money clip, and set it on the table. As I sipped my tea, Lori sipped hers and turned the check over. Her eyes got big as she saw the total and she glanced around as if looking for the waitress, who was talking to a man by the kitchen door. They saw us looking and the man came to our table. Holding up the check, Lori asked, "Is this right?" He smiled and nodded. "Yes, ma'am, it is. Consuela told us what you did for her son. This is our token of appreciation for your act of courage." With that, he nodded again, then left our table. 

    When Lori looked at me, I asked, "Ready to go before someone asks you to make a speech?" 

    She nodded and we got up to leave. This time there were smiles and nods as we walked through the gift shop. Lori turned a bit red at all the attention and stopped to take a breath when we reached the parking lot. When the flitter landed to let us aboard, Lori asked, "Are we going somewhere?" 

    I handed her aboard and said, "I'm just going to get my bike off the flitter. Serena, milady?" 

    Lori asked, "What?" just as Serena appeared on the other side of the bike and replied, "Yes, Ed?" 

    To her credit, Lori didn't scream. She did, however, freeze and stare bug-eyed at Serena. 

    I said, "I'd like you to meet Lori Mackenzie. Lori, this is Serena." Extending a hand, Serena said, "I'm pleased to meet you, Lori." 

    "Uh..." said Lori, "She... she wasn't there... and then she was?" 

    "Yeah, that's pretty much how it works. Shake her hand and let's get on with the show." 

    Reaching for Serena's hand, Lori said, "I'm... uh, pleased to meet you, too, Serena," then she looked at me and asked, "What show?" 

    "We'd like to find out what all you can do with fields." Lori glanced questioningly at me and said, "You already know. I can move things." She shrugged and added, "Small things. Once I managed to lift a two-liter bottle of soda out of a pickup. It hurt like hell, but I was so thirsty I didn't care." 

    "Could be you just haven't figured out lifting stuff." Forming a field under the bike, I pumped it up until the bike was a foot above the deck. Lori's eyes bugged again. I let the bike down and thumbed at Serena. "A lady like her coached me a few years ago." 

    Starting the bike, I pulled it upright, put up the kickstand, and conjured a translucent grey field ramp to roll down to the pavement. I parked the bike in a space near a tree, and when I looked back, Lori stood staring at the ramp, her eyes and mouth open. After a moment, she seemed to organize herself and went to tap a foot on the ramp, then she knelt to put her hand on it. Looking at me, Lori seemed about to say something, then didn't. She stood up and placed a foot on the ramp, then moved forward. After a couple of small hops as if testing it, she walked to the bottom of the ramp and turned to look at it again. I made it disappear and she startled, then turned to face me. Untying my bike's cover, I shook it out and said, "You've seen some of what you may be able to do later. Stay with us tonight and tomorrow. You'll see some more and you can make arrangements with Serena for coaching." Lori came to stand by the bike and watched me tie the cover into place as she said, "Tonight. Tomorrow." Pausing, she said, "Not a week or a month? What haven't you told me, Ed?" 

    Matching her gaze, I said, "Lori, my last check-in with 3rd World happened at the state line. Nobody expects me to be at the canyon until tomorrow. That gives Serena and me a night and a day to work with you off the books." 

    "Off the books?" 

    "Yeah. Quickly and quietly. When 3rd World finds out you're a natural field user, they're gonna want lab tests, detailed reports, and God knows what else. The US government will be just as interested, but more likely for your potential as a clandestine weapon." 

    Sipping my coffee, I said, "So there's gonna be a conflict of interests. The Amarans wrote pacifist programming into their field-use gadgets. Even the AIs can't bypass their restrictions, but those restrictions weren't written into you. 3rd World is still very obligated to the Amarans, so it's likely they'll also feel an obligation to try to keep you from using Amaran fields in unauthorized ways, but certain government agencies are very unlikely to feel the same obligation without considerable assistance." Canting her head, Lori asked, "What kind of assistance?" I chuckled, "Oh, being firmly reminded that the Amarans can suspend the starship deal might do it, but federal agencies can be damned hard learners. Most of 'em are run by people who'd prefer to try something and hope not to get caught rather than ask for permission. They're prob'ly gonna see you as a sort of loophole." 

    After a moment, Lori asked, "So you want to try to teach me some things before you... uh... turn me in?" 

    "Yup. I'll report in and send them a flitter recording tomorrow. I'd like to do that late in the day. Maybe from your house." 

    "From my house? Why?" 

    Calling up a field screen, I said, "Because that'll mean you're home, milady. It'll also let me use one of these screens to show your aunt and granny what all the fuss is going to be about, using recordings of you doing things other than stealing stuff from cars. You'll be with people who care about you before 3rd World and the feds get wind of you." Peering at me, she ventured, "You'll get in some trouble over this, won't you?" 

    I laughed, "Oh, yeah! Not a doubt in my little mind. Doesn't matter. I was planning to retire soon anyway." Stepping aboard the flitter, I held out a hand to her and said, "Time to decide, ma'am." Lori's gaze flicked from me to Serena and back to me, then she asked, 

"What if I decide not to cooperate with anybody? Not 3rd World, not even the government? What if I just drive home and refuse to talk to anyone about anything?" 

    Letting my hand drop, I said, "Then I'll make my report and go back to being a tourist." 

    Rolling her eyes with a frustrated sigh, Lori snapped, "You know what I mean! What'll happen to me?!" 

    I shrugged. "Think about it. 3rd World would prob'ly keep trying and set a probe to record you twenty-four-seven for the rest of your life, watching for any use of fields. Saying 'no' to the feds would be a much nastier matter; they'd make your life miserable. Deep tax audits for you and everyone close to you. Investigations to bring every questionable thing you've ever done to light, no matter how slight. The FBI questioning your friends, relatives, and prospective employers would tend to make people avoid you. Could be the feds'd even help Flagstaff cops find new questions about your involvement in Larch's death. Governments are run by power freaks, y'know. They really don't like hearing the word 'no'." 

    After staring at me for a few moments in silence, Lori stepped aboard the flitter and took a seat. I sent the flitter north as Serena sat down beside her. 

    Lori asked, "Where are we going?" 

    "To one of 3rd World's training ranges, where field blips are fairly common, even at night. We won't want an audience." When Carrington came into view, Serena guided us to range six and set us down near the restroom building. There were no lights on in the fake city, but the bright moon gave us plenty of light. Just down the hill we could see various robotic devices at work, cleaning and resetting the range after the day's training runs. Lori watched them work like bees in a hive for a time before Serena said, "We can begin now." 

    With a nod, I got up and said, "All ashore, ma'am. First we're going to play with rocks." Lori and Serena followed me off the flitter to the edge of the clearing, where I pointed at several slabs of rock and said, "Lift the biggest one you think you can manage." 

    Lori eyed the flat rocks for a moment, then the nearest edge of one about a foot in diameter began to rise. More of the rock lifted very gradually until the whole thing was an inch off the ground. The strain in Lori's face told me she was simply trying to haul the rock into the air and I tapped her shoulder. The rock instantly dropped and she stood panting as she turned to face me. I said, "Plain ol' grabbing it and lifting is the hard way, ma'am. Try envisioning sending your field under the rock, then expanding the field. Like a balloon. When you can make a solid field and build it up, you can lift damned near anything." 

    It took her a few tries and some frustration, but some ten minutes of starting and stopping later, the rock hovered a few inches above the ground and Lori grinned as she excitedly said, "It doesn't hurt!" I chuckled, "Then you're doing it right, ma'am. Now try giving your field a bit of color. What's your favorite?" 

    "Blue. Definitely blue." 

    Another few moments passed, then her field tendril and the pad under the rock became a brilliant shade of blue. Lori bounced up and down clapping her hands and grinning, but that reaction made her field collapse and disappear. Her expression became one of irritation. The blue field almost instantly reappeared and the rock slowly rose from the ground again. Glancing at Serena and me, she said, "I'm going to try to talk while..." The rock dropped and she blurted, "Damn!" 

    Walking over to the rock, I stood on it and said, "Try again. Theoretically, there's no reason you shouldn't be able to lift it." Looking highly skeptical, Lori sent her blue field under the rock. A few moments passed before it began to move under my feet, then it wobblingly inched upward until I stood about a foot off the ground. Lori again looked as if she might be straining to make the effort, but she gritted her teeth and sharply hissed, "I... I did it!" 

    Stepping down from the rock, I walked forward and replied, "Yup. Guess we haven't been bullshitting you after all, huh?" 

    Her eyes instantly left the rock. She focused on me with a cautious expression. In a guarded tone, she asked, "What do you mean?" 

    "I mean you had some serious reservations about coming with us, but they're starting to fade a bit. Take a look at your rock, Lori." She did so and blurted, "It's still up!" and, of course, her startlement caused her to lose control of the field. It disappeared and the rock slammed to the ground. 

    I said, "My standing on it made you perceive the job as being much more difficult, so you threw a lot more juice into it. Serena, now that we have most of her skepticism out of the way, do you think it's time to help her figure out heat and cold?" 

    Serena grinned and nodded. "We could do that. Would you care to give her a demonstration?" 

    "Sure thing." I looked around and saw some scraps of wood, but we already knew Lori could start a fire. I gave the matter some thought and decided to start with cold. Sending out translucent grey fields to sweep the air for moisture, I gathered what they collected into a pipe-shaped field about a foot in diameter. I continued until I had an ice pillar about four feet tall, then asked, "How's that?" 

    Serena sent a bright turquoise field to polish the ice until it was smooth and nearly transparent, then grinningly said, "Now it's fine." 

    "Show off. Lori, see how fast you can melt it." Her glance bounced between Serena and me as she yelped, "What?! How?! I don't even know how you made that thing appear!" 

    "You don't need to know that yet. Just melt it the same way you start camp fires, I guess. Envision a hot spot big enough to wrap around the ice." 

    "You guess? You don't know?" 

    "Nope. I don't know exactly how you do what you do, but I figure it has to be something like that." 

    Lori stared incredulously at me, then looked at Serena, who agreed, "That would seem the most likely course of action." 

    Again with a skeptical expression, Lori turned to face the ice pillar and seemed to give the matter some thought. The air around the pillar suddenly seemed to shimmer, then it began to glow softly. A few moments passed and the zone around the pillar began to shine brightly enough to cast shadows, even under the moonlight. The ice pillar had begun visibly melting during the shimmer effect, but now it was shrinking fairly quickly and the dirt around the pillar was turning dark as it thirstily soaked up water. Through a link to Serena, I said, 'Damn! She makes my first efforts with my field implant look pretty paltry, doesn't she?' 

    Serena met my gaze and chuckled, 'Yes, she does.' 

    'How much do we want to teach her?' 

    'That would depend on your reasons for teaching her.' 

    'She needs an edge before she meets Jonel. Something more than parlor tricks. What she was doing before would be interesting and worth some study, but it probably wouldn't get her college money or a job offer. Being able to put on a decent show could make her seem more valuable.' 

    'May I ask why you're concerned with her immediate future?' 

    That question annoyed me momentarily until I realized Serena was honestly curious. I sent, 'I was called a prodigy until I was eleven. My specialty was a nearly eidetic memory. One day I saw Roy Rogers make Trigger count by banging a hoof on the ground and realized that was basically what I was doing every time I answered somebody's history question or quoted a page from some book. It made me feel even more like a freak.' 

    'Only until you were eleven? Did something happen that disabled your abilities?' 

    'It damned sure did. That's when I realized the only way to make people stop bugging me to do memory tricks all the time was to stop acting like a damned prodigy. I set... call them 'public' limits... and pretended I couldn't exceed them. It worked; people got bored and began to leave me alone. Lori's gonna be in the same general position shortly. I want her off to a good start in case we can't work with her later, but I also want to...' 

    Lori abruptly turned around and rather tensely said, "Whatever you're doing back there, please stop. It's like trying to concentrate while someone vacuums under your chair." 

    Mock-bowing to her, I replied, "Oh, yes, milady! Of course, milady! Um... but exactly what is it you think we were doing?" 

    She shook her head. "Not her. Just you, and I don't know what you were doing. I just know it was making the hair on the back of my neck stand up." She rubbed her arms and added, "And it gave me goosebumps." Serena's left eyebrow arched high. Just to see what would happen, I sent, 

'Lori seems a bit sensitive, doesn't she?' and goosebumps instantly returned to Lori's arms. She shuddered and rubbed her arms briskly as she hissed, "Damn it! I asked you to stop!" 

    "That's gonna be tough to do, ma'am. It's how I communicate with my flitter and it'll prob'ly happen again now and then. Does knowing what it is help any?" 

    Shuddering again, Lori shook her head slightly. "I don't think so." 

    "Then let me try something else." I keyed my implant and sent, 'Can you hear me now?' 

    Serena grinned slightly, but Lori seemed to be waiting for something to happen. I sent, 'Apparently using the implant takes it out of her sensory range. Any thoughts on the matter?' 

    Still grinning, Serena replied, 'Not at this time.' 

    Lori still made no response, so I said, "Okay. I think I fixed it. You were picking up some of my... frequency, call it. I just sent a message. Did you get any goosebumps?" 

    Showing us her arms, Lori shook her head. "No. Not that time." Looking past her at the remnant of my ice pillar, I said, "Good. You still have some ice left, ma'am. Make it go away, please." She looked as if she wanted to give me the finger, but she turned around and again conjured her heat field. I sent, 'Well, well. Seems as if using my non-implant commo bleeds into her range. Are we seeing the beginnings of some kind of telepathy?' 

    Her eyebrow still arched, Serena replied, 'Perhaps. Would you consider that a good thing?' 

    'If it can be turned off or shielded, sure. If not, it could be hell.' 
Chapter Ten

    When the last bit of ice disappeared, Lori turned and held up a forestalling hand as she walked past us. She took a seat on the steps of the restroom building and started to reach into a coat pocket, then sighed and shook her head slightly. I reached for one of my paper-towel hankies and handed it to her, a gesture that seemed to surprise her even as she accepted the hanky. 

    As she wiped her face, I asked, "Need a break?" Lori nodded as she shrugged out of her coat. "Yes. It can't be much more than sixty degrees out here, but I'm sweating." 

    In a tone of correction, I said, "Oh, no, ma'am. Ladies 'perspire gracefully'. Try to remember that, please." 

    She snorted a laugh and, "Yeah, right. What's next?" I stage-whispered to Serena, "Deodorant, hopefully." Swatting my thigh, Lori laughed, "No, dammit! Really, what's next?" 

    "You could try to make some ice." 

    Looking around, Lori gestured generally and said, "Out of what? The ice is gone. The water is gone. And how'd you make all that water happen, anyway?" Shrugging, I said, "I pulled it out of the air. Stand by one." Walking over to where the ice pillar had been, I sent a fat tendril into the soil and drew moisture into it. When it held perhaps a pint, I directed the tendril to hover in front of Lori while I used another field to open the building's trash can and stir the contents. 

    One of those tiny two-ounce potato chip bags surfaced and I fielded it to Lori as I told her to hold it open. She did so --albeit gingerly --and I let the water tendril empty into the bag. 

    "There you go, ma'am. Your very own practice water." Eyeing the bag, Lori said, "Eeww." 

    "Sorry 'bout that. See if you can freeze it." Looking past her at Serena, I said, "Seems like this oughta be worth some kind of a wager. Tell you what; if she can do it in the next five minutes, I'll let you drive the flitter later." When Lori's head came up to shoot me a glare, I added, "Just trying to make this more interesting." 

    "I thought things were pretty damned interesting already." 

    "That's 'cuz you're new at all this." Looking at the bag, I asked, "When do you plan to start trying to make ice, ma'am?" 

    She looked at the bag and canted her head slightly, then made her usual

'I'm messing with a field' squint. 

    "Just think 'cold'," I said softly, "Very, very cold." With a sigh of exasperation and a roll of her eyes, Lori asked, "What the hell do you think I'm doing?" then she refocused herself on the bag. Frost formed. A few moments later, a stray droplet fell to the concrete steps and bounced twice, then lay still and melted. 

    I said, "Cool. How's it going inside the bag, ma'am?" Stiffening slightly, Lori growled, "Just try to have a little patience, will you? Like you said, I'm new at all this." 

    "Talking won't get the ice made, ma'am." She snapped, "Then stop talking, dammit!" 

    "Woo! Yes'm! By your command, milady! Understood! You got it! Quiet! 

Right!" 

    Lori closed her eyes and appeared to be counting to ten --or perhaps even higher --then her eyes opened. When she glanced up at me, I raised my hands protestingly and yelped, "I'm being quiet, ma'am!" Lori studied me for a moment, then returned her gaze to the chip bag. Maybe another thirty seconds passed, then she said, "Catch," and tossed the bag to me. I used a field tendril to catch it and another tendril to peel the bag away from a blob of ice. 

    "So," said Lori, "When does Serena get to drive the flitter?" Serena said, "Lori, I don't..." but Lori stood up and cut her off with, 

"No! Don't let him off the hook, Serena. He said you could drive the flitter. Let's damned well hold him to it." Looking at me, she asked, "Well? When does she get to drive?" 

    I looked past her at Serena and sighed, "Aw, what the hell... Okay, a bet's a bet. She can drive us back to Cameron." 

    Beaming with satisfaction, Lori sat back down on the steps. I sat down beside her and said softly, "But... um... Lori..." and she reacted predictably by insisting, "You said she could drive, dammit!" 

    "Oh, she can, ma'am. Yes, indeed. No problem. But shouldn't you ask her whether she really wants to drive?" 

    Lori glanced at me, then looked at Serena, who wore a sort of 'I tried to tell you' expression. Lori again cast a very narrow gaze at me and seemed about to say something --possibly even something unkind --then she closed her mouth and sighed, "Oh, damn. You were just... sort of standing on my rock again." 

    It wasn't a question. Doing an 'I guess you caught me' expression as well as I could, I replied, "Well... yeah." 

    With a theatrical sigh, Lori leaned back against a porch pillar and said, 

"I should have known. I really should have known." I shrugged. "Nah. If you should have, you would have. That's how some things work, y'know. Got another little lesson for you when you think you're ready." 

    "Another one?" Sighing again, she said, "I need a minute first," and got up to go into the restroom. 

    Once the door closed behind her, I called up a field screen and used infrared to scan the area for rabbits. 

    Serena asked, "Why rabbits?" 

    "They're herbivores." 

    A moment passed before Serena said, "Ed, that explanation was grossly inadequate." 

    I found four rabbits clumped together near a burrow and stunned a big one, then used a field to lift it. As the rabbit rose into the air, the other bunnies scattered, but not seeing an obvious predator, they didn't go far before they stopped and watched their buddy fly away. 

    I deposited the rabbit on the flitter's deck and said, "Serena, milady, all herbivores do is eat veggies and sleep. When this is over, I can put the bunny back with his pals, no harm done. A carnivore would be hunting. If I interrupt a hunt, he could end up going hungry, 'cuz I'm not going to toss him some other critter as a thank-you. Flitter, please contain the rabbit on your deck." 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    Looking around, I found some tall grass the landscapers had missed near the outside spigot and wrenched up a big handful for the rabbit. After tossing the grass near it, I stood sipping coffee until Lori came out of the restroom. Lori saw us by the flitter and came over, spotting the rabbit on the deck as she approached. 

    She asked, "Where'd the rabbit come from?" and I woke it up. The rabbit saw us and bolted, of course, but the flitter's field gently redirected the frantic animal at the edge of the deck. It made a full circuit of the deck twice, then stopped and tried to scrabble through the invisible barrier. I pointed at it and conversationally said, "Zap," as I sent a stun at it. The rabbit immediately went limp. Lori shrieked, "What the hell did you do?!" and jumped aboard the flitter to kneel by the bunny. She looked leery about touching it, but finally opted to gingerly pick up one of its feet. When she let go, it dropped. 

    Looking angry as hell, she yelled, "It's dead! Why the hell did you do that?!" 

    Sipping coffee, I replied, "It isn't dead." 

    "It is, damn it! Look!" She again lifted the leg and let it drop. Pointing at her, I again said, "Zap" and stunned her slightly. Lori reeled and put her hands out to catch her fall. I said, "Zap" again and sent a heavier stun at her. She sagged to the deck, barely conscious, and I stepped aboard to take a seat as I watched her fight to stay awake. She won the struggle and groggily sat up. 

    I said, "That's what I did to the rabbit, ma'am. It's called a stun. As far as I know, stuns work on any living creature." With that, I woke up the rabbit, which saw Lori and squealed as it again began scrambling frantically around the flitter's deck. Lori seemed almost as upset as the rabbit until I stunned it again and used a grey tendril to deliver it back near its friends along with the big wad of grass. When I woke it up, it freaked, dashed a few yards away, apparently realized it wasn't being chased, and stopped. One of the other rabbits got wind of the grass and went to check it out and soon the group was back together. Glaring at me as she got to her feet, Lori asked, "Couldn't you have found some other way to demonstrate?" 

    Shaking my head, I replied, "Not one that you'd have understood instantly and completely, and it could take you a while to get a handle on this trick." Looking up at the stars, I said, "It's after seven already and I'd like to get some sleep tonight. Serena, would you make us a target that will chime when a stun hits it?" 

    Adopting an expression of mock enthusiasm, Serena replied, "Oh, at last! 

Something to do!" and Lori snickered. 

    "Oh, but there's more, ma'am. I'd like you to try to help Lori figure out how to generate a stun." 

    Lori asked, "You think I couldn't figure it out on my own?" 

    "That's not what I said. You probably could, but it might not happen tonight. Serena may be able to help." 

    "How?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Ask her about that while you try to make a stun blast happen. I'm gonna go take a leak." 

    As I headed for the restroom, I sent a heavy stun at the man-shaped target, which responded with a fairly loud G-note chime. I liked the sound, so I hit it a couple more times before I reached the restroom door. When I came back outside, the ladies were still working on making Lori's first stun happen and Lori seemed a bit frustrated. I sat on the steps and watched for a time, then I had an idea of sorts. 

    Without using my implant, I sent, 'Serena, maybe we could somehow use her sensitivity to our commo to help her get a handle on calling up a stun.' 

    Lori stiffened, then shuddered and turned to face me with an irritated expression. 

    I said, "Just wanted to see something," and got up to walk over there. 

"Maybe we can use your sensitivity, Lori. I'll put a few stuns on the target while I keep a link open." 

    Putting a hand on her shoulder, I turned her to face the target and sent a stun at it. The G-note chimed and Lori reeled as she flinched away from me with a big-eyed stare and yelped, "What the hell..?!" Eyeing her reaction, I replied, "Yeah, good question. What made you back away like that?" 

    "You didn't feel it?!" 

    Glancing at Serena, I gave Lori a shrug. "Guess not. Why not tell us what you felt, ma'am?" 

    She peered at me for a moment, then took a breath and said, "I don't know if I can. It was as if the right side of my head went all numb and tingly. But just for a second, then everything was fine." 

    "Numb and tingly, huh?" 

    "Yes. Like that side of my head was asleep or something." Looking past her at Serena, I said, "Wow. Good thing it wasn't a permanent effect, huh? She's not tall or skinny enough to become a fashion model." Pretending to study Lori, I added, "Pretty face and a fine figure, though. You might make it as a cheerleader if you can remember how to spell while you wave pom-poms." 

    Giving me a droll look, Lori said, "My dream job. I'd appreciate it if you wouldn't ever --ever --do that again." 

    "Do you think it helped you with the stun concept?" Glancing at the target, Lori said, "I don't know." After a pause, she said, "Actually... maybe. I think I... felt... what you were doing." She faced the target, seemed to concentrate fairly hard, and the target chimed very softly. Taking her hand, I kissed it and said, "And there you have it, milady. Keep at it until you can make it ring. That's what'll knock somebody down." 

    As I walked back to the flitter, she asked, "Where are you going?" 

    "Gonna check email. Keep shooting, ma'am." Plunking myself into a flitter seat, I called up a screen and had a filtered look at the skies around us. No traffic below 15,000 feet. Switching to a satellite view, I looked for surface traffic on Carrington base and saw no vehicles moving outside the main complex. Good 'nuff. I called up the Internet and logged into my email account. 

    A bit less than an hour later, Serena pinged my implant. 

    "Yes'm?" 

    "Ed, Lori has achieved considerably more than an acceptable level of competence." 

    Huh? Meaning what? "Explain, please." 

    In a flat tone, Serena answered, "She could kill." 

    "With a stun blast?" 

    "Hers are different from ours. I'm still trying to discern exactly how they're different." 

    Getting to my feet, I stepped off the flitter as I said aloud, "Lori, take a break. You're hitting that target way too hard." With a quizzical look, she asked, "Too hard?" 

    "Yeah. What you're sending out could put somebody in a coma. If he's a bad guy, the cops would need to be able to wake him up for questions." Turning to Serena, I asked, "Would you make the target show numbers, ma'am? Make the max capability of a stun wand a hundred percent." 

    She said, "Done," and indicated the target. I stunned it and '100' 

appeared in a block in the center of the target's chest. 

    "Excellent. Have I called you a gorgeous goddess lately?" Her left eyebrow arched. "No, you haven't." 

    "Well, you are, milady. If you ever feel even the slightest bit neglected, you're to let me know immediately so I can fix it." Turning to Lori, I said, "Keep shooting, but dial things down so you never exceed the max and make that an ironclad habit. You want to disable the enemy without ending up in prison." 

    Nodding, Lori faced the target and sent a stun. The number on the target's chest jumped to '187' and I glanced at Serena as I muttered, "Damn!" Six stuns later, Lori's score dropped to '97'. I said, "That's fine. It'll knock over an elephant. Keep it there until it becomes your automatic intensity." 

    Lori kept blasting the target and her numbers held pretty close to the mark. After about half an hour, she raised her hands and sighed, "I need to stop for a while. I feel like I'm ready to drop." I replied, "There's beer, dr pepper, and canned tea on the flitter." We stepped aboard and I opened the cooler. Lori asked for a tea, and as she sipped it, I asked, "Had enough for tonight?" Nodding slightly, Lori slumped in her seat and sighed, "Oh, hell, yes. Will there be more... stuff like that... tomorrow?" 

    "Just some reiteration to lock things in. Maybe some work with field bubbles." 

    She snickered, "Bubbles?" 

    "Yup. Say there's a fire and you want to put it out. Just make a solid bubble around it. When the oxygen's gone, the fire dies. We might mess with water, too. Depends on time, mostly. Got any ideas about how you came to be able to work with fields?" 

    My question seemed to startle her. "Uh... no, no idea." 

    "People are going to ask that question --and a lot of others like it -fairly often in the near future. When do you usually go to bed?" Lori shrugged. "Dark or soon after dark. Maybe a little later if I had extra batteries and something to read." 

    Calling up a tendril, I made the end of it glow brightly. Lori reached to place her hand near it and marveled, "It isn't hot!" 

    "It doesn't need to be. Just think 'light'." She created a tendril of her own and some moments passed before the tip began to glow. The glow grew brighter and Lori's big grin let us know she felt as if she'd accomplished something fairly special. 

    I said, "There you go. No more batteries," and sipped my tea. Lori laughed and waved her tendril around, spot-illuminating the deck and other seats. "My neighbor's cat will love this!" Sipping my own tea, I said, "Mine certainly did. When he was a kitten, anyway. Now he pretends he's above all that. We never did get around to discussing how you discovered you could do field stuff." Shrugging, Lori sat back in her seat and said, "My second night in the canyon it rained. I'd been foraging some trash cans and it caught me two hundred yards from any kind of shelter. I was soaking wet and cold and I couldn't get a fire started because the only wood and paper I had was as wet as I was. I started walking to keep warm and found some drier paper in one of the trash cans, so I went back to my tent to try again." She sipped tea, then said, "It was mostly picnic stuff and some newspaper, and there wasn't much. When it was nearly gone, I still didn't have a fire going. I was crying and swearing and shaking so hard I could barely keep the lighter in one spot, and all I could do was put the last few bits of paper under the wood to try again. Then the damned lighter stopped working. I think I screamed when I threw it as hard as I could. I was almost ready to walk back to the car and call my aunt to come get me, then I remembered I had a book of matches in my purse." 

    Snorting a chuckle, she sighed, "I was down to the last few matches and out of paper, trying to get the tinder to light by itself. The match went out, but I saw a glow in the tinder and thought it had caught, after all, so I blew on it. Nothing happened, the stuff was still too damp, but the glow was still there. I leaned down to look at it and couldn't figure out where it was coming from. It was just a bright little dot hanging in the air between the tinder and the ground. When I tried to touch it, it was hot, so I used a stick to try to push it closer to the tinder. After a while the tinder caught fire and then the sticks caught fire. I propped a couple of big pieces over that and hung my clothes around the fire and sat close to it in my underwear until I stopped shaking and shivering so much." 

    Sipping again, she said, "After that, I kept a trash bag over my wood pile. The next day, I hitched down to the car and got some more clothes and bought two lighters and a newspaper. That night, I started to light the fire and saw the glow where I was going to use the lighter. It took me a while to figure out I was making it happen." With a laugh, she said, "Then it took me a while longer to believe it." 

    I laughed, "I'll bet it did. Serena, do you have any idea how she's able to use fields?" 

    Shaking her head slightly, Serena replied, "No. When she uses a field, certain regions of her brain become much more active, but no single region appears responsible for her talent." 

    Lori had paused in mid-sip as Serena spoke. She asked, "You can see inside someone's head?" 

    "Yes. It's almost ten o'clock. I'm going to leave you two so you can get some sleep. Goodnight." 

    With that, she disappeared. Lori sat staring at Serena's empty flitter seat for a moment, then she looked at me and asked, "Is she upset about something?" 

    I shrugged. "Probably not. She doesn't get upset about much. Flitter, park us above my motorcycle and give us the bathroom and two beds, please." As we headed back to Cameron, Lori went to check out the translucent field beds, making all the usual sounds of amazement as she poked, prodded, and then sat on one of them. 

    Gathering water out of the air to rinse out my mug and make a fresh coffee, I said, "If you want to shower first, hop to it. Tomorrow's gonna start early." 
Chapter Eleven

    Thursday began as I'd expected, with a ping in my implant. I mumbled, "You got me, Jonel. What time is it?" 

    She replied, "Eight o'clock. How did you know it was me?" 

    "Easy. Nobody else in my world would call me before ten." 

    "I see. Are you at the canyon yet?" 

    I sat up and sighed, "Hell, no. I'm not even out of bed yet." Reaching for my coffee mug, I sent a warming field into it as Jonel said, 

"Sanders couldn't find out which motel you were in." 

    "Good. It's none of his or her damned business where I sleep." 

    "But it's my business. You're required to keep in touch when you're on assignment." 

    Sipping coffee, I said, "Where I sleep isn't your business either, Jonel. Well, not unless you're right there with me, of course." I could envision Jonel stiffening in her chair and her dim glower. She growled, "You don't ever want to speak to me like that again." 

    "Uh, huh. Got news, ma'am. I don't really want to speak to you first thing in the morning again, either. I'll holler when I've got a report. Until then, there's no point in bugging each other, right?" 

    For a long moment, Jonel was silent, then she said succinctly, 

"I'll-be-waiting," and disconnected. 

    Sighing, I rubbed my eyes and took another sip of coffee. Lori mumbled, 

"All done?" 

    "Yeah. Told her I'd call when I had something to say." 

    "So I heard. You don't like her much, do you?" Shaking my head slightly, I replied, "Nope. Sure don't." 

    "Why?" 

    "She's a stereotypical tight-assed insecure suit who replaced a woman who had brains, ability, and personality." 

    Snickering, Lori rolled over and sat up, swinging her legs off the bed. She was wearing her flannel shirt and a grin. "I know what you mean. I had a jerk like that for a boss once." 

    "They're as common as flies. Breakfast here or in Flagstaff?" 

    "Flagstaff. I'm not ready to be stared at again." Eyeing her legs, I said, "Too bad. Women like you get stared at." Still grinning, Lori headed for the bathroom. I sat swilling coffee until she came out, took my turn, and then had the flitter head toward Flagstaff. Lori picked a restaurant and we chatted about the day ahead as we waited for food. 

    She asked, "So, what's next?" 

    "Next we test your stuns to see if last night's practice stuck." With an offhand gesture, she said, "It will. After that, what?" I shrugged. "I just wanted you to be able to put on a good show so 3rd World would offer you more than a stint as a lab rat. Now you'll be able to bargain a bit, so don't be shy when the time comes. Don't let them bulldoze you into doing anything for free. Charge high for your consulting time if they don't offer you a permanent job." 

    Lori's eyes widened. She echoed, "Consulting time?" 

    "Yeah. You use fields without hardware. While that's unique, it isn't illegal or immoral, so neither 3rd World nor the government can really give you any crap about that unless you commit a crime using your field talent. Nor can they legally force you to go to work for them, though as I said, the government can make your life miserable. If they try that, just ask them if they really want to drive you into the arms of some other government. Don't say who; let 'em guess." 

    Eyeing me for a moment, Lori said, "You sound as if you've given this some thought." 

    Nodding, I replied, "You bet I have. The only reason I stayed with 3rd World after my old boss left was to keep them between me and the feds, but my new boss is fast convincing me there's no longer much difference between the two outfits." 

    "So you were really serious about retiring?" 

    "As soon as I get back to base." 

    Lori paused again, then asked, "Then what?" 

    "Then I'll be on my own for a while." 

    "If the government really wants you to work for them, won't they do the same things to pressure you that they'd do to me?" I shrugged. "They can try. Won't work. My accountant can handle tax issues and my lawyer can handle anything else." 

    "What if they really need you for something? Like protecting somebody or something like that?" 

    "That'll depend on who they want me to protect, from what, how much they're willing to pay, and who's doing the asking. By now the feds know for a fact that flitters can't be used offensively, so that just leaves me. It prob'ly won't take 'em long to realize I can't be moved by phony patriotic rhetoric and that I'll verify every damn word they say." With a chuckle, I added, "They won't like that at all." 

    Giving me a raised eyebrow, Lori said, "Not all patriotic words are phony." 

    "Maybe not from a citizen, but just about anything that comes out of a government mouth is an attempt at manipulation." 

    "You'd really charge them for protecting someone?" 

    "Do cops and security guards work for free? Do soldiers? Hell, yes, I'd charge them." 

    Lori seemed not to be altogether happy with my responses, but she said nothing more on the matter. After we finished breakfast, we got back aboard the flitter and returned to Cameron, where I parked the flitter twenty miles above my bike and extended the opaque hull field upward an extra thirty feet. Lori asked why I'd made our ceiling so high. 

    I said, "Watch," and used a field platform to lift myself until my hat was at the upper edge of the flitter's field. Lori gaped at me for a moment, then asked, "You don't seriously expect me to do that?!" Letting myself descend to the deck, I replied, "Yup. Sure do. The hull is opaque so you won't get distracted by the scenery." Glancing over the side, Lori shuddered and asked, "Why did you bring us way the hell up here?" 

    Sipping my coffee, I said, "When I'm not using the flitter, it parks high above me, so seeing it up here won't ring anybody's bells. Since it's one big field generator, it'll cover anything we do. Serena?" Without appearing, she asked, "Yes, Ed?" 

    "Would you set up another stun target for Lori, please?" The target appeared at the rear of the deck and I said, "Thank you, ma'am. How's your morning going?" 

    "Oh, fine, but I'm a little busy at the moment." Huh? Must be working with the other AIs on something. 

    "Then I'll ring off now, milady. Thanks again." Turning to Lori, I said, "Zap it. Keep your stuns under 100." She began plastering the target with stun blasts that registered a bit high, but dropped her power with every shot. Once she was consistently under 100, I interrupted her and said, "Now try lifting yourself. Envision some kind of solid field platform under your feet, then make it taller, but not too tall. Remember we're twenty miles up, okay? It's kind of cold outside." Lori goggled at me for a moment, then her gaze moved upward. I guess thirty feet looks different to people who don't fly. She looked at me again as if I might be somewhat insane and asked, "Why don't we just assume I can do that? I lifted the rock with you on it, didn't I?" 

    "Not the same. You'll see why when you do it." 

    "If I do it, you mean. Ed, something about launching myself off the deck at this height scares the hell out of me." 

    I shrugged. "Then don't launch, ma'am. Just build the platform slowly, a foot at a time. Stop counting at three and see if you can let yourself down gently." 

    She met my gaze for a moment, then nodded. A square blue field formed by her feet and she stepped onto it, then she strained a bit to add a few inches of height. When that worked, she added a few more. Soon she stood about a yard above the deck and I yelled, "Look out!" as she stared at her feet in wonder. Her head came up to look around frantically and the field instantly collapsed. She dropped to the deck screeching, "What the hell did you do that for?! You scared the hell out of me!" 

    "Yeah, I noticed. How did falling help your situation?" 

    "What?! It didn't help at all, dammit!" 

    Grinning, I said, "Right you are, ma'am. Fact is, chances are excellent that losing control of your field won't ever help a situation. Now get back up there so I can pester you some more." 

    Still glowering at me, Lori reconstructed her field until she again stood a yard above the deck. Knowing a yell probably wouldn't shake her again, I used a lightly charged tendril to sting her left leg. She flinched and her field sagged slightly as she screeched and slapped at her leg, but she maintained her elevation. 

    "Good," I said, sending half a dozen tendrils to pull at her arms and legs as well as shock her. 

    Lori kept her wobbling balance until my tendrils turned her around in mid-air, then she began to topple. I created a field pad under her and let it deflate slowly. She got up and faced me with a determined glare as she created another field pedestal. My tendrils shocked, pulled, pushed, glowed in front of her face, made her hair stand up, turned her slowly and quickly, and throughout it all, Lori managed to remain on her feet on her platform, then she finally did what I'd been hoping she'd do; she formed a tendril of her own and used it to slash through my tendrils. 

    I made more tendrils and Lori eventually had three cutters going at once, orbiting her body like personal demons and attacking any of my tendrils that reformed to grab at her. She still wobbled a bit on her platform, but she didn't look as if she was in any danger of falling. I abruptly canceled all my tendrils and stood grinning at her. 

    Panting hard, she returned my grin with one of those 'is that all you've got?' expressions, clearly feeling she'd finally won the game. I had the flitter crank volume up all the way before it belted out the sound of a car skidding into a crash. Lori startled hard and spun to face the sound from the front of the flitter. Her field went from blue to orange and softened considerably, but she managed to salvage it and stood trembling from her adrenalin rush. 

    When she turned to face me, I had the flitter play back some gunshots and Lori again nearly jumped out of her skin as her field turned orange, but she remained a yard above the deck. 

    Holding a hand up to her, I said, "Damned good, ma'am. Once you get the hang of something, you really lock it in." 

    She undoubtedly thought I was looking for a handshake. I wasn't. As soon as Lori leaned down to shake my hand, I got a grip on her and hauled her off the pedestal. She screeched and landed on another field pad as I yelled, 

"Gotcha!" 

    Lori bellowed, "You cheated!" 

    "Nope. I just gave you a fat dose of future caution. You had no business whatsoever taking my hand while you were up on that platform. Let's say you're trying to get someone out of water or off a roof. What you'd do is make a bigger field pad and use tendrils anchored to the pad to pull them aboard. If they get stupid or panic, you can let a tendril dissolve and make another, but if they get a grip on you, you're screwed. Never assume anyone's gonna do the smart, logical thing in an unusual situation." 

    As she got to her feet, I snapped, "Stun the target! Now!" Lori blasted the target. A '96' appeared and I squeezed her shoulder. 

"Good. Never let anyone know exactly how much you can do, ma'am. Always keep a little in reserve for special occasions, and if you have to use it, stand there and look mystified afterward." 

    Giving me a sidelong glance, Lori laughingly asked, "What happened to doing your best? Giving a hundred percent?" 

    "Give 'em the hundred percent they think they know about, but keep the difference to save your own ass when their glorious plans turn to shit." She gave me a sidelong look. I said, "Really. If they know what you can do, they'll plan around it and write you into things right up to your max. You don't ever want them to be able to do that, 'cuz it won't leave any room for error and they usually can't or won't admit that plans can fail." Her expression continued, so I sighed, "You'll see. It may sound cynical as hell, but it's the truth. Call me back in a few years and we'll swap

'stupid leadership' war stories over some beer." 

    Lori had taken a seat as I'd talked, hitching her jeans around a bit and plucking her shirt out from under her rump. She suddenly looked up and eyed me for a moment. 

    "Ed, you seem to think I'm going to go to work for one of them." I shrugged. "You have a conscience, so even if you spend some time with the feds, you'll probably switch to 3rd World." 

    "Why do you think I'll end up with either of them?" 

    "Weren't you listening, ma'am? They'll both be after you 'cuz you'll be perceived as too unique and powerful to be allowed to run loose. The feds'll badger you until you sign up with them or 3rd World." Looking skeptical, she asked, "But 3rd World won't badger me?" 

    "Oh, they'll make offers and watch you closely, but they'll prob'ly let the feds do all the badgering." 

    Making a blue tendril that bumbled around until it managed to pry open the cooler, Lori used it to lift a can of tea to her hand, then sent it to pull the cooler lid shut. Popping the can open, she chuckled, "Maybe I'll tell them both to go to hell and join a circus." 

    I laughed with her, but didn't bother to comment as I sipped my coffee. Lori idly stared at her tea can for a time, then said, "What kind of job would 3rd World offer me?" 

    Sitting down by her, I said, "They'd probably issue you a flitter and send you places to troubleshoot things. Some local warlords objected strenuously to robodoc clinics in Africa. One of them showed up with a goon squad and shot someone who'd just been treated. When I stunned him and his top goons, the locals... uhm... got rid of them... and installed some new management in the area." 

    Glancing sharply up at me, Lori said flatly, "In other words, they killed them?" 

    "Yup. Tore 'em apart. Literally." 

    "Did you know they'd do that?" 

    Shrugging, I replied, "Nope. When those guys went down, people from two villages turned into an ugly mob. When it was all over, new people were in charge. The only real difference I could see was that the new guys were in favor of the clinic." 

    Still staring at me in that sharp manner, she asked, "Could you have stopped them from killing those men?" 

    I thought about how to answer that and settled for, "Yup." 

    "But you didn't? Did you even try?" 

    Shaking my head slightly, I replied, "Nope. A lot of the people in that mob were missing hands, noses, ears, and feet. They all got a little revenge and we got happy, cooperative natives." 

    In moderate shock, Lori snapped, "And you wonder why your new boss is being a bitch?" 

    One hand over my heart and the other up as if swearing a solemn oath, I replied, "Hey, I've never called her a bitch, ma'am, and I can prove it. The flitter records everything." 

    Standing up and swatting my hand, Lori yelped, "Oh, put your damned hand down! You know what I mean! You let that mob tear those men apart! Maybe someone thought you needed a little more supervision after something like that, don't you think?" 

    Shrugging, I replied, "Could be, if they think like you do. Are you ready to saddle up and head home?" 

    Still incensed, she blurted, "What?!" 

    "Home. Aunt and Granny. School. Cops. All that." Lori glanced around and made it as far as, "But..." then fell silent for a moment before asking, "Does this mean you've taught me all you can, or are you pissed off at me?" 

    Sipping coffee, I replied, "It means I've taught you what you need to make a strong impression and you'll still have half a day with your family before I report to 3rd World." 

    As I told the flitter to take us back down to Cameron, she asked, "But you are mad at me, aren't you?" 

    "Nah. Hell, no. You'll find out what I'm talking about when you've had some time on the job, no matter who you sign on with. Now grab your gear, ma'am. You're about to hit the road. Want to call your family before you get underway?" 

    She watched the ground rise to meet us as she said, "Yes. I think that would probably be a good idea." 

    Calling up a blank screen, I patted the seat by mine and said, "Sit here. I'll put a privacy screen around you." 

    Lori took a seat and asked, "How do I work this thing?" I said, "Just tell it the number to dial," and had the flitter put up the privacy screen as I stepped off the flitter to uncover my bike. About ten minutes later, Lori stepped off the flitter and came to stand beside me as I tipped the bike to check the oil. 

    "Ed..." I looked up and she seemed at a loss for words for a moment, then stuck out her hand as she said, "Thanks. That's all, just thanks. Look, I just won't tell anyone anything except that you found me and fixed my car, okay? I don't want you to get in trouble." 

    I took her hand and chuckled, "In that case, I'll give them as little as possible and tell them to call you at home. If bosslady gets ugly, I'll retire. Serena? Can you spare a minute or two?" 

    Serena popped into being on my right. I said, "Lori's about to head home. I thought she might like to say goodbye to you." 

    Stepping forward, Lori said, "Yes! Thanks, Ed." Looking at Serena, she extended a hand and said, "Thanks, Serena. Having you with us made things a lot easier for me." 

    Serena's left eyebrow went up a bit at that, but she smiled and said, 

"Good luck with your future, Lori." 

    After letting go of Serena's hand, Lori seemed lost for a moment, then asked me, "Will I ever see you again? Both of you, I mean?" 

    "Not a doubt. It's a small world for us field users." That seemed to cheer her up some. We walked Lori to her car and there was another round of goodbyes and thanks, then she headed for the highway. As she turned south and rolled up the hill, Serena asked, "How did my being here

'make things easier' for her, Ed?" 

    "She could perceive you as another female presence, milady. That took some of the edge off being captured and contained, then helped her feel a bit more comfortable about a sleepover and training. Now tell me why you had to ask that. You share memories with the other AIs and you can undoubtedly tap all the psychology books." 

    Canting her head slightly, Serena replied, "Somehow it's different to experience such a phenomenon." 

    Back aboard the flitter, I made a fresh coffee and called up a field screen to review the flitter's recordings of Lori, setting the display to twice normal speed. There was nothing in them I cared to present to someone like Jonel, who'd probably view the opening scene of Lori breaking into an SUV

as a tool for manipulation. 

    Fact is, the only scene I liked for the report was when Lori used her blue tendril to flip the cooler open. She'd faced away from the screen as I listened to her say, "Maybe I'll tell them both to go to hell and join a circus." I edited out 'tell them both to go to hell', then listened to the results. Not good enough. Maybe I should just wipe all the recordings and... Serena said, "If you'll tell me why you're doing that, I might be able to help you." 

    "I want to include that piece in my report, but Jonel doesn't need any hint that I warned Lori about 3rd World. She might soft-pedal their interviews. Better for Lori to see how things really are." Taking over my screen, Serena re-ran the full segment once --likely for my benefit --and re-ran an edited version half a second later. I couldn't tell there'd been an adjustment. I slowed it way down and played it again and still couldn't spot the cuts. 

    "Damned good job, ma'am. Would it fool a security scan?" 

    "Of course. May I ask why you didn't include generation of a protective field in her training?" 

    "I left that out because it comes with PFMs, ma'am. The feds can match job offers or college money, but they can't barf up a PFM." Pulling up Lori's missing person files and police reports concerning her misadventure with Larch, I added those into my report file and dictated a preface; "Here's the source of your field blips. She has a natural talent. No hardware necessary, though I think a PFM's capabilities would definitely impress her. I fixed her car and sent her home to try to get her world straightened out and I suggest you offer her college money and a job before the feds get wind of her. At this moment, nobody else knows about her field talent, so why not give her a few days with her family before you call her?" Saving the file, I said, "I'll send this to Jonel late this afternoon." Lifting an eyebrow, Serena said, "That isn't much of a report." I shrugged. "It has the basics. Jonel will run all the usual security checks anyway, so why bother? Flitter, please erase all your recordings regarding Lori Mackenzie except the one I've set aside to send to Jonel. Also stop recording until I ask you to begin again." 
Chapter Twelve

    Serena gave me a questioning sidelong glance. I asked, "Do you have any other comments or questions about our time with Lori?" 

    "Yes. When you discovered Lori, she could only manifest a tiny field tendril. That alone would have been more than enough to secure Jonel's interest, but you chose to expand her abilities exponentially before reporting about her. I'd like to know why." 

    Sipping coffee, I replied, "Say she doesn't sign on with 3rd World right away. Sooner or later the feds'd get wind of her. Someone'll see her do a field trick, the news will get out, and she won't be on anyone's list of people who've been issued field tech, so the feds'll put her under surveillance. Before I found her, Lori would have interested and perhaps even fascinated them, but that's about all. They'd want to try to figure out how she's able to use fields. She might happily let them try, but if research didn't seem to be getting anywhere, they'd want to put her to work under close control. Letting her roam free just because she's an American citizen who's committed no crimes wouldn't even cross their minds. If Lori wouldn't work for them, she'd end up in the hands of Homeland Security, probably in a holding cell right next to a laboratory. No charges necessary. Secret evidence, just like with the others they're holding." 

    Someone else might have given me a skeptical look, but not Serena. She simply held my gaze and waited. I sipped coffee again and said, "3rd World would know what was going on. After letting Lori languish in government custody for a while, Jonel would discuss the matter with the feds and very likely slip someone in to visit Lori and make an offer that would include relative freedom. Chances are excellent Lori would accept it and 3rd World would apply the kinds of pressure that would make the feds release her." Serena canted her head slightly. "Those were essentially my own speculations. What if 3rd World couldn't free her, Ed? Even heavily critical media coverage hasn't been effective in some cases. Would the Amarans suspend business operations with Earth on behalf of one person being held legally, if not necessarily morally?" 

    I grinned at her. "Tell me again how many natural field users exist, ma'am. What was that huge number you mentioned?" 

    Her left eyebrow hiked up. "Two. Lori Mackenzie and you." 

    "Would the Amarans really pass up a chance to study her?" 

    "Indeed they wouldn't." 

    "Righto. I planned to turn off my implant for a while and see if I can do as well as Lori did with natural field use. Care to stick around and watch?" With a small smile, she asked, "If you can't do as well as Lori, would you really want an audience?" 

    "Doesn't matter to me. Seems likely I'd have to work pretty hard to match her, and you know how I feel about hard work." 

    Serena chuckled, "I may peek in from time to time," and vanished. Turning off my implant, I said, "Flitter, please set up a small stun target near the monitor." 

    The target appeared and I took a sip of coffee before I sent a stun at it. No surprise; I scored a whopping point-zero-seven. Taking a penny out of my pocket, I tossed it on the seat next to mine and tried fielding it into the air. For whatever reason, lifting the penny seemed almost effortless. I tossed a nickel and a quarter on the seat and discovered lifting them wasn't quite effortless, but I managed to get each of them off the seat a few times. Returning my attention to the target, I stunned it and was a little startled when the number changed to three. Hm. Apparently using the talent expanded it. Well, again no surprise, really. That's how muscles build up, too, except that they rebuild over damage to gain bulk and take a helluva lot more time about it. 

    "Flitter, am I damaging my brain at all by trying to use fields without an implant? I'm thinking of the way muscles develop by patching over microscopic damage due to exercise." 

    The flitter replied, "No damage is apparent, Ed." 

    "Thanks. Guess I'll keep at it a while and ask again later." The number on the target rose to four after three more shots. I looked at the coins and used a tendril to shove them together, then scoop all of them into the air. The action took almost no effort at all. Taking a can of tea out of the cooler, I set it on the deck and formed a field under it. When I pumped up the field, I had to struggle a bit to make the can rise a few inches above the deck. Lifting a can of tea took a helluva lot more juice than hefting three small coins. 

    Was I progressing as quickly as Lori had? I didn't really think so, but without reviewing records... Damn. Records I'd already deleted. I'd just have to plod along at my own pace. Sending a stun at the target made the number jump to seven. That seemed damned odd. How was intensity being measured? 

    When I asked the flitter, part of its explanation involved higher math and some of it was shown with a graph. I focused on the graph, of course, and immediately saw an answer. The line of intensity rose steeply and quickly after two, nearly doubling its height by three. If I continued at this rate, I'd be up to implant-level capability in two hours or so. I threw myself into ever-heavier stuns and lifting as many cans of tea as possible after each dozen or so shots at the target. By the end of the hour, I was able to lift the entire cooler with everything in it, but there was a big drawback; I was so damned tired I was ready for a nap. After telling the flitter to wake me at five unless Lori had a problem or someone called me, I turned my implant back on and stretched out on a field bed. As I'd expected, my implant pinged with Jonel's chime a little before five. I sighed, "Flitter, start recording again, please." Conjuring a screen, I split it to display my Lori report on one side and Jonel's peering countenance on the other, then I said, "Here. Present. Yo. The stuff on the other side of the screen concerns your field blips. I thought I'd look it over one last time before I sent it, but since you called, here it is." 

    Also as expected, Jonel said, "Stand by," and took over screen control to give the Lori info the whole screen. I ran a warming field through my coffee, said, "Back in a minute," and went to take a leak while she studied matters. When I returned, the screen was again divided and Jonel asked, "Is this all you have on Mackenzie?" 

    "Yup. There's a video clip, her pertinent info, and even my own recommendations for her immediate future." 

    "Your reports to Linda were much more comprehensive." I shrugged. "You said 'find out'. I did. Mission accomplished." Jonel's gaze narrowed and her eyes flicked to the Lori report before she said, "This says you fixed her car. May I ask why?" 

    "It says that because I did fix her car." Her eyes flared with irritation. "Why?" 

    "Because it wouldn't run." 

    "You know what I mean, damn it!" She enunciated each word clearly as she snapped, "Why-did-you-take-it-upon-yourself-to-fix-her-damned-car?!" 

    "I'm kinda surprised you had to ask a question like that, Jonel. Ever hear of 'public relations'? Lori knows I work for 3rd World. I helped her out a bit. Now she may listen to your offer." 

    Looking surprised, Jonel generated a wry little smile as she asked, 

"Excuse me, but isn't it just a little soon to assume we'll be making Ms. Mackenzie any offers?" 

    I sighed, "Not if you have the brains of a fairly average pissant. Ma'am. And if all you have to offer me are more questions like that, you're fired. I'll take my paperwork to the Miami office." 

    Stiffening, she snapped, "If you ever actually do submit those damned papers, you'll do it through this office." 

    "I'll decide that. You decide how you're going to recruit Lori. She needs money for college. She'll need a good job. The feds can offer her both of those things, but they can't cough up a PFM." 

    "The feds? This report says nobody else knows about her." 

    "Yeah, but how long will that last? Using fields isn't illegal. She mentioned joining a circus. What if she starts doing a magic act for extra money? You know; a top hat, a waistcoat with tails, and a magic wand. Six inch heels and fishnet stockings. She has pretty good legs, so she's bound to draw a decent crowd." Imitating carnival patter, I tried to sound like W.C. Fields as I said, "Yes, yes! Come one, come all! See the pretty lady lift a car without even touching it!" 

    Jonel looked horrified, but only very briefly. She almost whispered, "Oh, my God! Can she really lift a car?" 

    Shrugging, I replied, "Hell, I dunno. If not now, prob'ly later. Doesn't matter; people like you and Wallace couldn't even vaguely imagine letting a natural field user run loose. Tell Wallace about her if you want a second opinion. He'll prob'ly ask why the hell she isn't already in custody." Her gaze narrowed again. "I might ask the same question." I chuckled, "Oh, no doubt. You and Wallace are much alike in many ways, 

'cept he tends to listen better." 

    Visibly simmering with irritation, Jonel asked rather tightly, "So what's the answer?" 

    "The answer's a question. Has she done anything illegal?" Taking a long, deep breath, Jonel sighed it out, then snapped, "Couldn't you have simply invited her to come with you to Carrington?! Didn't that even once occur to you?!" 

    "Yup. Sure did." 

    "Then why the hell didn't you?!" 

    "She's been hiding in a canyon for two months and Carrington isn't going anywhere. It's also getting along fine without her, but her family might not be. I know you won't share this opinion, but I don't think your impatience to recruit her in any way outranks Lori's immediate need to run home and repair her world." 

    "That wasn't your decision to make!" 

    "Wrong. I'm AIC on any site during my missions, and even ol' Cap'n Hidebound might think denying Lori time with her family after two months of hiding in the bush would be somewhat unreasonable. If I were you, I'd give her the weekend and ring her on Monday." 

    Jonel's scowling glare actually intensified somehow. A long moment passed, then she growled, "I want that woman here in my office this evening." 

    "Yeah, well, unrealistic expectations are really nothing more than premeditated resentments, Jonel. She's broken no laws. You can't just grab her off the street, and if you're dead set on intruding on her homecoming with her grandmother and aunt, I damned sure don't have to help you." She snarled, "Did you somehow mistake that order for a goddamned request?!" 

    Half a dozen responses flitted through my head, but I chose, "Goodbye, Jonel," and tapped the 'off' icon. I said, "Flitter, park us fifty feet above Lori Mackenzie's home in Winslow, please," then I called Wallace to see if he'd intercede on Lori's behalf. 

    He answered in his car, already on his way home. I briefly explained the situation and he pulled over to study copies of Lori's info and my chat with Jonel. Wallace thanked me, said he'd try to keep Jonel from doing anything rash, and headed back to Carrington base. I asked him to let me know how things went with Jonel. 

    Before I'd finished explaining things to Wallace, the flitter had set us in place above an older two-story home in Winslow. I saw Lori's car in the driveway and considered how things might go. Wallace might succeed in cooling Jonel down... or not. Jonel might send someone or --if sufficiently pissed -even come to Winslow herself. Did Lori need to know she might have company shortly? No. Dropping in or calling to let her know would also take time from her reunion. I asked the flitter to let me know if any other flitters entered the immediate area and sat back with my coffee to look around. 

    All the houses below were built on rather barren-looking hillsides a mile or so north of Interstate 40, which crossed over a wide natural ditch with a trickle of water in the middle. The Little Colorado River? Yeah, that sounded right enough. I didn't really care. 

    Calling up a screen, I worked on my latest SF book, editing a couple of chapters and rechecking the work for continuity. One of my edits group friends

--Alan in Australia --had recently spotted a fairly obvious gaffe that I and everyone else in the group had missed. Closing that activity, I called up the Internet and handled a few book orders, then checked email and discussion groups. 

    It was getting dark when my implant pinged. I put up a screen and answered, "Yo. Here. Present," and Wallace asked, "Is that how you always answer a call, Ed?" 

    "Only when someone calls me. Why? You want a salute, too? Is that even legal these days?" 

    "Skip the salute. I had a talk with Jonel. She calmed down considerably, but she asked me if there was any way to have you arrested for disobeying a direct order. She was dead serious, Ed. I think I now share your opinion of her." 

    I tried to look hopeful. "Because she wanted me arrested?" He laughed, "Oh, hell, no. Because she shouldn't have had to ask. And because she lost her temper over a minor issue." 

    "Nah. I checked her ID. Lori's no minor." Wallace gave me a droll look. 

    I said, "She's actually a fairly major issue, given her talent. I'd bet money you don't want her running loose." 

    He nodded. "Yeah, you'd win that bet." 

    "So, Mr. Navy Captain Wallace, who should end up with her? 3rd World or the government which happens to be your employer?" Shrugging, he said, "Just between us, I'd vote for 3rd World. If it goes public, I'll have to shill for the Navy." Pushing his chair a little farther from his desk, he leaned back and said, "Jonel agreed to delay contact until Monday. She wants you to handle transportation because Mackenzie already knows you." 

    "Uh-uh. Nope. I already have other plans. She can send Angie Horn. Wallace, introducing Lori to Jonel flatly wouldn't sit right with me. I'd feel as if I were personally delivering her to the devil." Wallace laughed, "This is being recorded, you know." 

    "Everything's recorded. I'm just telling you how it is, Wallace. Besides, I'll need Monday for paperwork." 

    "You aren't still waving those retirement papers, are you?" 

    "Nope. I plan to turn them in Monday morning." Pausing for effect, I said, 

"Wallace, early on I thought it might just be a personality clash, but I've since seen how Jonel thinks. Or should I say, how she doesn't think. Jonel's not a Linda Baines, Cap. Not even close. Linda would have seen this from all angles damned near instantly." 

    He was silent for a moment, then asked, "Will you still be available for 3rd World?" 

    "Probably. As an independent agent." 

    Looking askance, he said, "I've never put much faith in those." Feigning shock and hurt, I replied, "Gee, thanks, mister. I was kind of looking forward to being a local hire again." 

    He chuckled, "Hey, maybe you'll be different." 

    "Yeah, could be. How's Linda these days?" Looking skyward, he laughed shortly. "Fine. Bored as hell, but fine." 

    "I warned her. Wallace, tell her to hang out a private security shingle. I'll sign up just so she can send me to nasty places again. That's what she really misses, y'know." 

    Grinning, he said, "Could be. I give her maybe six months more. She'll have to do something just to keep from going crazy." His eyes flicked left and reflected a small white flashing light as he said, "Line two. I should probably take this. You know where to find me." 

    "Yup. Later, Cap." 

    We signed off and I sat back with my coffee as I directed the flitter to Cameron. I was getting kind of hungry, but the trading post's restaurant was closed. Canned soup? Nah. Loading the bike aboard, I returned to Flagstaff and looked for a restaurant near the Interstate. By the time I'd finished eating, it was nearly midnight. 

    To make things look right, I directed the flitter a bit eastward along I-40 and offloaded the bike during a break in traffic. A few minutes later, I rolled into the motel BJ had chosen and checked in, then unpacked the bike, showered, and sacked out for the night. 

Chapter Thirteen

    A screaming baby and slamming car doors woke me a little after eight Friday morning. The kid wouldn't stop howling, so I parted the curtain and peeked outside. His apparently-deaf mother stood yapping Spanish at a guy on the other side of the car as he unloaded the back seat of their sedan. He looked as if he wished she'd just disappear. I just wanted her and her kid to shut up. 

    My first stun was for the kid; the baby went to sleep in her arms. My second stun tapped her throat. As she stood there trying to make sound come out, her husband noted the lack of noise and looked up. Seeing her in distress, he dropped what he was doing and hurried around the car. After a few moments of frenetic attempts to communicate, he led her into their room. Good enough. I freshened up, made a coffee, and rode the bike to the same restaurant Lori and I had used the day before. The skinny, obviously impatient blonde waitress told me their breakfast menu didn't include steak dinners. I don't argue with halfwits. If they couldn't figure out how to cook a steak before noon, so be it; there was a Denny's right down the street. People stared as I got up and walked out, of course. That's one of the more benign things people may do when you trample stupid traditions. After a small steak breakfast, I hit the road with a fresh coffee to see some of Flagstaff. For a place that's been there so long, there isn't much to see. Various signs advertised their local chunk of old Route 66, but there was damned little left of anything that had existed when my parents and I had driven the road back in 1962. I quickly tired of touring Flagstaff and decided my time would be better spent practicing with fields. 

    Parking the bike in front of my room, I called the flitter down and headed east toward the Petrified Forest and the Painted Desert. As I arrived, I could see why some thought the Painted Desert was beautiful; many layers and splashes of colors decorated the barren landscape. The colors alone didn't do much for me. I like places with signs of life. Moving along the park road, broken segments of crystallized ancient tree trunks lay scattered in the dirt to either side. 

    I hopped down to wander around in an area fairly thick with them and read a few of the park's info signs along the winding hiking trail among the trunk fragments. They said the area had once been at the bottom of an ancient ocean and that some sort of ancient disaster had washed huge numbers of trees into the ocean, where they'd been covered by mud. Silicates from the mud gradually invaded the cells of the trees under pressure and caused the trees to become stones. 

    Walking around one huge stump, I could count the multicolored rings of the trunk, each ring seemingly made of a different-colored gemstone. Picking up a few bits that had broken off, I found they felt hard as flint and used a long flat piece to strop the edge of my belt knife. When I tested the edge, it was sharp enough to shave the top of my finger. 

    After a time of studying bits and pieces of petrified wood, I made sure the other tourists had moved on and turned off my implant. Moving along the trail, I tried field lifting ever-larger items. After about an hour of lifting rocks as I followed the trail, a sign near a particularly colorful chunk of tree trunk had said it was estimated to weigh about eight hundred pounds. Looking back at the last piece I'd lifted, it didn't seem too much smaller, so I gave the big one a try. And another try. And another. It still wouldn't move. After resting in the shade of a display gazebo and sipping some coffee, I tried again. A sliver of shadow appeared at the bottom of the big rock and I poured in more juice. The shadow became a six-inch gap between the rock and the ground. 

    I suddenly felt a presence behind me as Serena said, "Very good, Ed, but people are coming behind you." 

    She startled me enough that I lost control of the rock. It dropped back into its depression in the earth with a thud that sent jarring vibrations up through my feet. When I turned to look at Serena, she grinned and said, "I thought you'd like to know." 

    Looking back up the trail, I spotted a Park Ranger's hat among the people and nodded. "You thought right, ma'am. Thanks." Serena snickered, "Anything to keep you out of trouble, Ed," and vanished. The small herd of people stopped cold and I thought, 'Yeah, right, but you'll disappear and leave me to explain it. Gee, thanks.' 

    Stepping down the hill behind the rock as if studying it, I called up my three suit and my board. Nothing happened, of course. I turned on my implant as the people arrived and again called up my three suit and my board just as the Park Ranger walked around the rock and looked down the hill. More of the half-dozen or so people came to look for me and one hauled out a pair of binoculars to study the hillsides around us. The guy said, "Well, he ain't here now. I don't see him, an' I know how to spot game. If he was out there, I'd see him." 

    A woman near him said, "People don't just disappear, Tommy." 

    "That woman did! We all seen it happen! And d'ya see him out there anywhere? That guy's gone, Mary." 

    "Maybe he wasn't really here at all. You know, like a meer-age." Tommy studied the dirt and I instantly lifted myself ten feet on general principles. Sure enough, he pointed at my footprints and followed them down and behind the rock. Directly below me, he pointed at my last set of footprints and said, "This is where he stopped. Wait a minnit. That ain't right." 

    Mary asked, "What ain't right?" and made her way down to look where Tommy was pointing. 

    The Ranger followed her down and said, "That's where his footprints stop. That's what isn't right, ma'am." 

    Tommy nodded vigorously, glad to have support. "Yeah! It's like he come down to right here and just disappeared!" 

    The temptation to appear and yell, "Boo!" was strong, indeed, but it was over a hundred degrees in the sun and I didn't want anyone to have a heart attack. 

    Another guy in the group knelt down near the rock and studied the base of it intently for some moments, then said, "I think this rock's been moved. Look at the dirt around it." 

    This time the temptation was too much. I lifted the smaller chunk a few yards away and held it six feet above the ground. Once all of them were staring at it, I let it drop. Another thud shook the area and half the group hurried away down the trail. Lifting the rock again, I let it fall. Tommy and Mary quickly elected to follow the others. Only the Ranger still stood by the big rock, having clambered back up the slope near the sign. Looking around, he seemed to brace himself before he said to the sky, "I'm not leaving." 

    Moving so I was about at his level, but standing ten feet above the slope of the hill, I replied, "Fine. Stand there in the sun all day. How are you going to write this up, Mr. Ranger?" 

    The shock on his face told me he really hadn't expected an answer. He yelped, "Who are you?! What are you?!" 

    "Just another tourist." 

    "Show yourself!" 

    "No." 

    "Why not?" 

    "No need. Bye." 

    With that, I scooted some distance away and sat on my board to watch what he'd do. The guy peered around for a time, apparently trying to spot me making tracks or something like that. There was movement atop the next rise and I saw two heads poke up. Tommy and Mary? Sending a field to a hefty rock near them, I lifted it and let it hang in the air for several seconds, then dropped it. There was a deep thud, a short screech, and the heads disappeared. Heh. The Ranger ran to check out that area. Enough. The idea in coming out here had been to practice without the implant. I called the flitter down, slid aboard, took a seat, and turned off my implant before asking the flitter to make me another stun target. 

    My first shot at the target registered 77. I shot it again a few times and brought the number up to 78. Hm. I thought that was kind of low, given that I'd lifted that godzilla rock. It occurred to me that I could waste a lot of time trying to figure out that puzzle. Hell, I couldn't even think of a concise way to phrase the question. 

    I tried again to call up my board. Nothing. For whatever reason, I didn't seem to be in communication with it. I tried again, focusing on the idea to the exclusion of all else. Still no board. 

    "Flitter, why can't I call up my board without using my implant?" The flitter began a rather complex explanation of the apparent differences between organic and inorganic field manipulation. It was interesting, but I didn't understand more than half of it and couldn't really make use of the info. Ultimately, it seemed to boil down to my implant 'hearing' my requests, but not quite understanding them. 

    "Flitter, stop explaining, please. Can you simply... adjust something, I guess... that will enable me to use both organic and inorganic commands with my implant's programming?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Then do so, please. Let me know when you're finished. Oh, and while you're at it, please move the programming that produces my field suits from the briefcase to my implant." 

    I started to take a sip of coffee and froze as a flash of bright white light seemed to obliterate the world. I barely heard the flitter say, "I've finished, Ed," as the brightness faded and my vision cleared. I looked around for something that would explain the brilliant flash and saw nothing. No rising mushroom cloud, no spreading shock waves, no shattered, smoking landscape. That seemed to mean the event had been internal. Oh, damn. Finishing my sip of coffee, I asked, "What did you just do, flitter? Keep your explanation as concise as possible, please." The flitter replied, "I've adjusted your brain, Ed." I almost asked for a more definitive explanation, then realized how futile that would be, given that I hadn't understood much of the flitter's explanation about differences and had no degree in medicine. Maybe I'd ask later, though. Without turning on my implant, I called up my board and it appeared. When I told it to be the scooter, it quickly morphed. My three and five suits also worked. As an afterthought, I even tested my fingers and toes. They worked, too. 

    "Yeah. Okay, then. Uh, thanks, flitter." 

    "Your biometrics reflect a lack of sincerity, Ed. Have I acted improperly?" 

    I sighed, "No, I wasn't specific enough. Please let me know if my future requests will require tinkering with my brain, flitter. I may request an alternate course of action. Can you reverse your adjustments?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Then there's no problem, flitter. Thanks for helping me." Hm. My very literal change of mind might not be a problem, but I'd have to be damned careful using my board and suits until I knew for sure they wouldn't turn off at odd times. When I'd been startled, I'd dropped that big chunk of petrified tree as readily as Lori had dropped her smaller stone. Any way to safeguard? Maybe. 

    "Flitter, can you adjust my implant to take over if any field I'm using ceases to function without being commanded to do so?" 

    "You frequently cease to utilize fields without specifically commanding them to suspend operation. What you suggest could cause a field to operate beyond its immediate usefulness." 

    "Good point. I'll give the matter more thought." As soon as I said, that, I realized I wouldn't give it much more thought, if any. The flitter was right. What if the implant took over when doing so might create a danger? Sure, the flitter or I could override it, but there might be a moment of continuance that could cause damage or injury. Sigh. Oh, well. I'd just have to stay focused. Mentally keying into the flitter's computer, I sent a probe to the motel to see if Joe or BJ had arrived yet. Nope. The only vehicle in front of the room was my bike and the room was empty of anyone else's gear. Wonder if Jonel was really leaving Lori alone for the weekend? Prob'ly not. Directing the probe to Winslow to have a look at Lori's house, I noticed fields in the area and put up a filtered screen. It showed two ball-type probes, one hovering over the front yard and one hovering above the wood-fenced back yard. 

    "Flitter, do those probes know about my probe?" 

    "No, Ed. They've been programmed to monitor that house and Lori Mackenzie. Should she leave, one will follow her and the other will continue to monitor that house." 

    I felt a brief urge to call Lori and tell her she was being watched, but there was no good reason to do so. She'd learn about such things soon enough. Fact is, part of me shared Wallace's and Jonel's sense of unease that someone who could manipulate fields might not have anyone to answer to but herself. Unregulated power has a tendency to mess with peoples' minds. Heh. I heard myself think that and realized the only person I trust with that sort of power is myself. Typical. If there was a gun in the room, I wanted to be the one holding it. I'd also always considered roughly half the other drivers on the road to be blatantly incompetent and perhaps even demented, and riding a motorcycle in a retirement town had definitely reinforced that opinion. 

    Below the probe, Lori stepped out the back door of the house and stood on the porch. She took a deep breath and cast a glance back as if worried someone might have followed her, then she took a seat in one of the antique metal lawn chairs and slumped back as if she'd escaped from some sort of ordeal. Well, maybe she had. Dealing with family stuff had never been my strongest suit, either. 

    She sighed, conjured a thin blue field tendril in the air in front of her, and started twisting it like a piece of wire. Some moments later, she sat back and eyed her results, leaned forward to make a few adjustments, and sat back again. The design was a rose surrounded by leaves and vines. She then tinted the rose a shade of red and the leaves and vines became gemstone green. I had the probe zoom in and saw she'd used a tiny individual field for each leaf. Wowsers! She was teaching herself pretty well and definitely pretty quickly. Her rose hung before her for some moments, then she let it dissipate, stood up, and went back into the house. 

    It was close to lunch time. I considered matters for all of ten seconds. What the hell; Jonel had said she'd wanted me to contact Lori. Letting the flitter descend to the front yard, I stepped off the deck and rang the doorbell. Someone peeked through the peep hole in the door during the second ring. I waved and smiled and a woman in her mid-forties opened the door. 

    "Hi, there. I'm Ed and I'm here to see if Lori wants to go to lunch." Her eyes examined my hat, traveled down my shirt and pants, and then rose to meet my gaze. After a moment, she coolly said, "Yes, you certainly fit the description. Just a moment." 

    She closed the door and a few moments later Lori opened it. I pretended not to notice a shadow below the door and gave her a smile as she gave me a peering look and asked, "Did you just happen to be in the neighborhood?" Shrugging, I reached in my pocket and took out my shard of petrified tree. 

"I was on my way back from the Petrified Forest. I thought you might like to have lunch." 

    Eyeing the shard, she said, "You aren't supposed to take anything out of the park." 

    "Why be so quick to assume I did? All the tourist traps hustle petrified wood. Anyway, I saw you heading inside from the back yard and thought you might need a break. Bring your aunt and granny if you want; seems likely they've never been on a flitter." 

    Looking past me, she sighed, "Spare me the alibi. I've been feeling fields in the area all day." 

    "Not mine. There's a field probe over your front yard, ma'am. Jonel said she'd wait until Monday to contact you. If the feds drop by before then, she might not be able to legally act to stop them, but she'd have a recording of their activities that might be useful in court. Or in the media. Did you tell your family about your fields?" 

    Nodding, Lori said, "Yes. Last night. I was worried about how they'd take it, but... well, they were amazed. While I was showing them some of the things I could do, I realized from their reactions that letting anyone else know would be a big mistake. I'd never get any peace afterward." I laughed, "Welcome to my world. Well, that's not altogether true. Most of my neighbors know about the flitter and they don't bug me. They hardly ever see it. Like now, it's usually in stealth mode. Anyway, see who all wants to go to lunch, ma'am. And figure out where we're going, 'cuz I don't know the town." 

    Canting her head, she replied, "First I'll see if we're going at all. My aunt has some serious reservations about... well, everything we've discussed. She thinks 3rd World will try to pressure me to join." 

    "She's right, but so will the feds, and much less pleasantly if you seem reluctant." 

    "Aunt Lisa thinks I might be better off to say no to 3rd World and the government and go to a private research company." 

    "Feel free to give it a shot, ma'am, but I can tell Aunt Lisa why that won't work if she'll listen. What about that lunch?" Lori's aunt pulled the door open a bit farther and asked, "How do we know you aren't just trying to get Lori out of the house?" I chuckled, "Ma'am, I had her out of the house yesterday, but I fixed her car and sent her home. If that isn't good enough for you, what would be?" 

    "Maybe you were told to pick her up today." 

    "Nope. I'm the one who suggested giving her the whole weekend at home. What else ya got?" 

    Her gaze narrowed. "Maybe I just think it's damned strange that you showed up here out of the blue today." 

    Shrugging, I said, "That's how I show up most everywhere." Looking at Lori, I gave her a little two-fingered salute and said, "I'm too hungry to banter with suspicious relatives. You ladies have a nice weekend," and turned to leave. 

    When I reached the bottom step, Lori said, "Ed, wait. Aunt Lisa, if he had orders to pick me up, he could have done it while I was out back a while ago, the same way he grabbed me at the park." 

    Giving me a glaring look, Lisa asked, "He grabbed you?" Lori quickly said, "Not the way you think, Aunt Lisa. He used a field to pick me up and put me aboard the flitter, that's all." 

    "That's all?! That's enough!" 

    I said, "No, that's enough, ma'am. From you in particular. You weren't there and you don't know the details. She was about to run into trouble and I hoisted her into the air before it happened. What do you know about rattlesnakes?" 

    "There was a snake?!" 

    "Grand Canyon's full of 'em. Are we through yapping at each other now? I'm serious about getting some food soon." 

    Looking relieved, Lori hurriedly took charge and said, "Come on, Aunt Lisa, let's get Gramma ready to go. Ed, come on in. We'll just be a few minutes." 

    Lisa reluctantly let herself be led away. I entered the house and shut the door. It was a nice late-fifties house with a wood staircase and wood floors, a pleasant change from the tiled and carpeted concrete slabs that passed for floors in most Florida homes. I wandered around the living room as I waited. 
Chapter Fourteen

    Some ten minutes later all three women stood ready at the door. A look at granny made me wonder if our lunch would be at all pleasant; she looked as if she'd already categorized me as an enemy. Granny's eyes checked out my jeans, Army shirt, and hat before they locked on my face. A security guard couldn't have done her attitude better. Lisa's expression wasn't much different as Lori introduced her grandmother as Marilyn Granger. 

    I said, "I'm Ed. Would it help to say 'hi'?" Still wearing her stern face, she replied, "Not much. I'm waiting to see what my granddaughter's gotten herself into before I decide whether to be friendly." 

    "It isn't her fault she can mess with fields. It isn't her fault some people will be extremely interested in her talent, either." 

    "I didn't say it was." 

    "You sure made it sound that way. It's time for you and Lisa to give Lori

--and me --a break. Things are as they are and she'll need your wisdom a helluva lot more than useless, hostile trepidation." Marilyn chuckled, "That hat fooled me. I wasn't expecting to hear a four-syllable word properly used. You have a vocabulary." Fooled her. Right. Not likely. 

    "Sure do. Hope you weren't planning on a fancy restaurant." 

    "I lost all hope when I saw that hat. Shall we go?" Opening the door and standing by it, I gave her a little two-fingered salute and said, "By your command, milady." 

    She snorted a laugh and led the others outside, then stopped on the porch to ask, "Where's your car?" 

    "No car. Flitter, go visible, please." 

    The flitter appeared in the yard six feet from the steps. Lisa and Marilyn both gasped and Lisa gripped the porch rail as she said, "That thing doesn't look very safe!" 

    I said, "But it is," and led the way to the flitter so I could hand the ladies up to the deck. Marilyn and Lori came to the flitter and I handed Marilyn up first, then Lori, who turned and told her aunt to get a move on. Lisa made a skeptical production of studying the flitter closely before she let me hand her aboard. 

    Turning to Lori, I asked, "Where are we going?" and she told me. I let the flitter find the place at a sedate rate of speed and listened to the ladies make all the usual first-ride noises as we passed over some of Winslow and landed near a shopping mall. The flitter stopped near the doors of the steak house Lori had chosen. I stepped down to hand the ladies off the deck and get the door for them. Lori let the others go ahead as she shuddered and looked to her left. I knew what was bugging her; one of Jonel's house probes had followed us. She eyed the area for a moment, then glanced at me. She whispered, "I feel something over there." I nodded. "Yup. A probe followed us. Maybe that should give you some idea of how important you are." 

    Once we'd chosen a corner table and ordered, Marilyn asked, "What's really going to happen on Monday?" 

    "Lori will probably be taken to Carrington base for an interview and testing. I suggest one or both of you ladies should go with her and stick with her at all times, if only to see everything she sees and hear whatever's said or asked. Read all forms before signing, etc... Bear in mind Lori's talent isn't illegal and field use hasn't been declared a classified matter. Make whomever explain in detail any offers made. I suggested they offer Lori generous college money and a job after college as a start." 

    "That's what you consider a 'start'?" 

    "What would you call it? They aren't going to offer much more until they get to know her better. And I'd say being able to study her talent should be worth the college money all by itself, so don't let them try to push the idea of her having to work for them for a set amount of time after college. Always leave that door unlocked." 

    Lisa said, "You work for them. Why are you telling us all this?" Sipping my coffee, I said, "Because I've been in Lori's position and I'll be in it again after I retire. I can use fields too, Lisa. The minute my retirement papers are finalized, the feds are gonna be all over me to work for them." 

    "But you don't want to?" 

    "Nope. Their employment contracts have 'and all other duties as assigned' 

at the bottom and they don't like people who think without asking permission in triplicate. They'd want me for spook work and they'd probably want to station me in the Middle East. No, thanks. I'd rather just work with the local cops and fire departments." 

    Calling up a small screen, I let the ladies see some of the things PFM

fields could do, then switched to short scenes of me moving things and smothering fires and such. 

    Marilyn said, "Well, I'll just say I guess I'm willing to listen now. You're saying Lori can do all these things, too?" 

    "Probably. Can't see why not. With some training, anyway." Our orders arrived and nobody said much as we dug into our food. There was some table talk about fields, feds, and 3rd World Products. Marilyn noted aloud that many of my answers weren't very comprehensive and asked why. 

    "Whatever I say would be suspect, ma'am. I don't like working with the feds and haven't kept that a secret. I also have a current disagreement with my boss at 3rd World that's bound to flavor my viewpoint. And then there are fields..." I looked at Lori and said, "I've learned to do some things that I flatly won't share with anyone, no matter how cute she is." Calling up a screen field and poking the Internet icon, I chose my own website and said, "And some things I really can't explain. This screen, for instance. I didn't invent them and can't tell you how they work. I just use them." 

    After recovering from their surprise, the ladies ran their hands through the display and poked some of the icons as I continued eating. Lisa saw the picture at the bottom of the web page and said, "That's you. This is your website?" 

    "Yup." 

    After a moment, she said, "It doesn't look very professional." 

    "So? It's a personal page and I'm not interested in learning a new career just to make a fancy website." 

    "You could pay someone." 

    Dissolving the screen, I said, "As it is now I can make my own changes. I only showed it to you as part of the screen demo. It wasn't a call for edits, ma'am." 

    Lori snickered and we all looked at her. She shrugged and said, "I just think it's funny, that's all. Aunt Lisa's only known you for half an hour and she's already trying to tidy you up. She used to do it to my boyfriends, too." Lisa stated, "Some of your boyfriends very much needed it." Marilyn wore an expression of agreement, though she said nothing. I finished my steak and salad and sat back with my tea. 

    Lisa asked, "Is that the same shirt in the picture?" 

    "Could be, but I have a few dozen of 'em. If there's nothing else to talk about, maybe it's time for me to take you ladies home and get back to being a tourist." 

    To Lori, I said, "Consider Monday's visit a job interview. Dress accordingly, but bear in mind that --given your level of competence --some of their testing might have to happen on an outdoor range. If you wear heels, take a pair of sneaks. You won't need money unless you visit the gift shop, the pub, or the snack bar. If..." 

    Marilyn interrupted, "There's a gift shop?!" 

    "It's in the visitor center. If you go with her, you'll see it. Ask for a tour. The transport ship that supplies the asteroid station arrives at ten, I think. It's kinda fun to watch it land." 

    Table chat turned to Carrington base and Amarans for a time. I linked to the flitter to send a probe to see if anyone had arrived at the motel yet. Nope, but somebody's ten-year-old kid was eyeballing my bike. He looked around, then put his foot on the left floorboard and reached for a handlebar to heave himself aboard. 

    I sent a tendril to swat his hand hard and he yelped as he let go of the handlebar and backed away. After considering things for a time, he again reached for the handlebar. The tendril smacked his hand again and he snatched it back, then his expression became angry. Looking around, he found a pebble and started to throw it at my bike. Making the tendril wide and flat, I had it slap his face with about the same force as a wet towel as he drew his arm back. 

    The little snot staggered and almost fell on his ass. His eyes got big as he realized whatever was guarding the bike could reach beyond it. Dropping the pebble, he backed away from the bike until he bumped into someone's car, then he edged along the side of it and hurried to a room several doors down from mine. 

    Lori asked, "Ed, what do you think?" 

    On general principles, I left the link through the flitter open as I rejoined the table conversation. "About what, ma'am?" 

    "Weren't you listening?" 

    "No. A flitter probe caught some kid messing with my bike." I called up a small screen and linked it to the probe, panning the area and parking the probe where it covered the bike and the kid's last known destination. That room door opened and an angry-looking man dragged the kid by his arm back to my bike. 

    He said, "This ain't one of your toys, damn it! You see that Florida tag? 

It means this guy's a long goddamned way from home, just like we are. You do something stupid and mess up his bike and I'll have to pay for it. If I can. The damned things are expensive as hell to fix." Forcefully turning the kid to face him, the man said, "You don't even wanna know what's gonna happen to you if you mess up somebody's bike. You thought livin' with your mother was bad? 

You're gonna be beggin' me to send you back to her." Giving the kid a shove, he said, "Now get back to the room. You come near this bike again and I'll tan your ass. Call the cops about it like you did with your mom and I'll damned well let 'em keep you." As the kid stomped away, Lisa muttered, "Well, there's definitely some drama in that household, isn't there?" 

    The guy turned back to the bike and studied it as he muttered, "Jeezus. We ain't got but sixty bucks left between us and Wednesday and that little fool's gotta fuck around with somebody's bike." After another moment, he also returned to their room. 

    I let the screen dissipate. The ladies looked at me as if wondering what I was going to do next. Looking at Lori, I said, "I wasn't kidding, Lori. College money and a job after school among people uniquely able to appreciate what you can do. Just add up whatever you think college will cost and double it, 'cuz there are always incidental expenses." 

    After a bit more chat, we walked outside and around to the windowless wall of the restaurant, where the flitter dropped down to take us aboard. As we crossed town, I saw two cars collide in an intersection below and we set down near the wreck with the opaque hull field up. Two of the people from one car got out and wandered about, but a man sat unmoving in the other car. People were using cell phones and I figured at least one of them would call 911. Tapping Lori's shoulder, I said, "Come with me," and as we walked over to the man in the car, I asked, "Flitter, what's this man's condition, please?" The flitter said, "His left leg is broken, Ed." 

    "Thanks, flitter." 

    The car doors had been jammed and warped on impact and neither of them would open. I sent a green field tendril into the seam near the latch on the driver's door and pumped it up a bit to spread the seam. No good; the latch wouldn't release. 

    I said, "Lori, do what I just did, but keep feeding power to it until the door pops away from the latch." 

    "Ed, I don't know if..." 

    "Just give it a try, ma'am. If you can't do it, I can." Lori's blue field extended and slipped into the crack as mine had, then began expanding. I was able to see the latch post and used a small green tendril to shear through it. The door still wouldn't open; some of its frame had been driven into the frame of the car. 

    Well, damn. I sent the small green tendril into the front seam and slid it downward until it met resistance, then sheared through the top door hinge. A solid yank made the door twist outward from the top a bit and I could see the other hinge. Shearing through that one, as well, I worked the door loose. Using our blue and green fields, Lori and I pulled the door out of the frame and set it against the car. 

    An ambulance and a fire truck were negotiating the next intersection, so I said, "You just stay there, guy. Help's on the way and you have a broken leg, so don't move. Okay?" 

    The guy nodded rather dazedly, then more firmly. "Okay. Uh... did you people just tear the door off my car?" 

    "It was broken. You'd have needed a new one anyway. You're gonna stay put, right? No moving around, okay?" 

    He nodded again. "Yeah." 

    "Good 'nuff. Hope your day gets better." With that, I started walking back to the flitter. 

    Lori caught up with me and asked, "Shouldn't we stick around?" 

    "No point. Lots of paperwork and explanations and time wasted." We boarded the flitter and as it lifted us away from the scene, Lisa softly asked, "Did I just see you two yank the door off a car?!" 

    "Nope. We pried it loose, cut it free, and lifted it clear. Saved the fire department some time getting him out of the car." Calling up a screen, I showed them the flitter's view of the event and zoomed in on our fields. "See those? They did all the real work. All I had to do was jiggle the door so we could lift it out of the frame." Both women stared at Lori and she seemed to become somewhat self-conscious. As the flitter landed in front of her house, I said, "Get used to it, Lori. People tend to stare when you do field stuff." Talking about staring made the ladies try to stop, of course, but they still cast odd glances at Lori as I handed them to the ground. Lisa invited me into the house, but I begged off by saying I wanted to be at the motel when my friends arrived. Lori said she wanted a minute with me before I left and her aunt and granny left us after a round of thank-yous for lunch. When the door closed behind them, Lori said, "When I showed them my field... stuff... earlier, they didn't seem quite so impressed." Turning to me, she said, "However things turn out, thanks. They were skeptical as hell about me getting involved with 3rd World Products or anyone else last night and this morning, but now I think they understand why 3rd World might be my best choice." 

    I gave her one of my Abintra Press cards and said, "Yeah, seems likely. Call me if you need to. Or if you just want to. If you get the machine, leave a message. I check them every couple of days." 

    On the back of the card, I wrote 'Capt. Angela Horn' and said, "You may run into this lady when you get to Carrington. If you don't, see if you can find her. She's a friend and she's good with a PFM." Nodding, Lori tucked the card into a shirt pocket, eyed me for a moment, leaned up to kiss my cheek, and said, "Thanks again," then hurried to the front door. I stepped back aboard the flitter and headed for the motel wondering how Jonel would interpret my visit. I didn't have to wonder very long; before I'd left Winslow's city limits, Jonel's chimes pinged in my commo implant. 

    I channeled James Garner and said, "This is Jim Rockford. At the tone, leave a message and I'll get back to you." 

    There was a moment of silence, then Jonel said, "Cute. Care to tell me why you visited Mackenzie after you said you wouldn't?" Tossing up a screen, I met her gaze and said, "You must've been interpreting pretty heavily, lady. I never said I wouldn't." 

    "Yes-you-did, damn it!" 

    I sighed, "Jonel, we record damned near everything. Run through yesterday's logs and you'll find I only refused to drag her ass straight to your office. I said nothing about not visiting her at home or taking her to lunch. Look, I'm meeting my travel friends this afternoon, so what else is on your mind?" 

    Jonel poked an icon on her screen and the left lower quarter of my screen showed me landing in Lori's yard. Jonel fast-forwarded through our departure and landing at the restaurant, skipped to where we came out of the restaurant, and fast-forwarded to where Lori and I removed the car door. She let that portion of the vid run at normal speed, then fast-forwarded to where Lori's granny and aunt went into the house. Again in normal speed, I watched Lori lean to kiss my cheek and speak, then she went inside. Jonel canceled the vid and eyed me rather sternly as she asked, "What was that about?" 

    "Well, it kinda looked like gratitude to me. What did you see?" 

    "Gratitude for what?" 

    I shrugged. "A flitter ride and a good lunch isn't worth a kiss? Are you really that old-fashioned, ma'am?" 

    "She'd already had a flitter ride." 

    "But not her aunt and granny. They'll want to come with her for a tour of Carrington, of course." 

    Sitting back in her chair, Jonel sighed, "Oh, of course. I've no doubt they will, now that you've planted the idea in their minds. What did you tell Lori and what the hell are you up to, Ed?" 

    Silently telling the flitter to hover above my motel, I leaned back in my own seat and matched stares with Jonel for a moment, then said, "I'm not going to ask you or tell you what Linda would do, but I will tell you this, Jonel; she'd know what I'm doing without having to ask. She'd also approve of what I'm doing. You now sit in her chair, but you can't approve until you know, and apparently you can't know without being told. Why's that?" Jonel growled, "Why don't you tell me, Ed?" Nodding, I replied, "Okay. You're afraid of the brass; afraid they'll yank that chair out from under you if you screw up. You lack humor and flexibility because you view both as weaknesses, and even though you know some people can see right through your hardassed charade, you continue to use it because even when it's failed, you could wave the rulebook like a magic wand. Now you're in a slot where some rules have yet to be written and it'll be your job to write them, and the potential for mistakes scares the hell out of you." Warming what was left of my coffee, I sipped it and asked, "You want me to tell you what I told Lori? Okay. I told her to figure up what college will cost and double it on general principles, then make that the price for allowing 3rd World or anyone else to study her extremely rare natural field abilities." 

    "You used the term 'extremely rare'?" 

    "No, I actually told her she might be the only one in Arizona and perhaps in the entire US Southwest. I didn't tell her she was the only verified natural field user on record." 

    Canting her head slightly, Jonel said, "Verified? Our lab hasn't verified her." 

    "I verified her. " 

    With a droll expression, Jonel said in a desultory manner, "You verified her? Oh, well, how wonderful! That means I can let the entire lab crew go, doesn't it? Why don't I have more vids and a much more comprehensive report?" 

    "You have two vids of her using fields. You and others will insist on virtually endless controlled tests before you render opinions, so I saw no point in sending more." 

    Jonel's eyes glittered with controlled rage. She growled, 

"You-saw-no-point?!" 

    "Prove me wrong. Your lab guys will go crazy over her and you know it. If you don't make the right offers, the feds'll get her and you know that, too. Damn it, Jonel, whether you realize it or not, I've already done all your selling. All you have to do is be nice to her and come through with college money and a job later. And a PFM." 

    With a serious level of sarcasm, Jonel snapped, "If she's so wonderfully adept with fields, why the hell would she need a PFM?" A yellow Pontiac Solstice GXP convertible rolled into the motel below and stopped by the office. I recognized Joe Buford from his picture and said to Jonel, "For communications and tracking, and I shouldn't have had to tell you. One of my travel friends just arrived, so I'm about to sign off. Unless something pretty drastic comes up, I'm going to finish my vacation and let you deal with Lori. Got anything else before I go?" 

    "Oh, far be it from me to keep you from your vacation!" 

    "Thanks. Bye for now." 

    Jonel said, "Oh, indeed. Goodbye," in a manner that actually said 'you're dismissed' and poked her 'off' icon. I stepped off the flitter beside the end of the building and walked the few paces to my bike, where I watched the man who'd chewed out his kid take a few things out of an older green Ford sedan. He'd said, "Sixty bucks left between us and Wednesday." I peeled two twenties out of my money clip and considered how to deliver them. No convenient way instantly presented itself and Joe was coming out of the motel office. The curtains were open in their room's window, so I walked down that way with the twenties folded in my palm. The kid saw me and stared, which got his dad's attention. Out of their line of sight, I let the money drop to the pavement by their car, then made a production of seeing something on the ground there and kneeling as if to pick it up, shaking out the twenties and studying them for a moment before I knocked on their door. The guy answered it with a cautious, "Yeah?" I held up the money as I pointed at the spot on the ground and said, "I just saw you carry something in. Did you drop these?" He looked at the two twenties for a moment, then he surprised the hell out of me. Pulling his own money clip out of a pants pocket, he checked the contents and said, "No, I ain't missin' any." Well damn. Thumbing at Joe, I said, "Well one of my friends is already here and another one's coming later, so I may not be here if anyone comes looking for lost money. Will you be around?" 

    "You don't wanna turn it in at the office?" Meeting his gaze, I said, "Look, if you're honest enough to tell me it isn't yours, you're damned well honest enough to hang onto it in case someone comes looking for it." 

    He seemed taken aback by that. Well, maybe it wasn't what he was used to hearing. He asked, "What if they don't? You want half?" I shook my head. "Nah. Could be you were meant to have it. If nobody shows up, keep it." 
Chapter Fifteen

    With that, I waved goodbye and headed back to my bike as Joe moved his car in front of the room. I told him BJ hadn't arrived yet and we hauled his stuff into the room past my bike. Was that an element of surprise as he looked it over? Maybe he'd wondered whether I'd really ride my bike over two thousand miles from Florida? He was happy to be in Flagstaff and equally happy to tell me all about his new convertible. 

    Joe got settled in and BJ called him sometime later to say she'd be a little later than she'd planned; apparently there'd been some kind of registration mix-up that had prevented her from taking her bike and she'd run into bad weather on I-90 in the Bitterroot mountains. She arrived late in the evening in a white Pontiac van reminiscent of a Star Trek shuttlecraft and had with her enough camping gear to handle just about any situation. We didn't get an early start on Saturday, but we did get out to Grand Canyon for an afternoon tour of the south rim overlooks. We all took our own vehicles, partly because Joe wanted to make a stop in Flagstaff and meet us along the way. BJ wanted to have her gear with her and I'm just fond of riding my bike. 

    Our first Grand Canyon viewing stop included an old stone tower. According to the plaque out front, some people in the early years had thought they needed a better view than that provided by the mile-high edge of the canyon. Uh, huh. Seemed just as likely to me they'd wanted some good excuse to charge admission. 

    After a long afternoon of wandering around, I watched a big bird soar on updrafts for quite a while and thought about how it would be to try the same maneuvers under a hang glider. I'd like to say I was deeply impressed by the view, but I wasn't. Sure, the canyon was a pretty damned deep gouge in the Earth and the rock strata were kind of interesting, but I'd been there before as a kid and visited similar places around the world, sometimes even as a tourist. 

    BJ took notice of my mood and asked, "Are you feeling okay?" I sighed, "Yeah. I just thought I'd be more impressed. The brochures use words like 'majestic' and 'grandeur'. All I'm seeing is a big ditch and terrain I definitely wouldn't enjoy crossing on foot." Sipping my coffee, I sat down on the short stone wall in front of the parking area. BJ snapped a few pictures, then she sat down near me and said, 

"That's one way to see it, but we're lucky. Most people never see places like this." 

    I grinned. "You mean like people who write travel brochures?" She chuckled and shot me a grin. Sipping again, I said, "You oughta see Victoria Falls. It beats the hell out of this place." As Joe finished taking pictures and came to join us, I grinningly said, "I'm just glad I had a couple of other reasons for making the trip." 

    We continued around the south rim, but found the road blocked where park officials were dealing with a burning RV. The driver had apparently driven off the road and firefighters were on hand to deal with the fire if it should start up again. A Ranger said the road might be open again in an hour, but since the park would close soon, we headed back to Cameron for dinner at the trading post, stopping along the way at a couple of the roadside trinket shops. 

    That night we sorted and shared pictures taken by Joe and BJ. On Sunday, Joe had to head back to California, so he got underway fairly early. BJ had planned her trip with the Grand Canyon as a stop on the way to Jackson, Mississippi, where she'd meet a friend named Steve. After briefly discussing the idea of a second trip out to the Grand Canyon, we opted instead to visit the Petrified Forest and Painted Desert and continue east. The Petrified Forest seemed to fascinate BJ as much as it had me, but she seemed much better able to appreciate the Painted Desert. Where I saw colorfully eroded mineral layers across an inhospitable landscape, she seemed to see some kind of wonderland of colors. I tried to see what she described, but it just wasn't there for me. 

    We passed on visiting Meteor Crater and our next stop along I-40 was Walnut Canyon, where Pinto Indians had moved into caves in the walls of the canyon around eight thousand years ago. The Sinagua Indians seemed to take over the canyon about 500 AD, but they abandoned the canyon between 900 and 1100 AD and came back to occupy the area for the next 200 years. Nobody knows why they did that, but something similar happened at nearby Wupatki about the time Sunset Crater Volcano erupted between 1040 and 1100 AD. We continued on with stops in Amarillo and Dallas, where I ran into the first really bad weather of my trip before we got out of town. The previous night's weather report said storms were supposed to arrive about midday, but they arrived at eight and unleashed a driving rain. 

    The first drenching was so sudden that I had no time to call up my five suit, but once I did, the suit's climate control function did a good job of drying up excess moisture. What the hell, it was only water; we pushed on through the storms. There wasn't much lightning, but visibility was less than two car lengths at times. 

    A hundred miles later we reached a break in the clouds and my next fifty miles were reasonably dry. We took a break at a gas station where I refueled the bike and refilled my coffee mug, then we got underway again. Just before Shreveport we ran into more damned rain, but it slackened to drizzle that continued halfway across Louisiana, then it ended altogether. Darkness fell as we reached Vicksburg, Mississippi and we discussed stopping for the night, but Jackson wasn't that much farther. 

    We pushed on with BJ in the lead because she knew where we were going. Having traveled through those hills a number of times before, long habit made me keep a sharp watch for the glowing eyes of barely-visible animals on the sides of the road. 

    BJ's friend Steve waited up to let us in and get us settled. He's a big guy with a cautiously friendly personality and a talent for cooking. His ability to discuss just about any subject intelligently made him pretty good company during my visit. After a day to relax, BJ and I went back to Vicksburg to tour the Civil War battlefields and a museum constructed around the U.S.S. Cairo, an ironclad gunboat sunk during that war and recently raised and partially restored for display. 

    A few days later, we all went up to Mississippi's Petrified Forest in Flora, which is less than half an hour north of Jackson. For whatever geophysical reasons, the silicated remnants of trees there don't have the almost-gemstone look and feel of the ones in Arizona, but they were formed in approximately the same manner. The place has an interesting museum and gift shop where I found a nice chunk of polished tiger's eye that may become a belt buckle someday. 

    As we sat outside the shop and admired the countryside, Steve surprised BJ

and me with 'biker angel' vest pins. Since I don't bother with a typical leather biker vest, I added mine to the collection of pins on my cowboy hat, placing it next to my Grand Canyon pin. 

    At the end of a week in Jackson, I repacked the bike and headed down to Florida by way of Mobile, Alabama. I'd considered taking the northern route -US-80 to US-231 --but I'd already seen a big chunk of rural Alabama on a recent bus trip to pick up a motorcycle in Texas. While some of the scenery had been nice, I didn't feel particularly drawn to the idea of adding another day and a few hundred miles to my trip just to see it again. At a truck weigh station just across the Florida state line, I stopped to swap my helmet for my cowboy hat and must've taken just a little too long about it. A Florida Highway Patrol guy who'd been in the weigh station building came out and asked if I had a problem with my bike. I told him I was just swapping hats as I bagged my helmet and adjusted the stuff on my bike. When I moved to the other side of the bike, he moved with me and I noticed him paying careful attention to what I was doing as I re-bungeed and tied things. Was he watching for drugs or explosives? I didn't ask and he didn't volunteer the information. 

    Only when I'd climbed back aboard the bike and taken a sip of coffee did he start back to the building, and he stopped about halfway there to watch me start the bike and get underway again. I gave him a little left-hand, two finger salute as I passed and he returned it, but as I merged with traffic, I looked in my rearview mirror and saw him still standing outside the building, watching me. 

    Hm. Well, I guess it made sense enough. A bike could carry a helluva lot of C-4, grenades, or some other kind of explosive, and a nutcase trying to blow up a line of trucks --one of which had been a gasoline tanker --wasn't all that far-fetched, though there are places where doing so would cause a lot more fuss and bother. 

    Several hours later, I crossed into Hernando County a little before dark and stopped at Ramble Inn, a little roadside biker bar on the west side of US-19 about a mile south of the county line. 

    Behind the bar, Melissa waved at me as I walked in and said, "Long time, stranger. Ice House, right?" 

    "Yup. That and one of your burger baskets. No mayo, no catsup, extra pickles, onions, and mustard. You're as gorgeous as ever, ma'am. How do you do it?" 

    She peered at me as I took a seat at the bar, then fished a bottle of Ice House beer out of a cooler as she replied, "Clean living and good booze, I guess. You've been out in the sun, haven't you?" 

    I said, "Yeah, you could say that. I rode the bike out to Grand Canyon. Just got back today." 

    Opening the beer and setting it on a coaster, she asked, "You mean just now? Like you ain't even been home yet?" 

    "Yup. Still have fifteen miles to go." 

    Grinning, she said, "That's a long damned trip, man! You got some pictures?" 

    "As it happens, I do. Back in a minute." I unpacked the bike enough to get to the laptop and set it on the bar, then let her and a couple of other people at the bar page through some of the pictures from the trip. One guy went to the door to stare at my bike for a time. When I tried to give Melissa beer money, she shook her head and said someone had covered it. A guy looking at my laptop looked up and nodded, then went back to the pictures. 

    The burger, another beer, and a few games of pool later, I got underway again and pulled into my driveway to find Tiger and Annabelle sitting on the front porch bench. After greetings and pettings, I presented them with half a dozen bits and pieces of other states and watched them investigate the gifts, then I offered to put them in Tiger's collection box after I unloaded the bike. 

    Once everything was either in the house or the garage, I gathered up the odd rocks and bits of wood on the porch bench and carried them inside, holding the screen door open for Annabelle and Tiger. After making a fresh coffee, I listened to my phone messages. Most of them were hang-ups; sales people and beggars don't often leave messages. I noted a few messages and let the machine wipe and reset, then plunked myself on the couch with Annabelle and Tiger. Calling up a field a yard wide, I linked it to my laptop and showed them some of the more unique pictures from my trip; those with people and things in them rather than simply long shots of the canyon and surroundings. As the pictures displayed, I put some of the items I'd brought the cats between them so they could get an idea of where the items had originated. Tiger seemed far less than impressed with the canyon and desert, but he immediately recognized the similarities between the chunks of petrified trees and the tree trunk I'd cut in the back yard. 

    Annabelle stood up at one point and put her nose against a spot on the screen to magnify it. She repeatedly zoomed until a small scorpion became more easily visible in the shade of one of the petrified tree chunks, then looked at me. 

    "Did you bring us one of those?" 

    "No, ma'am, I didn't. They're very dangerous, like the wasps we found in Martha's shed." Pointing at the tip of the scorpion's tail, I showed her the stinger and said, "This is how it kills." 

    Her eyes returned to the screen and she studied the scorpion for a time, then said, "Okay." 

    After they'd seen and discussed the pictures, Tiger nosed and tasted one of the chips of petrified wood for perhaps the fourth time and said, "That is not a good place, but this is very interesting. Thank you. Will the people in the pictures come here?" 

    "One might. Maybe two someday, but they live far away." I let the screen dissipate and went to the kitchen, where I presented Annabelle and Tiger with strips of turkey meat as I assembled a sandwich. Once it was gone, I showered and prepared to hit the sack. Tiger escorted Annabelle home and returned half an hour later to take his usual place on the corner of the bed, but he didn't seem quite settled. I asked him if anything was wrong and he said no. 

    Sunday started a little before nine when I woke up for no apparent reason and couldn't get back to sleep. With a sigh, I got up and fixed a breakfast I shared with Tiger as I considered what to do with the last day of my vacation. Tiger said he was going to Annabelle's and left when he finished eating. I almost felt jealous, mostly because I truly couldn't think of a damned thing I wanted to do or anywhere I really wanted to go. As I considered calling a few people to let them know I was back, I realized I wasn't much interested in having human company; they might have ideas about places to go or things to do, and I just wasn't in the mood for an itinerary. 

    I went to the garage and looked at the bike with the thought of taking a ride. To where? Calling up a screen, I checked to see if there were any biker-type events going on. Yup. One in Brandon and one in Leesburg. Both about an hour each way, both with bands and beer and all the usual... Nah. 

'All the usual'. Boring. Wiping the screen, I looked for other events and saw nothing that caught my interest. 

    Hm. Was my interest being more difficult to reach than usual? I gave that some thought as I went to the back yard and considered the idea of hauling off all the tree parts that had been waiting for attention since before my trip to Arizona. The county dump was closed, but there were plenty of construction sites around where they'd be burning debris piles. Good enough; it was something fairly mindless to do that needed done. 

    Calling the flitter down, I loaded the chunks of tree aboard by hand to get a little exercise and prolong the job. Feeling a presence behind me, I glanced back to see Serena watching me and said, "Hi, there. You look pretty good first thing in the morning." 

    She canted her head, said, "Good morning," and continued watching without further comment. That struck me as odd for a few moments. Any of the other AIs would have volunteered to help. 

    When I looked back again, she'd disappeared. Even her presence was gone. I sipped coffee and loaded the last few chunks of tree, then had the flitter gather the loose bits into a bundle. Lifting a thousand feet, I saw several plumes of smoke in the distance and headed toward one of them. It was a debris fire attended by two guys with a water truck. Good 'nuff. Setting the flitter to hover a bit above and to one side of the fire, I had it gently slip tree parts into the fire until the deck was clear. 

    Serena's presence again manifested near me to my left and she asked, "May I ask why you didn't simply have your flitter..." 

    "Sure," I interrupted, "I felt like disposing of the tree this way." 

    "Your bios seem rather unsettled this morning." 

    "Prob'ly only because they are, milady." 

    "Do you know why?" 

    Shaking my head slightly, I watched the fire as I replied, "Not really. Not yet, anyway. I figure some of it has to do with dreading having to deal with Jonel tomorrow. More of it may have to do with retiring again. I was bored spitless the last time I retired." 

    Her left eyebrow arched slightly. "The last time you retired you had no flitter and no field abilities." 

    I met her gaze to say, "Yeah, but I could have gone back to school to become a cop or get a job as a paramedic. Or a number of other jobs that didn't particularly appeal to me or seemed like way too damned much trouble. I helped a few other people start businesses, but I didn't want to keep doing that as a second career." 

    Serena snickered, "Could it be that you may simply be unable to entertain yourself adequately?" 

    In a droll tone, I replied, "Ha, ha, sweetie. But you may be right. After a fashion, anyway. Let's say I'd become a paramedic, 'cuz we both know I'd have gotten into trouble as a cop. Long days of routine work and make-work duties interspersed with occasional emergencies. Lots of bureaucracy and close supervision by people who consult liability lawyers before they let you issue an aspirin. How long would that have lasted for someone like me?" She nodded slightly. "I agree with your assessment." When she said no more, I studied her for a few beats and asked, "Not to be rude, but why are you here, ma'am?" 

    Her eyebrow arched again. "Would you rather I go away?" 

    "Oh, hell, no. I was just wondering. Of all the AIs assigned to me, you've always seemed least inclined to need or want company." The wind shifted and smoke billowed around the flitter, outlining it against the sky. One of the guys on the ground froze and stared, then swatted his buddy's arm and pointed at us. I had the flitter head straight up and looked to Serena for her answer. 

    Perhaps a full two seconds passed before she said, "I'll let you get back to your activities. Goodbye," and vanished. 

    Hm. So much for meaningful mutual interaction or discussion. On the other hand, had I been any more forthcoming than Serena? Or had I just stated the situation as I saw it and ended my statement with a question that had sounded like an invitation to go away? I hadn't thought so. Still didn't. On the way back to the house I saw a couple of teenagers sneak through the back yard of a house a block away from mine and hovered to see what was going on. The house had partially burned over a year before and sat unrepaired ever since. Some of the weeds in the yards were over six feet tall and the swimming pool had become a stagnant mosquito farm as well as a trash dump. The county seemed unable --or unwilling --to do anything about the property. Three more kids who looked like wannabe-gangers snuck across the yard on a well-worn trail among the weeds. I sent a probe into the house to locate them and found them in the one unburned bedroom, which was a trash pit. The walls and fixtures had been systematically destroyed and someone had dragged a nasty-looking mattress into one corner of the room. Bicycle and other vehicle parts lay scattered here and there and the stripped hulk of what had once been a dirt bike lay in the hallway. 

    One of the teens produced a baggie and negotiations began for pills and rocks. I don't particularly care what the mentally deficient of any age do to themselves, but I suddenly realized an urge to complete the destruction of the house. Let 'em find somewhere else to hold their damned drug parties. After making sure there were no probes monitoring my actions, I directed the flitter to send a field into the pool, heating the rancid water until steam appeared. I sent a second field to knock over a gallon gas can someone had left on the back porch. The can was empty and made enough noise to make all the cretins in the house startle hard, then freeze. One very cautiously peeked out the back window, saw steam roiling up from the pool, and soon the others joined him at the window. 

    Good 'nuff. I turned up the heat and bits of garbage at the surface of the pool began burning. That got everybody out to the back porch. I had the flitter settle on the remains of the roof and said, "Collapse what's left of the roof, please." 

    "I can't perform illegal actions." 

    "Then keep the pool boiling until the water's gone. Three suit on." Fielding myself down through the roofless region of the house, I looked around. Cinder block construction. Okay. Casting a field onto the floor of the back bedroom, I made it expand against the walls and ceiling, which crumbled immediately under the pressure. One of the outside walls began making cracking, grinding noises and shifted a few inches. A bit more pressure shoved it off the foundation and that corner of the house sagged as the wall sank into the soft soil. 

    Locking that side of the field, I continued to expand it until the wall between the bedroom and the living room abruptly ballooned outward and collapsed. The remaining roof sagged perilously and made groaning and snapping noises. I locked that side of the field, as well, and put more pressure on the other two walls. It didn't take long to make the back wall collapse, which took the roof down with it. 

    When I looked out back, only two of the wannabe-gangers stood by the steaming, smoldering pool, staring at the dusty remains of their hideout. One took a step back and almost fell into the pool, saving himself by grabbing the other guy, who grabbed the pool ladder to stay on his feet. They scurried away through the back yard. 

    There was still enough left of the house to provide concealment for people stripping bikes and using drugs. Sending fields into the other rooms, I quickly repeated the procedure until all the walls were lying in pieces on the ground, then turned my attention to the now-dry pool. Though there were tiles around the top of it, the pool was made of fiberglass. After fielding some truss lumber from the house into the pool's deep end, I set it ablaze and made sure it got hot enough to burn through the bottom near the drain. No more mosquito farm. The surrounding weeds caught fire and soon half of the back yard was also burning merrily. 

    My implant pinged with Jonel's chime and I sent a field to smother the yard fire as I put up a screen to answer her call. She appeared as irritated as ever as she studied the scene around me and asked, "What the hell happened there?" 

    Turning so she could see the smoking yard and the fire in the pool, I said, "I just put out a yard fire. I think. Stand by." Sending a field to smother the pool fire, I pretended to survey the area for a few moments, then returned my attention to Jonel. 

    "Good enough, I think. The fire department can take it from here. What's on your mind, Jonel?" 

    "We noted an unusual amount of field use." I heard sirens several blocks away as I replied, "Yeah, prob'ly so. I used a fairly strong field." 

    "What caused the fire?" 

    With a shrug, I replied, "Some teens hauled ass away from here a few minutes ago, but I didn't actually see them start a fire." 

    "Did you check the area for casualties?" 

    "Did you really think you had to ask that? I'm gonna stick around until the fire department gets here. Anything else?" 

    After another glance around, she shook her head. "No. Come to my office tomorrow. That's all. Bye." 

    Her finger moved and the screen went blank before I could reply. As soon as a fire truck rounded the corner and stopped in front of the house, I called up my board and headed home. 
Chapter Sixteen

    I left for Carrington on Monday morning with a fresh mug of coffee and my retirement papers and checked email and messages on the way. When I scooted off the flitter on my board and landed in front of the admin building's front doors, I saw the guard on duty was Chuck. He waved as I entered and tapped his sign-in sheet as he said, "Need your autograph and time of arrival." I nodded and signed on a line as I said, "Been meaning to ask someone why this place turned all chickenshit. Care to comment?" Giving me a fisheye look, he glanced around and said quietly, "I only got eighty-six days to go, man. Ask me then." 

    There was another checkpoint in the hallway intersection that led to Jonel's office. A woman I'd never seen before took my info and passed me as she picked up her desk phone, likely to let Jonel's office know I was on my way. 

    As I arrived at Jonel's office door, the lock buzzed and her voice said, 

"It's open." I pulled the door open and went in expecting to see Anna, but a big guy with buzz-cut hair sat at her desk. 

    I asked, "Where's Anna?" 

    Without looking up from something on a laptop screen, the guy said, "I dunno. I'm just answering the phone today." 

    Hm. His shirt didn't fit him very well; it was too tight across the shoulders and chest and his arms fully filled the sleeves. His collar was open behind his tie and didn't look as if it would button without being way too tight. There were two small scars on the left side of his face, his hands were calloused, and the knuckle of his right ring finger was somewhat flat, likely the result of a bad punch and a poorly-healed break. 

    The shiny new lock on Jonel's door buzzed and I pushed the door open to find Jonel at her desk and Wallace in a chair beside the desk. I said, "Hi, all," and looked around for the other chair that usually waited by the wall. It wasn't there. Was that some sort of psychological ploy? 

If so, no sweat. I parked my butt against the corner of Jonel's desk. Jonel's look of irritation returned as she saw the papers in my hand. She said, "Captain Wallace and I were just looking over your report concerning Lori Mackenzie. He agreed that it wasn't up to your usual standards." I sipped coffee and waited to see how long she'd let the silence continue. It wasn't long at all. 

    "Well?" she snapped, "Don't you have anything to say?" Pretending to consider that, I shrugged and replied, "Guess not." Thumbing over my shoulder at the outer office, I asked, "Can your new heavy-duty secretary really type, or is he just out there for show? Where's Anna?" Her irritated look became a dim glower. I sipped and waited again. After a few moments, Jonel took a breath and sighed as she sat back. "Never mind about Anna, Ed. I've come to a decision regarding you. I'm afraid I'll be letting you go today." 

    Hm. Ploy or truth? I said, "If you mean you're 'firing' me, you'd better have a damned good reason." 

    Shaking her head, she said, "Oh, no, I expect you to retire, just as you've so often threatened. But I agree with certain people that a fully-capable flitter represents too serious a potential danger as one man's personal property. However you leave 3rd World Products today, you'll surrender your flitter. We will, of course, replace it with a commercial model." 

    Jonel reached under her desk and suddenly both of my implants went dead. I silently linked to the flitter and asked for a quick fix. The flitter said, 

"Working," as Jonel lifted a small black device with two grey buttons on top. With a triumphant glare, she stood up and came around her desk to face me from a yard away. 

    She asked, "Do you have any idea what this is?" then grinned and answered her own question with, "It's a PFM nullifier, Ed. It was originally developed for police and medical personnel, but we thought you might become difficult." Looking at Wallace, I asked, "Who's 'we'? Were you in on this?" Shaking his head, he replied, "No. She called me to come here right before you arrived." 

    Jonel said, "I asked Captain Wallace to be present as a witness. In case you... shall we say, 'reacted poorly'... to being contained." 

    "Well, then, I won't let you down, ma'am. Flitter, please store a complete record of every activity that vehicle has ever performed along with an update of your current core with Elkor. Ping me every half-hour, and if I don't answer, you're to do a final core backup and self-destruct at an altitude of one hundred miles." 

    The flitter replied, "Yes, Ed." 

    Jonel snickered, "That might have been more impressive before I turned off your implants." Leaning on the edge of her desk, she added, "And now that I have... the man outside my office most definitely isn't a secretary." Reaching to touch a button on her intercom, she said, "Mr. Kolowski, it's time to make an appearance." 

    The office door opened and buzz-cut stood in the doorway, apparently doing his best to look stern, tough, and rather eager. 

    Jonel looked at me and asked, "Now do you think you can discuss things in a civilized manner?" 

    "If you mean 'give up my flitter', no. What now, Jonel? Do we just stand here and make mean faces at each other?" 

    She chuckled, "Oh, no. Definitely not. Today you won't leave this room without my permission. Right, Mr. Kolowski?" 

    Nodding slightly, Kolowski grinningly replied, "Yes, ma'am." Turning to Wallace, I asked, "Where's your scooterboard matrix?" The question startled him slightly. "In my office." 

    "Then we'll try mine. Board on." 

    My board appeared and Kolowski recoiled a couple of paces when the nose of it nearly hit his legs. I stepped onto it to hop up and down twice, then I said, "Sure seems to be working, doesn't it?" Wallace asked, "Aren't they PFM devices?" 

    "Nope. Similar, but not the same." 

    Tossing my coffee mug toward Jonel, I sent an emerald green field tendril to catch it before she could and let the mug hover between us. Jonel hissed, "That's impossible!" and held down a button on her nullifier gizmo. When the mug didn't fall, Jonel let her hand drop to her side and shifted her confused gaze to me. I met her eyes in silence for a moment before my implants finally reactivated. 

    My five suit came back on and the flitter said, "Your implants are again functional, Ed." I silently replied, "Thank you, flitter. You're a marvel, as always." 

    As if having a revelation, Jonel stepped back a pace and said, "P-field on," and used a corner of the nullifier to touch her left arm. To Wallace she said, "My PFM is off. Try yours." 

    Wallace said, "P-field on," and tested it by using his pen to make a mark on his palm. "Mine isn't working either." 

    Jonel stared at me for a moment, then almost whispered, "That means you're a natural, doesn't it? Just like Lori Mackenzie." I said, "Elkor," and he appeared in his cat suit on Jonel's desk. 

    "Yes, Ed?" 

    "Jonel wants to know if my implants are working." Looking at Jonel, Elkor said, "Yes, his implants are functional." Jonel looked skeptical, but Wallace simply asked, "How?" I shrugged. "My flitter adjusted them." 

    "Can it... 'adjust' my PFM, too?" 

    "Yup." 

    Turning to face Wallace as if he might be an idiot, Jonel snapped, 

"Wallace, do you actually believe that?!" 

    Looking somewhat irritated, Wallace replied, "Yes. I do." Aloud, I asked my flitter to make Wallace's PFM functional. A moment passed, then the flitter replied, "His PFM is now functional, Ed." 

    "Thanks, flitter. Wallace, try your p-field now." Again calling up his p-field, Wallace tried to make another mark on his hand and couldn't push the pen through his field. Looking at Jonel, he nodded. 

"It's working." 

    Grabbing a pen from her desk, Jonel yelped, "P-field on!" and made a mark on her hand. Hissing her frustration, she then tried to mark his hand and failed. Dropping my papers on Jonel's desk, I headed for the door as Jonel tested her own PFM again. Kolowski moved to place himself between me and the door. I stunned him, then stepped past him to the door. 

    "Later, Cap. I just re-retired. Say hi to Linda for me." Wallace's eyes shifted from Jonel to me and he grinningly replied, "Yeah. Will do. Later, Ed." 

    I asked, "Jonel, are you going to make me fry that lock again?" Jonel almost shrieked, "Get back here! We aren't through!" 

    "Yes, we are. Buzz me out or I'll zap it." Glaring at me, she folded her arms in front of her. I looked at Cap and shrugged, then sent some juice into the new lock and opened it. The door beyond Anna's office had regular handles on both sides, so I didn't have to bother with the electronic lock. 

    Jonel must have called security; two guards tried to stop me at the intersection checkpoint. I created a foot-wide sunball and both of them skidded to a staring halt several feet away. 

    "Guys, I'll stun you. Back off." 

    One retorted, "You can't stun someone through a p-field." Guess they hadn't heard the word on that matter. Turning off the sunball as if he'd won the argument, I waited. They eased cautiously forward and one took out his handcuffs. When they touched me, I sent stuns into them and continued to the front doors, where Chuck appeared to be receiving instructions. 

    As I neared the front doors, Chuck muttered, "Aw, hell," but he turned to face me squarely. 

    I said, "You gotta do it, Chuck. Eighty-six days to go, right?" With a nodding sigh, he replied, "Yeah. I gotta do it." 

    "Then no hard feelings, okay? Blame it on Jonel." When his hand touched my arm, I stunned him lightly and helped him collapse gently, then stunned him again to knock him out as I called the flitter down. Once I was aboard, I set course for home, told the flitter to ignore calls from Jonel, and considered what possible repercussions might come my way. 

    "Flitter, has someone assigned a probe to follow us yet?" 

    "Yes, Ed. It is precisely one hundred yards behind us." 

    "Serena," I said, and she popped into being in the seat next to mine. 

    "Yes, Ed?" 

    "Can Jonel or 3rd World legally take my flitter?" She considered the matter for half a second, then replied, "Not without much greater cause. Your cooperation would be required." 

    "What about the government?" 

    "Yes, the government can. Do you wish to know which laws apply to confiscation of personal property?" 

    Shaking my head, I replied, "No, I'll leave that to a lawyer if the time comes. Flitter, I told you to self-destruct if you didn't hear from me every half-hour. Cancel that order, please. Instead, you'll turn yourself over to Serena if I say the phrase 'Texas is in Virginia'." Serena asked, "What would you like me to do with it, Ed?" 

    "Just hang onto it until I can own it without hassles." 

    "What if that time never comes?" 

    "Well, you could lend it to me indefinitely, I guess." She snickered, "Of course." 

    My implant pinged with Wallace's double-chime and I answered it with a screen and, "You got me." Serena gave me a little bye-bye flap of her hand and vanished. 

    Wallace was at his desk, sipping coffee and looking rather somber as he sat back in his chair and said, "When I left, Jonel was on the horn to the legal department. I think she's going to try to turn this into a battle royal." 

    With a shrug, I replied, "Can't say I'm very surprised. She seems to have a temper." 

    "Would you really have your flitter self-destruct?" 

    "Elkor could make me another one; maybe one of those little emergency vehicle flits. Did Jonel shred my paperwork?" 

    "Not while I was there. No telling what she did with it after I left." He sipped coffee again, then asked, "So... what now?" 

    "Business as usual. I'll contact Dave Haver with an offer to take assignments on a contractor basis. If he doesn't go for it, I'll find other ways to keep busy. State and county emergency services." Wallace nodded. "Figured that. What should I tell Linda?" 

    "Heh. Tell her I said 'hi'. I'll give her a ring later." With a wry little grin, Wallace said, "I mean about today's events." 

    "The truth would prob'ly work well enough. But unless she'd consider coming back to work, would she really care what happened at 3rd World today?" 

    "Maybe not, but she cares about you." 

    I shrugged again. "Then tell her I'll be fine. She'll..." My implant pinged with Linda's chimes and I said, "Well, speak of the devil, Cap. She just called on line two." 

    He sat forward and put his coffee down. "Then I'll let you go and call back if anything develops at this end. Later, Ed." 

    "Later, Cap." He signed off and I opened Linda's link. When her face appeared on the screen, I saluted and stoutly answered with, "Yes, Fearless Leader, ma'am! At your service, milady!" 

    She was dressed in clothes suitable for gardening and wore an expression of concern as she replied, "Hi, Ed. Angela told me what happened to Chuck. Why'd you have to shoot your way out of the admin building?" 

    "Jonel sicked the guards on me." 

    "Did she have a good reason?" 

    "Well, I didn't think so, ma'am." 

    Rolling her eyes, Linda said, "Of course not. What happened?" 

    "I went in to drop off my papers and she tried to confiscate my flitter. When I refused, she called some guy named Kolowski into her office and used a PFM nullifier on me." 

    Looking rather startled, Linda asked, "Kolowski? Are they crazy? That guy's a walking liability lawsuit. A PFM nullifier?" 

    "Yup. It worked until my flitter adjusted my implants. Have you heard from Cap yet?" 

    "No. Why?" 

    "He was there for the whole show, so it might be interesting to get his take on things. Jonel called him in just before I got there. Said she wanted a witness. Just out of curiosity, what would I have to do to get you back in that office, Fearless Leader, ma'am?" 

    Shaking her head, Linda replied, "Nothing. It won't happen. The company changed too much." 

    "Oh, well. Had to ask. I'll ring Haver later and see if he can find a way to use a contractor." 

    "And if he can't? Or won't?" 

    "State and local emergency services. Other stuff." Nodding, Linda said, "Expect a call from Angela later, Ed. She sounded upset." 

    "Upset good or upset bad?" 

    "Upset that you'd left the company. Anything else?" 

    "Guess not. No, wait. You're as lovely as ever, ma'am. It breaks my fuzzy little heart you ran off with that sailor." 

    She snorted, "Yeah, yeah. Later, Ed." 

    "Later, O Fearless Leader, ma'am." 
Chapter Seventeen

    Noon. Food. When I got to Spring Hill, I called up my three suit and slid off the flitter on my board to head for the Golden Corral restaurant in Brooksville, one of only two or three places in Hernando County that still offer a good buffet. A few minutes later, I sat down to eat and didn't even get one bite down before my implant sounded Angela Horn's chimes. Sipping dr pepper, I answered, "Hi, there, Cap'n Angie." Angela came on the line with, "Hi, Ed. No screen?" 

    "I'm in a restaurant. I'll munch while you talk. What's up?" Taking an audible breath, she replied with mock lightness, "Oh, nothing much. Word is you retired this morning." 

    "Word's right, milady." 

    "Word is you retired... 'forcibly'. That you stunned several people on the way out and fried Jonel's lock again." 

    "Almost true. I didn't fry her lock this time. Jonel tried to confiscate my flitter, Angie. She had some guy named Kolowski standing by as muscle when she used a PFM nullifier on me. The flitter fixed my implants and I zapped him first." 

    There was a fairly long silence before she said, "Jeezus. I hadn't heard about that. Wallace just said you'd taken your retirement and I watched the corridor logs after I found out you'd zapped Chuck." 

    "Had to do that, but I let him down easy, ma'am. Chuck's an old friend." 

    "Yeah, that's what he said, too. I, uh... I met another friend of yours this morning. A Lori Mackenzie." 

    "Good. I told her to look you up." 

    "You could have told me about her, too." I laughed, "Nah. More fun this way. How'd you two get along?" 

    "Ed, do you realize what this... what she... represents?" 

    "Well, I guess that would depend on what you think she represents. Enlighten me, ma'am." 

    There was a pause, then, "Ed, she's a natural, damn it! No PFM. No implants like yours. Nothing! She just... thinks... and fields happen!" I chuckled, "So? That's how we make 'em, too." 

    "But we have to use hardware!" 

    "Yup. Now tell me why you're fuzzed up. Have you ever heard of anybody else being able to manufacture fields without hardware?" Sounding somewhat exasperated, Angela replied, "No, but that's exactly my point! What if other people can do it?" 

    Forking up some buttered spinach, I asked, "Like I said, 'enlighten me'. So what if they can? If they go nuts with it, someone'll take 'em down." She retorted, "You think so? I was there when Lori demonstrated her abilities this morning. She generated a p-field that stopped an M-16 round a foot from the target. My PFM can't do that. You can't do that with your implants." Taking a breath, she added, "And her heat field melted through an inch of stainless steel in twenty-two seconds. What if she gets so strong we can't touch her?" 

    I thought, 'Well, damn! I need more practice!' then said, "There's always a way to take somebody down, Angie. Now tell me why you think that may be necessary. She seemed like a fairly decent person to me, and not just 'cuz she's cute. By the way, you'll be happy to know that every time she put the make on me, I just thought of you and fought her off." After a pause, Angie sighed, "What crap. And here's a 'by the way' to you, mister. I checked records. All --that's 'all' --the canyon field blips prior to Friday were so tiny they barely registered. After meeting you, she can suddenly punch holes in stainless steel. When I asked if you'd shown her how to use her... talent... more effectively, she said you just scared the hell out of her and fixed her car." 

    Finishing my spinach, I admitted, "Both of which are absolutely true, ma'am. 'Cept my flitter did the actual car repairs, of course. Where are you calling from?" 

    "What? Why?" 

    "Because I asked, and if you don't answer, I'll assume you're in someone's office and hang up." 

    "Why would you do that?" 

    "Wrong answer. Bye." I dropped the link and cut my steak. Almost immediately, the flitter said, "Angela Horn is..." I chuckled, "Yeah, I know. Put her through." Angela yelled, "You hung up on me!" 

    "Yup. Wanna see me do it again? Where are you?" 

    "I'm at range six, damn it!" 

    "What's the fourth choice down on the soda machine, ma'am?" 

    "What?! Why the hell...?" 

    I interrupted with, "Wrong answer. Bye." 

    "Wait! Wait, damn it! It's... Lipton Tea!" Forking up some steak, I said, "Okay. Are you alone?" 

    "Yes." 

    "Are you recording this?" 

    She said, "Flitter, stop recording," then said, "Not now." 

    "Okay. Here it is, ma'am; I wanted Lori to be more than just an oddity when she reached Jonel's office. She'll need college money and a job later where field use is fairly common. In the meantime she'll need training and supervision for a while 'cuz people usually fuck up a few times with new things. My tweaking up her talent should guarantee all of the above, don't you think?" 

    After a moment, Angela replied, "Yes. It should. But my original question stands, Ed. What if she becomes too powerful? What if she becomes... uhm... 

'unmanageable'?" 

    I chuckled, "You mean like me?" 

    "Crap. You aren't unmanageable, Ed. Linda always had a handle on you." 

    "Yup. How'd she do it?" 

    Angie laughed, "She's your oldest friend, she still has great legs, and she's smarter than both of us on our best days." 

    "Yeah, but that wasn't all of it. I'll just say that Jonel may have been the best choice available by bureaucratic standards, but she very definitely isn't even close to being a Linda." 

    "In your opinion, that is?" 

    "In mine at the very least. We'll see what others think as people with backbones speak out about her. What's on your agenda tonight?" She sighed, "Studying. Passing quarterly exams. I'm on a list for major." 

    "Already?" 

    "Being on a list is just being on a list, Ed. If they don't give me gold leaves in three years, I'll go civilian and take a slot here at Carrington, but I have to pass these exams either way." 

    "Luck with that. Anything else on your mind, future-Major Horn, ma'am?" A few beats later, she said, "No. I suppose not. Later, Ed." 

    "Later." She dropped the link. I forked up a bite of steak and wondered what she hadn't said and how long she'd sit on the info about me training Lori. Probably not long; she'd seemed pretty shaken about Lori's abilities. When I finished lunch, I headed home and puttered around with my bike as I waited for any of several people to call. When no call came by two, I saddled up and aimed the bike north on US-19. At the intersection of County 121, I headed toward Gainesville. By the time I'd reached Palatka, I'd begun to think I might not hear from anyone until Tuesday, but three hours and nearly two hundred miles after I'd started my impromptu trip, my implant chimed again. As I headed south through the Ocala National Forest, I asked, "Who's calling, flitter?" 

    "David Haver." 

    Slowing down and looking for a place to pull over for a chat, I put up a screen and replied, "Put him through, please." Haver's face appeared on the screen and stared around as I said, "Hold on, Dave. I have to find a place to park this thing." He watched a truck pass me and replied, "Uh... okay." Just ahead was a big tree that cast a shadow across half the road. I stopped where I could put the kickstand down on the very edge of the pavement and turned off the bike, then said, "Okay. What's up?" 

    "I've just seen copies of your retirement papers. Do they mean you couldn't find a way to work with Jonel?" 

    "Yup. I'd bet you also got a report from Wallace." He nodded. "Yes, I did. Ed, are you sure you want this?" 

    "She tried to steal my flitter, Dave. Gave me some crap about replacing it with a commercial model, tried to turn off my implants with a PFM nullifier, and called a guy named Kolowski into the office. He grabbed at me, so I stunned him." 

    Glancing down, Dave said, "You also stunned three other guards." 

    "Yup. They grabbed me too." 

    "They were acting on Jonel's authority." 

    "Jonel lost any authority over me when she tried to steal my flitter." Dave sighed wearily and said, "She wasn't trying to steal it, Ed. A number of people have come to think it's far too risky to allow individuals to own fully functional flitters." 

    "You sound as if you're one of them." 

    "I suppose I am." 

    "Too bad. I'm keeping it. Mind if I change the topic? I was thinking of being an independent contractor instead of a payroll employee. Can 3rd World work with that idea?" 

    Haver eyed me for a moment, then said, "Not as things stand." I shrugged. "Okay. Others will. Anything else?" Setting my papers down somewhat firmly, Haver said, "I suppose not. Expect to hear from others regarding your flitter." 

    "Will do. Did Jonel tell you what I said would happen before anyone can take it away from me?" 

    His eyes hardened, but he sighed again and said, "Yes, she did. I'd hate to see that happen, Ed." 

    "Then make them drop the issue, Dave. Unless I do something illegal with it, you won't have legal grounds for confiscation, and everybody involved knows a flitter flatly won't do anything illegal." He met my gaze for a time, then said, "I guess that's it for now, then. Goodbye, Ed." 

    "Bye." I let him disconnect, then dissolved the screen. So there it was; Dave Haver had been part of Jonel's 'we'. Probably more than a few others among the brass, too. They all knew about Amaran programming, so any concern that I might make the flitter do anything illegal or something to endanger others was bullshit. 

    I sipped coffee for a time as I thought about things. A herd of various brands and styles of bikes thundered past me in staggered formation. Several of the riders looked my way. I waved my coffee mug at them and yelled, "I'm okay!" and they continued on, but the last guy in line slowed down as he approached. Flipping his visor up, he asked, "You okay?" 

    "Yeah. Coffee break." He nodded, flipped his visor back down, and hurried to catch up to his herd. As he pulled away a city cop arrived, asked the same question, and got the same answer. He, too, moved on, and after another sip of coffee, so did I. 

    Just south of Salt Springs, I was about to pull into a convenience store for a coffee refill when I heard some kind of rice-rocket bike spin up and take off. A blue Suzuki blasted out of a parking lot ahead of me and went through three gears as it screamed toward an intersection, apparently trying to make it through the green light. 

    From my vantage point I could see an old orange pickup truck approaching the intersection from the east. The biker didn't slow down, so I figured trees and scrub probably blocked his view. The pickup's nose dipped slightly as the driver applied his brakes for the red light. Maybe fifty yards from the intersection, the truck's nose suddenly dropped hard and its tires screamed, then the pickup sailed on with very little loss of speed. Its brakes had apparently locked, then failed. 

    There was too good a chance that the bike and the truck would meet near the middle of the intersection, so I sent, "Flitter, lift the bike and rider over the truck, please." 

    As the Suzi rider neared the intersection, he saw the truck wasn't stopping and tried to brake hard, but the bike's rear end broke right. The bike toppled to the left in a fairly classic 'low-side' fall at about 60 MPH. Before the rider's knee touched the pavement, the flitter's field grabbed the Suzi and lifted, matching the bike's speed and redirecting it upward. Turning my attention to the truck as it passed beneath the bike, I formed a field wedge like a giant doorstop between the front wheels. The truck's front end slid a few feet up the wedge and friction with the pavement quickly dragged both the wedge and the truck to a stop. 

    When I let the wedge dissipate, the truck's front end dropped to the ground and the truck drifted slowly backwards on the slight slope. The driver composed himself enough to guide it off the road and put it in park. Stopping my bike on the other side of the intersection, I looked at the bike and biker still hanging in the air over a hundred feet above the ground. The biker thrashed in panic. 

    I chuckled, "Flitter, you can put them down now." The biker landed on his feet and the bike touched down on its wheels. The biker's legs gave out and he couldn't seem to get back up, so I sent a tendril to put the kickstand down, then completed my short journey to the convenience store. The clerk apparently hadn't seen what had happened and simply nodded as I entered. Half a dozen different coffees were on display, so I mixed French Vanilla with Hazelnut and tasted the result. Not bad. Sipping it down a bit, I added some Dark Mountain Roast. That seemed to make it a little richer. My implant pinged. Jonel, of course. I ignored two more of her pages and paid for my coffee, then walked outside as she pinged me a fourth time. I went to the pay phone on the store's wall and faked making a call. Without putting up a screen, I answered, "You got me." She snapped, "Why didn't you answer sooner?" 

    "Retirees aren't required to answer the phone. Besides, I had company." 

    "There was nobody in the store but you." 

    "And the store clerk, which seems to say quite a bit about how you regard blue-collar people. Since you already have the local headcount and a probe's following me around, you should also know why there was a big field blip a few minutes ago, so get down to why you called me." 

    After a pause, I heard Jonel take a long, quiet breath before she said, "I called to ask you to reconsider your retirement." Hm. That likely meant her legal beagles told her she really couldn't grab my flitter. Keeping me on the payroll was prob'ly the only way she could think of to retain any control over it. 

    I said, "3rd World's changed too much." 

    "You mean because Ms. Baines is no longer with us?" 

    "That, too. My last visit convinced me it was time to go." She paused again, then said, "I guess that means the problem is me. What if you could report to Captain Wallace?" 

    "That might work for a while, but this isn't just about you, Jonel. The personality of the base has changed. I came away from Carrington feeling as if I'd visited the damned Pentagon the day after nine-eleven. Got news, ma'am; when a base isn't on alert, but nobody in the ranks can tell you with any certainty why security's jacked up, it means people worried about their careers are trying to look indispensable to people who don't know spit about real security. If I wanted to work in an atmosphere of paranoia and perform mindless rote procedures all day, I'd join airport security somewhere." Jonel drew a soft, hissing breath, then said, "Perhaps you'd better explain that last remark." 

    "Okay. My ID was checked at the front door. There are ID checks at each gate and checkpoints at hallway intersections. Some ol' girl even checked my ID at the damned security office. And all of that accomplished what, exactly? 

It tied up at least sixteen people when one at each exterior door would have been more than enough. Nobody's getting into that base without authorization, much less into the buildings." 

    She said coldly, "You have no idea whatsoever why we deployed those people in that manner." 

    "Uh, huh. I just told you why. Jonel, ID info only has to correspond to info on file. In a place so large no one person can know everybody else, a stolen badge and a passing resemblance to the owner can be enough. Contact lenses can get you past retina checks and fingerprints can be screen-embossed, and in the end, none of that will matter a fat damn. Someone security trusts with things worth stealing will be the one to try to walk out with them. If he succeeds, it'll be because everybody else was too damned busy keeping their heads down, skating on politically correct thin ice, and worrying about their jobs to question his activities. Aldrich Ames, CIA. Robert Hanssen, FBI. Look

'em up sometime." 

    After a moment, Jonel said in that same cool tone, "I know who they were," then she sighed, "Ed, what would it take to bring you back aboard?" 

    "Why 'bring me back aboard' at all, Jonel? Why not just give me a holler when something comes up that your company-issue troops can't handle publicly?" 

    "There won't be any more things like that." I shrugged as I said, "Uh, huh. Then you won't need me, will you? If there's nothing else that needs discussed right this minute, I..." She interrupted with, "If I think of anything, I have your number. Goodbye, Ed." 

    Before I could reply, she dropped the link. Sipping my coffee and saddling up, I rolled away from the convenience store believing with fair certainty that Jonel --or someone else at 3rd World --would think of something fairly soon. On my roundabout way back to Spring Hill, I gave some thought to possible eventualities. 

    "Flitter, stop recording, please. Could you somehow modify the manner in which I create fields so they can't be detected by the usual monitoring devices?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Would the fields I'd create after your modifications be functionally different from the fields I create now?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    "I guess this means you'll have to tinker with my brain again, right?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    Damn. Oh, well. "Could the same modifications be made to the way you generate and use fields, flitter?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "That would pretty much make you invisible to current methods of detection, wouldn't it?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Thanks, flitter. I'll give this some thought. Continue recording now, please." 

    Could Jonel and 3rd World Products find some form of leverage to force me to cooperate? Very unlikely. Could the US Government? Much more likely; they'd have no compunction at all about harassing my family and friends. It would look like a random tax audit or an investigation from some sort of half-assed tip someone would have to check out, but... 

    My implant pinged with Angie Horn's chimes, interrupting that thought. Prob'ly just as well, since I didn't like where it was going. I pulled off the highway and answered with, "You got me. What did I win?" Lori Mackenzie asked, "Uh... Ed? Is that you?" 

    "Who else would it be? Hi, Lori. Could I safely assume you're with Angela right now?" 

    "Uh... yes. How did you know?" 

    "She's one of the smart ones." Putting up a screen, I waved at Angie and said, "Hi, Angie." 

    Angie grinningly replied, "Hi, Ed. Lori wanted to ask you a question." 

    "Okay. Shoot." 

    She turned the screen a bit and Lori adjusted it to face me squarely, then glanced at Angie before she asked, "Did you set me up, Ed? I mean to train with Captain Horn in particular?" 

    "I certainly tried. Nobody on that base is better qualified to show you how a flitter works. Or a PFM, for that matter. She was there when I invented them." 

    Lori glanced to her left and her eyebrow arched as her gaze returned to me. "You invented PFMs?" 

    "Yup. You could say I wrote the book on 'em." Angie said, "He thought them up. His AI friend Stephanie actually designed and produced the first ones." Looking at me, Angie said, "Just keeping you honest, Ed." 

    "Why? You afraid I'll impress her?" 

    "You seem to be trying." 

    "Well, she is kind of cute, y'know. Like you used to be." Sitting back stiffly, Angie yelped, "Used to be?!" 

    "Yeah. Used to be, Cap'n Angie. Back when you were only concerned with how well I could please you instead of whether or not you'd make major someday." Looking at Lori, I sighed, "That's how it is, you know; you put your heart and soul on the line and they step all over you on their path to glory." Lori snorted, chuckled, and then an explosive laugh escaped her as she covered her mouth and gave Angie a big-eyed stare. Angie glowered at me briefly, then snickered and echoed, "My 'path to glory'?" 

    "Hell, yes, 'path to glory'. Do you think I'm going to understate your reason for dumping me?" 

    She chuckled, "Oh, no, of course not. My mistake." 

    "Damned right. I was just about devastated when you tossed me in favor of your military career. While we have Lori on hand, how about telling me how she's doing?" 

    Shrugging, Angie said, "She beat the TAC course twice. Random situations. She hasn't had the speed runs yet. You were devastated, huh?" 

    "Only 'just about', ma'am. Lori, if you've impressed Angie, you've made a good start there. Now, is someone going to tell me the real reason you ladies called me?" 

    Again glancing at Angie, Lori said, "I overheard someone saying you'd really retired, Ed. Angie says it's true." 

    "Do you have some reason to doubt her?" 

    "Uh... well, no, but it happened right after... uh... right after you found me... and you still have a flitter." 

    "It's not one of theirs and finding you had nothing to do with my retirement, Lori. I don't get along with Jonel." 

    She seemed to study me for a moment, then asked, "Couldn't you work with someone else?" 

    "Maybe, but I may be ready to move on." 

    Angie asked, "Move on to what?" 

    "To a private life. I haven't had one for quite a while." Lori seemed to buy that, but Angie chuckled, "Private, huh? What about Serena?" 

    I shrugged. "She's good company when she's around." There was a short lapse in conversation, then Lori looked at Angie for a moment before she turned to me and said, "You've been such a big help... Will I ever see you again?" 

    "I'm only retiring and Angie knows how to reach me. Ever been to Florida? 

Maybe you two could drop by once you're out of training." She nibbled her lower lip and nodded. "Yeah. I'd like that." We talked a bit more, then the ladies signed off and I got underway again. 
Chapter Eighteen

    When I reached SR-40, I stopped for gas, then headed west toward Ocala through the middle of Ocala National Forest. At I-75 I headed south and held the bike at eighty until I reached SR-50, where I turned west again toward Spring Hill. As I neared the intersection of US-98, traffic slowed to a crawl and I heard sirens up around the bend. Using a flitter probe, I checked the road ahead and saw an empty gravel truck lying on its left side in the eastbound lane of SR-50. 

    There were no fuel leaks and cops were directing traffic through the intersection around the mess. As I watched, a couple of tow trucks arrived. Traffic was halted as they attached cables and tried to pull the gravel truck back up on its wheels. Winches hauled the truck halfway to a standing position, but then there was a puff of smoke from one of the tow trucks and the lifting effort stopped. 

    I decided to see if I could send enough juice through the probe to finish standing the truck upright and formed a field wedge under the truck's left side. Pumping power to the wedge didn't seem to have much effect at first, but after a few moments I saw the cable to the dead winch go slack. It drooped even further and people nearby seemed to think the remaining winch was doing the work. Some of them cheered in amazement and the guy operating the winch acquired a determined expression and seemed to be trying to will his equipment to be strong enough. 

    The truck finally tipped far enough and lurched back onto its wheels and

--of course --the crowd went wild, glad-handing the amazed tow truck guy and carrying on for some minutes as cops and fire people checked over the truck. Someone got into it and cranked it up, then moved it well off the road as others began clearing debris off the road. Traffic began moving fairly well a few minutes later and I was soon beyond the intersection. Nothing else delayed my trip and I pulled into my driveway half an hour later. Looking around as I entered the house, I saw no Tiger, no Annabelle. I pinged Tiger and he put up a screen to answer from Martha's house. Martha's granddaughter, Sophie was there and said 'hi', then enthusiastically asked if I wanted to go to a football game at a local high school. I said I was busy rather than give her my usual response regarding the game. After making a fresh coffee and visiting the bathroom to spiff up a bit, I called up my board, headed for Ryan's for their buffet, and considered my options for the evening as I took my time over dinner. I was nearly finished when a woman's voice asked, "Dining alone, Ed?" I looked up to see Deputy Wendy Hall standing by my table with some guy. Both were out of uniform and looked as if they might be going somewhere after dinner. 

    Standing up, I shook hands with her and replied, "Yup. Hi, there, Deputy Wendy." 

    She introduced her friend as Alan Lister, also a deputy, and I asked if they wanted to join me. Wendy accepted for both of them and set her purse on the table, then she and Lister went to load some plates. That's when her cell phone chirped, of course. Thinking the call might be about cop business, I picked up her purse and followed them. She saw me coming and heard the phone chirp as I held her purse out to her. Taking the purse, she fished out the phone and answered it, then turned slightly pale. 

    What I overheard told me her father had taken a turn for the worse. She glanced at Alan and me and said in a flat, shaky tone, "I have to go. Right now." 

    Without waiting for a response, she headed for the front doors. Alan and I walked with her and I snagged my coffee mug off the table as we passed it. Moving ahead of them, I opened the door and held it, then asked, "Wendy, where's your dad?" 

    Without stopping, she replied, "Tampa General." 

    "That's forty miles and traffic. Wanna get there faster?" That stopped her. "You mean the flitter?" Calling up my board, I said, "Yup. It'll meet us upstairs. Hop on and hang on. Lister can drive his car down so you'll have a ride back." Lister had hopped back when the board appeared, but now he held up a hand and said, "Uh, no. I could take her there, but I have to go on duty later." Wendy stepped onto my board and said, "I'll find a way back. Alan, I'm sorry. Maybe another time?" 

    He smiled and reached to pat her arm. "Anytime, Wendy. Now go." She sucked in a hissing breath as we lifted southward. I had the flitter intercept us and take us aboard as we crossed the county line. Wendy took a deeper, calming breath and sat in one of the flitter's seats as she pulled a tissue from her purse and said, "Sorry to drag you away from your dinner, Ed." 

    I shrugged. "Oh, I guess I'll get by, ma'am. Want me to stick around a while?" 

    "I don't know how long I'll be there, Ed." 

    "I don't care how long you'll be there, Wendy. If I can't stick around, I can come back for you. No problem." 

    "Thanks, but I know you must have other things to do." 

    "Well... no, not really. I re-retired today. Unless some kind of emergency crops up, I really don't have a damned thing better to do than help you tonight." 

    The hospital was in sight below and the flitter descended sharply to stop in front of the emergency entrance. Our landing had the usual effect on Wendy; she sat gripping her seat and her big-eyed stare shifted from the hospital entrance to me. 

    "Do you always land like that?" 

    Stepping off the deck to hand her down, I replied, "Yup. All ashore, ma'am." 

    Standing up somewhat shakily, Wendy took my hand to step down to the pavement and we went into the building. A nurse gave us directions to the fourth floor and another nurse escorted Wendy down a hall to a room. I stayed near the nurse's station and located the coffee pot in the room behind it, topped up my mug, and took a seat in a waiting area. 

    There were no other people in the area, which I found to be somewhat unusual, but I took advantage of the solitude and said, "Serena." She appeared in her usual casual-office attire and I asked, "Would you see if you can help Deputy Hall's father?" 

    After a moment, she replied, "His cancer is far too advanced, Ed. He may survive another hour or so." 

    "Huh. Then it's a good thing I was around. It can take longer than that to get here from Spring Hill." 

    Two nurses went into Wendy's father's room and Wendy came out. She looked around and saw me, then glanced back into the room before opening her phone and walking toward me. As she approached, I heard her ask someone, "Where the hell are you?!" 

    The answer made her make an exasperated face. She snapped, "I'll call some people. Can you get a flight down here, like you should have in the first place?" 

    Another frustrated expression appeared. I held up a hand and asked, "Who's where?" 

    Wendy said, "Just a minute," and answered, "My sister Connie. She's in Savannah, Georgia. She got stopped for doing ninety on the Interstate. She'd never get here in time." 

    "Is she on the Interstate now?" 

    "Yes." 

    "So she's using a cell phone. Savannah is fifteen minutes away by flitter. We can leave her car and go back for it." 

    Blinking at me once, Wendy seemed to enter some kind of command mode as she nodded vigorously and said, "Connie! Connie! Listen to me, dammit! 

Someone's coming for you! Yes! A friend of mine will be there in about fifteen minutes. Yes! He'll find you! Leave your phone on!" She listened for a moment, then said to me, "She says she saw a sign for a Denny's at the next exit or the one after it. I'll stay with dad. She'll meet you there." 

    Glad to have something to do other than wait, I headed for the elevator at a trot. Wendy hurried alongside me, alternately telling Connie what I was wearing --as if landing on a flitter might not be identification enough -and asking me if I was sure I could find the place. Giving her a fisheye look, I poked the 'down' button and replied drolly, 

"Yeah, I'm pretty sure. Try to relax a little, ma'am." The doors opened almost immediately and Serena stood inside the elevator. I stepped inside with a wave to Wendy. Once the doors closed, I said, "Thanks, milady." She smiled, said, "You're welcome," and vanished. For the umpteenth time I recognized a certain difference between her and the other AIs; it seemed likely any of the others would have stayed to keep me company, but apparently not Serena. 

    Once aboard the flitter, I settled back and watched the various city lights flash by below us for a few minutes, then we began a descent. I had the flitter go visible for the last half-mile or so and it landed behind a silver Lexus four-door sedan with Connecticut plates. 

    A blonde woman in casual clothes stood behind the car. A suitcase and a small carry-all bag sat on the ground beside her. She waved and picked up her bags, but I had the flitter field them out of her grasp and bring them aboard. As I stepped down to hand her up to the deck, I said, "Hi, there. I'm Ed." Somewhat wide-eyed, she studied the flitter briefly, then said, "Hi. I'm Connie," as she came forward to take my hand and step up to the deck. Once we were both aboard, I had the flitter head us back to Tampa and gestured her to a seat. 

    Eyeing my hat and shirt, she said, "Thanks for the ride, Ed. Is Wendy right about dad not having much longer?" 

    To defer the question and the likely discussion it would open, I replied, 

"I haven't seen him. Nurses went into his room and she came out talking to you on the phone. When I heard the problem, I volunteered to come get you." Nodding, she said, "Well, thanks again," and reached into her carry-bag for a plastic bottle. She shook it, then shook her head as she opened the top, sipped the last of whatever had been in it, and stuffed the bottle back in the bag. 

    I studied her as she moved. She was solid and strong-looking, maybe five-ten, in her mid-thirties, and her general attitude of calm seemed rather unusual, given that she was zipping through the night sky on a flitter. Linking into the flitter's computer, I sought a few details about her. Connie Singleton, 36, divorced, of Hartford, Connecticut, currently employed by the State Department. Hm. I dug a little and found she was in security, so I dug a bit deeper. She was a diplomatic escort, which was a lot like being a Secret Service agent. No wonder she was relatively unflappable. My thoughts were interrupted by her, "Ed?" I looked away from the scenery ahead to ask, "Yes'm?" 

    "You seemed a million miles away. Are you okay?" 

    "Just thinking. What kind of work do you do, Connie?" With a tiny shrug, she replied, "I work for the government." 

    "That's what I used to tell people, too." Her left eyebrow went up. "What do you mean?" Swiveling my seat to face her, I said, "Well, I saw you pick up that suitcase as if it were a box of Kleenex. I saw you move, too, and held your hand briefly when you stepped aboard. You're solid as a rock, ma'am. And most people seem a little more tense when the flitter's moving like this, but not you. I'd say you're a government worker like I was." Her gaze narrowed. "And what kind were you?" 

    "We did spooky stuff. Guarded people. Like that. We usually said we were with the State Department if we had to say anything at all about it." After a moment, she said, "Then you'll understand when I say I really shouldn't talk about what I do." 

    Okay, she didn't want to talk. I nodded. "Yup. Want a can of tea?" Flipping the cooler lid open, I reached in and showed her what was available. She stared very briefly at the display of drinks that had appeared from nowhere, then said, "Yes, thanks. A tea would be fine." I handed her one and said, "I wasn't being nosy. I just don't know much about your dad's condition and couldn't think of anything else to talk about." She nodded. "It's okay." A long sip and a sigh later, she said, "You're right, though. State Department." With a soft chuckle, she added, "The real one, if you're wondering. And this isn't the first time I've been on a flitter." 

    Settling back in her seat, she said, "Wendy'd still be with the State Department, too, if it hadn't been for dad. He got sick just about the time she applied. By the time she completed her initial training, he'd been hospitalized twice. She gave it up to be with him in Florida." Something in her tone made me keep silent. Connie glanced at me as I sipped coffee. I gave her a questioning look and she said, "I couldn't do that. I had too much invested." 

    I felt thankful the lights of Tampa were getting close, 'cuz I could feel where she was going; she was feeling guilty about not being conveniently available the last couple of years. 

    Pointing ahead, I said, "Almost there. You can leave your bags aboard the flitter." She reached for her smaller bag and said, "I'll need this one." Uh, huh. Prob'ly had her gun with her. We stepped off and the flitter headed upstairs as we entered the hospital. When we got off the elevator on four, the nurse saw me and gestured us onward as she said, "Ms. Hall is in her father's room." 

    Connie replied, "Thanks," as I led the way. The room's door was open and Wendy sat by the bed. Connie continued across the room and into a hug with Wendy. I set her bag down and retreated to the hallway, then returned to the waiting area. 

    Calling up a field screen, I checked email and message groups, then added to and edited almost a full chapter of my latest book before I heard footsteps coming up the hall. It was Connie, looking a little frayed as she gave me a nodding glance and entered the restroom across the hall from me. The field screen hadn't seemed to startle her. 

    It startled one of the nurses, though; she'd brought a small stack of magazines into the waiting area and stopped cold when she saw the screen. After a moment of studying it, she set the magazines on a small table and came over for a closer look. I explained it briefly and she tried to touch it, then she nervously excused herself to go back to work. 

    A soft chuckle made me turn to see Connie standing by the waiting room entrance. She pushed her left sleeve up a bit. I saw the silver gleam of a PFM

and nodded. She turned and headed back down the hall to her father's room. Less than two hours later, there was a flurry of activity and a doctor was called. I let my screen dissipate and got up to move around a bit and refill my mug. Both nurses had left the station, but one returned shortly. When she looked up at me after settling behind her desk, I knew there wasn't much to say and simply went to the coffee pot. 

    Another half hour passed before the ladies were ready to leave. I stood up to meet them as they came out of the restroom. Although very somber, they looked as if they'd more or less pasted themselves back together. Connie met my gaze and said, "We're ready to go now." I grabbed Connie's big bag and we headed for the elevator. It again appeared almost instantly, but this time there was no Serena inside. We stepped in and I said, "Connie, I'll run you back up to your car tomorrow if you want." 

    She nodded. "Okay, but it probably won't be early." Not knowing what the word 'early' meant to her, I shrugged and replied, 

"No problem." 

    Wendy sniffled, dabbed her nose, and said, "I'll go with you Con. I could use a long drive and a day out of town." Looking at me, she said, "Thanks, Ed. She wouldn't have been here. Hell, I might not have been here." 

    "Nah. I've seen you drive, ma'am. You'd have made it." They had one more stop to make downstairs, then we went outside to the flitter. Connie tossed her bag aboard and hopped up to the deck. Wendy held back and stared around for a moment. 

    She said quietly, "The world looks different tonight," then took my hand and stepped aboard. 

    I knew that feeling. I'd lost both parents, too. The world had looked and felt emptier after each of them had left it. At Wendy's house, I accepted an invitation to come inside for a while and had a drink with them, then excused myself a little while later to head home. 
Chapter Nineteen

    Tuesday began with a bang and a clatter. I recognized the sound of a long piece of lumber bouncing on concrete and got up to look out the back window. Two guys were unloading construction stuff from a pickup truck two doors down. The angle of the sun told me it was a little after eight, so I decided to spiff up and wait for the ladies to call for a ride. 

    The phone rang in the middle of assembling a mug of coffee. I put up a blank screen, checked the number, said, "You got me," and sipped my coffee. 

    "Ed, it's Wendy." 

    "Yeah, I kinda thought so. Are you ladies ready to fly?" 

    "That's why I'm calling. We just need another half hour or so. Do you want us to meet you at your place?" 

    "Nah. Leave your car where it is. Half an hour is all?" 

    "Uh, maybe a little more. Not much." 

    "Sounds fine to me. See you then." 

    "Okay. Uh, thanks, Ed. Bye." 

    "Bye." 

    I thought about breakfast and decided to see if the ladies were hungry. Prob'ly not, but... the phone rang again. Putting up another screen, I checked the number and answered, "Yes, Deputy Wendy, ma'am?" 

    "I just wanted to see if you'd had breakfast yet." 

    "Nope. I had the same thought, though. Want to stop somewhere on the way?" 

    "Connie left her car at a Denny's. Is that okay?" 

    "Sure." 

    "Okay. Bye again." 

    "Yes'm, bye again." 

    Hm. Most of an hour of starvation ahead. I grabbed a couple of slices of rye bread and ate them as I looked around for Tiger, then pinged him. He answered from Martha's back yard. 

    "Tiger, I'm going to take Deputy Wendy and her sister for a ride. Want to come along?" 

    "May Annabelle come with us?" 

    "Sure she can. Stay there and I'll pick you up." 

    "Okay!" 

    Stepping outside, I called up my board and zipped over to Martha's. Tiger hopped on immediately, but Annabelle had never seemed too comfortable about the board; she hesitated and stepped onto it with what seemed like great deliberation. Once both cats were aboard, I aimed it gently skyward and we flitted over to Wendy's at a sedate pace. Annabelle's claws made clicking sounds as she looked over each side of the board at the world below, but she said nothing. 

    "Annabelle," I said, "You can't fall off. You know that." Craning her neck to look at me without moving more than absolutely necessary, she replied, "Yes. I know," and continued tensely watching the world below. Oh, well. 

    At Wendy's, I orbited the neighborhood until the ladies came outside. Connie had her small carry-all bag, so it likely held things she wouldn't let out of her sight. As we descended, Wendy spotted us and pointed. Connie's expression changed to wonder and mild confusion as she saw the cats. The flitter landed near the ladies in visible mode and I flew over it just above the deck to let the cats off, then slid over to Wendy and Connie and hopped off the board. It disappeared and Connie startled, then stared hard at where it had been until Wendy took her elbow to guide her toward the flitter. Connie asked, "What the hell was that thing he was on?" 

    "His flying board," said Wendy, "You look like I did the first time I saw it." She made an exaggerated face of mock wonder and snickered, then turned to Tiger as she sat down and said, "Hi, Tiger! This is my sister Connie. Who's your friend?" 

    Tiger yowlingly replied, "Hello, Deputy Wendy! Hello, Connie! She is Annabelle!" 

    Connie's face fell open and she froze in the act of taking a seat, staring rather starkly at Tiger. Wendy chortled with glee before laughing aloud, pointing at her sister and again mockingly reflecting her shocked expression. Tiger's tail twitched with amusement as Connie slowly let herself descend the last few inches into her seat. She looked at Wendy, then at me, and her gaze again found Tiger, who happily repeated, "Hello, Connie!" I said, "He likes to startle people, Connie. Say hello, please, so we can get underway." 

    That brought her gaze back to me. "What?" 

    "Say hello to Tiger, ma'am. It's expected, you know." 

    "You're kidding, right?" 

    "Nope. We won't move until you do." 

    Tiger sat waiting for his return greeting. Annabelle seemed to be waiting to see what would happen next. Wendy started laughing and couldn't seem to stop, which drew all eyes to her and apparently made Connie even more suspicious that we were playing a joke on her. Well, we were, sort of. When her eyes returned to me, I said, "His collar translates for him. Hers, too." 

    Eyeing the cats, Connie again glanced at Wendy and me, then said, "Okay, I'll play. Hello, Tiger. Hello, Annabelle. It's nice to meet you both." Tiger met her gaze for a moment, then looked at me and said, "She doesn't believe." 

    I chuckled, "Not yet. But she said hello, so protocol has been served. Flitter, take us back to Connie's car, please." 

    The flitter replied, "Yes, Ed," and Connie's eyes locked onto the flitter's console as we lifted. 

    "This thing talks, too?!" 

    I drawled, "Well, apparently so, ma'am," and took a sip of coffee as Wendy suffered another spate of laughter. "Didn't you say you'd been on flitters before?" 

    "Yes, but none of them ever talked." 

    Hopping to one of the empty seats, Tiger put himself within reach of Wendy, who scooped him up and placed him on her lap. I sat down and invited Annabelle to visit my lap and she jumped to the deck, then hopped up for some attention. 

    After a few moments, Connie reached to ruffle Annabelle's chin, letting Annabelle sniff her fingers before touching her. Another few moments passed, then Connie asked, "May I hold her? I haven't held a cat in months." I shrugged and pointed down at Annabelle. "Ask her." Somewhat self-consciously, Connie looked at Annabelle and asked, "Uh... would you like to sit on my lap, kitty?" 

    Tiger said, "Not kitty. Annabelle." 

    Glancing back at him, Connie cleared her throat softly and said, "Yes, of course. Annabelle." 

    As if granting a great favor, Annabelle stood up and gracefully transferred herself from my lap to Connie's, then settled there with an expectant expression. Connie's hands began stroking her and I silently asked the flitter to make the rest of the trip last fifteen minutes. 

    "Tiger," I said, "We'll be going to breakfast when we get there. I'll save some meat for you and Annabelle." 

    He happily replied, "Thank you!" 

    Wendy grinned and said, "Oh, good idea! I will too!" Annabelle looked up at Connie questioningly and Connie chuckled, "Yeah, sure, so will I. Wow. Cats know all about peer pressure, don't they?" My implant pinged with Wallace's chimes and I used the console screen to answer, "Here. Yo. Present. Hi, Cap." 

    Wallace's face appeared and he started to speak, then saw the ladies and said, "Oh. You have company. I can call back." Tiger yelled, "Hello, Captain Wallace!" 

    Wallace replied, "Hi, Tiger!" as I asked, "Classified stuff?" 

    "Some of it is." Studying Connie more closely for a moment, he said, "I think I know you from somewhere. A German embassy party in DC, maybe? Back in March?" 

    Connie replied, "You have a good memory, Captain Wallace. I was one of eight interior guards." 

    "You didn't look much like a guard that night." 

    "Sometimes my uniform is an evening gown." I said, "Ha. Gotcha, Cap. Now I can tell Linda you notice other women." Cap looked at me and said, "I think she knows I notice them. Have you gone to work for the State Department?" 

    "Nope. These ladies lost their father last night. I've just been handy transportation." 

    Wendy said, "Yes. Very handy. Connie wouldn't have gotten there in time without him." 

    I noticed Tiger's mood change. He sat up in Wendy's lap and asked, "Your father is no more?" 

    Wendy replied, "Yes, Tiger. He passed away last night." Tiger leaned into her chest and said, "My mother is no more, too." I thought Wendy would burst into tears. She hugged Tiger and whispered, 

"Oh, you poor little kitty!" 

    Tiger didn't correct her about calling him a 'kitty'. If anything, he leaned even harder into her chest and nuzzled her arm. Connie bit her lip, then cleared her throat gently and asked, "Captain Wallace, could we talk another time?" 

    Wallace quickly responded, "Oh, of course! I'm... I'm sorry for your loss. Just tell Ed if you want to talk again. Ed, I'll let you go now. Call me later." 

    "Okay, Cap." He dropped the link and I turned the screen off. Sipping coffee, I glanced at the ladies. They seemed well into communing with Tiger and Annabelle, so I kept quiet and watched the world go by. Connie glanced at me a few times during the rest of the trip, but said nothing. At the restaurant, Wendy said breakfast would be on her, but Connie countered that she'd needed the longest ride. A bantering debate ensued about who'd pay, but it seemed the ladies were simply trying to change the tone of the morning and their compromise decision to split the check came as no surprise to me. 

    Our waitress heard us talking about taking scraps to the cats and pointed at another table, saying that someone's kid hadn't eaten much of his breakfast. She retrieved a plate and showed us two slices of ham and bacon as she offered to wrap them to go if we wouldn't tell anyone. We accepted her offer and I left her a decent tip. 

    When we finished breakfast, the ladies came back aboard the flitter with me long enough to present the cats with their treats and chat about our plans for the week. I declined an invitation to attend Wendy's father's funeral because I hadn't known him and have an aversion to religious activities. That made Connie chuckle, "So do I." 

    Wendy gave her a wry sidelong glance and changed the subject with, 

"There's a gas station across the road. Do we need to go over your car before we leave?" 

    Connie glanced at her car and said, "You can check under the hood while I pump gas. Ready to go?" 

    Nodding, Wendy stood up. We shook hands all around and said our goodbyes and the ladies took a moment to pat the cats, then I handed them down and they went to Connie's car. I asked the flitter if there was anything wrong with the car and it answered shortly with, "No, Ed." 

    The ladies headed for the gas station and I had the flitter head back to Spring Hill, then I put up a screen and called Wallace. After re-greeting me and the cats, his expression became one of concern as he asked, "How are those ladies?" 

    "On their way back to Florida as of a few minutes ago." 

    "Tough break, losing their father." 

    "Yup. Why'd you call earlier, Cap?" 

    Giving me a sighing 'Oh. That.' sort of look, he sat back in his chair and said, "Jonel wanted me to talk to you. She thinks I may be able to change your mind about retiring." 

    "Would it would mean working for her?" 

    Wallace let a moment pass before he replied, "No. As of an hour ago it would mean working for me." 

    I just stared at him for another moment, then asked, "Cap, can you really envision that working out well,?" 

    He smiled as he dropped the other shoe. "Yes, I can. Your liaison to this office would be Angela Horn. When I called you earlier, it was to get your input on this before I put it on the table with Jonel and Haver. Since you were busy, I just went ahead with the idea." 

    Uh, huh. Been here before. Stall a few times over a week or so, toss in a little peer pressure, and see if the mark will change his mind. Or negotiate. I'd expected Jonel to delay submitting my forms and pull this trick after a few days, but I hadn't expected her to try to shift me into another office. That seemed to mean someone very much didn't want me to leave. I asked, "Did you bounce this off Linda first?" Cap nodded. "I did. She's the one who suggested our ranking flitter ops officer as your liaison." 

    "Well, then... I'd be AIC on site. I'd turn in flitter logs as reports. No grip 'n grin sessions, no political crap. Same deal I always had with Linda." Wallace's gaze narrowed and he said in a flat tone, "I'll make suggestions and ask questions as I deem necessary." 

    Shrugging, I replied, "So did Linda. Why do you think you'd be better at this than Jonel, Cap?" 

    Canting his head slightly, Wallace seemed to give that some thought, then said, "Experienced, adaptable field agents aren't exactly rare, but they aren't that common, either. I've never met a spook who didn't have a low opinion of typical command structure, but every one of them had at least one person they trusted at or near the top of his chain. Yours was Linda. She was your buffer zone as well as your commander." 

    He paused to sip from a coffee mug, then said, "Nobody can replace her for you, I know that. Not Jonel, not me. Jonel's been in admin for years, but she's run damned few field ops, and none of them had the potential to turn mean. I've run a lot of field ops, but they were military; constant commo and directions from the top. But you don't work that way." I thought, 'Not precisely true,' but didn't interrupt him. Sitting up and leaning forward, Wallace propped a personnel folder upright on his desk and said, "I used to think you were a loose cannon, but I've seen how you work. Setting aside all other considerations, you always get the job done, no matter what it is." He rapped the edge of the folder on the desk and said, "And even if I hadn't seen some of your results first-hand, there's more proof right here in this folder. If you'll cut me some slack I'll do the same for you." 

    Uh, huh. He'd made a statement of understanding, a statement of explanation, an outright compliment, and then an offer with a touch of compromise. Like I said earlier, 'been here before'. On the other hand, he wasn't wrong. Linda had been my commander and my buffer zone, and working for 3rd World had been little else to me than a way of deterring federal demands and pressures. I decided to test Wallace a bit. 

    "Cap, is my last visit to Iran in that folder? Anything about hostage journalists at a nuke plant?" 

    His left eyebrow went up. "Hell, no. Of course not. That was altogether off the books. It officially never happened." 

    "Well, I know it's a little late to ask, but how do you feel about that unofficial trip?" 

    With a bit of wariness, he replied, "The Iranians set those people up to die if the west wouldn't go along with their demands and sometimes the best solutions are found outside regular and political channels. I'm just glad you didn't have to involve Linda or 3rd World." 

    "According to Linda, 3rd World refused to help." He nodded. "Yes, they did, and later they refused to acknowledge you'd been there." 

    I chuckled, "Not difficult, since they couldn't have admitted it if they had known at the time." 

    Wallace's left eyebrow went up again. "You think they didn't know, Ed?" 

    "They couldn't afford to know, Cap. They tracked my field use intensities and wiped those records as soon as they appeared. I'd bet money there's not one shred of evidence of that trip in any of their data and that's part of my reluctance to continue with 3rd World. Not only would they not authorize a rescue mission, they denied it ever happened by doctoring it out of all records." 

    "You're absolutely sure of that, huh?" 

    Sipping coffee to give myself time to mentally contact the flitter, I asked it to search 3rd World data for any mention of my last trip to Iran. It was unable to find anything at all. Even my current conversation with Cap was going unrecorded at his end of things. That seemed to lend him some credibility. 

    Meeting Wallace's gaze squarely, I replied, "You have the right access level, Cap. Prove me wrong if you can." 

    He let the folder drop and said, "No, you're right. I've checked several ways. There's not a damned thing in the records. I've made my pitch, Ed. What's your answer?" 

    "It'll be like it was with Linda and everything'll go through Angela, right?" 

    "Unless I need instant clarification, yes." 

    "No Jonel." 

    Shaking his head slightly, he replied, "No Jonel." I shrugged. "Okay, then. You have my retirement papers?" He tapped the folder. "Yes." 

    "Good. I'll pick 'em up the next time I visit. If I have to do this again, I'll turn them in at some other office if I bother turning them in at all. Unless you have something that needs done right away, I'll check in with Angela later today. That'll give you time to figure out whether to congratulate her about being my new mission control." He grinned. "What makes you think she doesn't know?" 

    "Cap, you like to present people with done deals. I figure you'll spring it on her this evening, probably prefaced with something like 'oh, by the way'." 

    Wallace chuckled and studied me for a time, then asked, "What am I not seeing? You don't seem to have any reservations about her." 

    "Sure I have some, but they don't matter right now." 

    "Why not?" 

    "She'll be in the middle, Cap." 

    Pondering that briefly, he drolly stated, "A buffer zone for your buffer zone." 

    I nodded. "Yup. If you can stick with our deal, you'll really let her handle things. If you can't, I'll split." 

    His silent gaze was steady and thoughtful for a couple of moments, then I saw a tiny square flash in his eyes and he glanced at his desk phone. Before he could speak, I said, "That'll prob'ly be for you. Later, Cap." Looking back at the screen, he nodded, still looking rather thoughtful, said, "Yeah. Later, Ed," and dropped the link. Sipping coffee as the flitter descended toward Spring Hill, I wondered how long a deal with Wallace could last. Shrug. What the hell; he might surprise me. Didn't matter in any case. I took his offer to avoid retirement. If it didn't work out, I could avoid retirement some other way. Even as the flitter said, "Ed, Detective Greer is trying to call you," I responded, "Put him through, please." Our sentences ended almost at the same time and I realized that my connection to the flitter's core was more pervasive than ever. A good thing? Probably, since the connection developed on its own and wasn't a major disturbance. 

Chapter Twenty

    Without preamble, Greer tightly asked, "Where are you?" 

    "Above Brooksville. On the flitter." 

    "Great! Head for Port Richey. Two divers were looking for evidence in a sinkhole. There was some kind of collapse. One managed to get out and one got swept away in the current. I don't know what you can do to help, but I need you to try." 

    Linking to the flitter, I had it scan police radio calls for a location and the flitter zeroed on the sinkhole as Greer started telling me how to find it. The flitter was above the sinkhole before he finished his first sentence. I had it go visible with its shiny hull field on and we hovered near some cop cars as I interrupted Greer to tell him where I was. 

    That caused him to pause, then he said, "Uh, okay, then, just look for Lieutenant Stevens, Ed. I'm on my way." 

    "Mind if I ask why?" 

    "What?" 

    "You're with Hernando County. This is Pasco County. I can see why you'd call me about it, but..." 

    He interrupted, "The missing diver is one of ours. Their diver's out of town, so we lent them ours. Alan Lister. Wendy's Alan." 

    "Oh, shit. Well, then, lemme get busy here, LT." 

    "Okay. Later." 

    He disconnected almost instantly. I spotted Alan's guide line, a white rope anchored to the trailer hitch of a pickup truck. Hm. If he was still attached to it, the search might be a quick one. 

    "Flitter, begin searching for the diver, please." A few probes flashed over the edge of the deck and plunged into the water of the sinkhole without making so much as a ripple. I called up a screen and had the flitter display info about the aquifer under Pasco County. There were two 1999 charts of the underground flow, but both were incomplete. One showed pockets and someone had hand-drawn small secondary channels onto the charts. The other chart showed surface details; a few small springs in other sinkholes and a couple of places offshore where aquifer water flowed into the Gulf. According to the chart, there were moderately cavernous openings on two sides of the sinkhole. I had the flitter display its own overlay of the immediate area and saw what had happened; some of the hole's southern wall and the ceiling of the underground channel had collapsed, partially blocking and redirecting the flow of water. 

    Hm. I looked up and located the surface region above the collapse. A couple of cop cars were sitting smack on top of some of the area. Pointing, I asked, "Flitter, are those vehicles in any immediate danger of falling through?" 

    "No, Ed. I have found Deputy Lister." 

    "Thanks. Mark the chart with his location and show me a probe view, please." It did so and I studied Alan's distance from the sinkhole. Damn. Over a hundred feet down and a hundred yards through rock tunnels. What fun. He seemed to be a few yards inside a narrow branch channel; his front was plastered tightly against one wall and his air tanks looked solidly wedged against the other wall. 

    His dive mask was gone and his eyes were closed, but he still had the air hose mouthpiece in place and there were periodic streams of bubbles as he exhaled. Dangling on the end of a cord, his dive light frenetically cast its beam at random around the tunnel beyond him. I figured there must be a good reason he didn't --or couldn't --reach for it. 

    Motion on the shore made me look up and I saw more cars arrive as I asked, 

"Flitter, is Lister hurt?" 

    "Yes, Ed. His left shoulder is broken, as are three lower ribs on his right side, he has a mild concussion, and he appears to be going into shock. I've begun treatment." 

    "Thanks. How much air does he have?" 

    "Twenty-six minutes." 

    "That ought to be enough if he doesn't freak out, but monitor his tank, flitter. Don't let him get below twenty minutes of air. I'll go in after him." 

    "May I ask why? I can retrieve him." 

    Glancing toward the small horde of cops and fire people, I said, "Yeah, but it's a place I haven't been yet and I'd rather dive than deal with the crowd." 

    A blue SUV arrived and a guy with a dive shop t-shirt opened a side door to get to his diving gear as he talked to a deputy. I zipped over there on my board and fielded up one of the masks as the guy yelled, "Hey!" and grabbed at it. Moving the board back to the flitter, I dropped my hat and shoes on the deck and hopped feet-first into the water. 

    Slinging the dive mask around my right arm, I followed Alan's rope guide line down to the western opening of the underground river. There'd been plenty of light near the surface, but silt from the landslide soon made light from above pretty feeble. I created a tendril and lit the tip as I studied the area below me. Near the edge of the hole some ten feet further down, water motion was causing a roiling effect. 

    Snuggling up to the wall of the hole, I lowered a hand to see how strong the current might be and the current's pull made me consider letting the flitter retrieve poor 'ol Alan after all. Wrapping my hands and legs around the guide line, I lowered myself into the current and let it move me along the rope feet-first. 

    Some distance later, I saw half a dozen small shining fish near the far wall of the channel, swimming their little asses off to remain exactly where they were for no apparent reason. Watching the fish a second too long almost caused me to hit a rock outcropping that seemed to rush toward me and I realized I was sliding fairly quickly along the rope. 

    Another few minutes of carefully gliding along the rope finally led me to Lister. The tendril's bright light must have alerted him; his head turned to face me and --blinking and squinting hard against the current --he watched me approach. 

    His guide line was drawn tight because he'd somehow wrapped several loops around his arm and gripped the rope to keep the loops from unwrapping. I saw how tightly the rope bit into his arm and realized he might not be quite as securely wedged as he'd seemed. First things first; there were two 'D'-rings on his tank harness. I reached for the loose rope that streamed away into the darkness beyond him and firmly tied it at one of the rings, then cut the excess rope to begin creating a harness that would avoid stressing his injuries. 

    Making a couple of loops around his legs, I made another loop around his hips, ran a line up and around his tank behind the regulator, and made a large loop at the top to use as both a grip point and a guide for his safety line. When I showed Alan the top loop, demonstrating its use with a pulling grip on it, he nodded and I finished the rig. 

    Now for the hard part. Pulling him toward me a bit loosened the rope around his arm enough to get one loop off, then another one, but he suddenly seemed much heavier and slipped deeper into the channel. The slack I'd gained disappeared as the rope pulled tight and again dug deeply into his arm. I used a field to partially block the flow of water at the entrance of our channel, then pulled Alan toward it again and got the rest of the rope off his arm. Getting a good grip on the top loop, I hauled Alan toward the channel's opening. His tank made grunging, grating sounds as it scraped free from the rock wall, then he kicked a bit and surged up and out of his trap. He took what may have been his first really deep breaths in quite a while as he nursed his injured shoulder and stared at me. I slipped the mask over his head and onto his face. Using his now-free right hand to adjust it, he blew into the mask to clear it of water and took his first good look at me, squinting to shield his eyes against the tendril's light. I let the light dim a bit and moved it to one side and Lister's eyes went wide. 

    I gave him a little two-fingered salute, then thumbed over my shoulder and gave the rope a tug. He nodded and made the 'okay' sign and I asked the flitter to gently reel us in. As the flitter took up the tiny bit of slack and began hauling us out of there, I grabbed the top loop to share the ride. Alan seemed a bit bewildered by that, but he didn't struggle. I helped keep us away from channel walls and overhead obstructions as we got moving back into the main channel, then I formed an open-ended field cylinder around us and anchored it to the rope. After about ten minutes of jostling and bumping our way along the channel, we reached the bottom of the sinkhole and began moving upward. As soon as we were clear of that heavy current, Alan started kicking his way to the surface, apparently impatient to get out of the water. Heh. That was understandable. I let go of the loop and followed him up. Looking up, I could see the shore was lined with people. Some of them clambered into the water and when Alan reached their outstretched hands he was hauled ashore. 

    People were watching me, as well, so I couldn't just turn on my three suit and disappear. Calling up my board, I lifted upward and out of the water to the flitter, put my hat and shoes back on, and took a few sips of coffee as I watched the fuss on shore. Alan was soon loaded aboard an ambulance and three cop cars had already left, but the shore of the sinkhole was still swarming with uniforms and other people. 

    "Flitter, scan the police info and try to find out what kind of evidence they were looking for, please." 

    "They were looking for a handgun, Ed." 

    "Are there any guns at the bottom of this hole?" After a moment, the flitter said, "There are four handguns and a rifle beneath the collapsed region." 

    "Bring them all up, please, but don't bring them aboard. Put them on the ground near Greer." 

    I called up a screen and watched the flitter's fields burrow through the pile at the bottom of the hole. One by one, the weapons appeared. The flitter brought them to the surface together and placed them on the ground beside Greer. At first he didn't notice what was going on, but the lady bear beside him did. She saw the cluster of weaponry heading toward them, backhanded his arm and pointed, and they and a few others stared as the soggy guns were delivered. 

    Greer yelled at someone and the guy hurried to one of the cars. He returned with a blanket and laid it on the ground by the weapons, then used his ink pen to move the handguns to the blanket. The flitter saw what he was doing and placed the rifle on the blanket for him. Greer knelt to put one of the handguns in an evidence bag and waved at the flitter. I told the flitter to head back to Spring Hill and said, "Flitter, that was good work. Thanks." 

    "You're welcome. Detective Greer is calling." Setting up a blank screen, I said, "Put him on, please." Greer's first words were, "Where the hell are you going?!" 

    "Back to the house." 

    He yelped, "You're going home?! For God's sake, why?!" 

    "You've got Alan and some guns, LT. The job's over." An invisible presence manifested in the seat beside mine. I gave Serena a little wave as Greer took a breath and said, "Well, thanks anyway. We think the Glock you brought up is the one we wanted. Were there any more guns down there?" 

    "Those were all the flitter found." 

    "Okay. Good work. Any last words for the moment?" 

    "Yup. Alan has a broken shoulder and broken ribs. They'll X-ray him, knock him out, and go right to work on him. He'll miss lunch, so you might want to take him some food. Just fruits and veggies 'cuz sweets or meats might make him sick before the anaesthetic is out of his system." There was a pause as keys jangled and Greer said he'd drive Alan's truck if somebody'd follow him back to Spring Hill in his car. A woman said, "I'll do it. Give me a minute here," then Greer said, "Gotta go, Ed. Stuff to sign for." 

    "Okay. Later." 

    After a beat, he chuckled, "Yeah. Later," and disconnected. Sipping coffee, I asked, "Are you gonna sit there impersonating a ghost all day, milady?" 

    Serena materialized and swiveled her seat to face me. She laughed softly, said, "No," and then vanished. Even her invisible presence was gone. Oh, well. Maybe the next AI would be a little friendlier. 

    Connie and Wendy had left Savannah around eleven. That meant they likely wouldn't get back to Spring Hill until five or six at the earliest. Chances were good Greer would call Wendy soon and equally good she'd try to call me. There'd be some fuss and bother and I wasn't in the mood for it. When I got home, I said 'hi' to Annabelle and Tiger, then plugged in my homemade 'no calls' gadget, which is just the end of a phone cable with the red and green wires twisted together to cause a busy signal. 

    Once I'd done that, I set about trying to figure out what was --still -nagging at the back of my mind. Something unfinished? Well, yeah, it sort of felt like that. I tried to figure out exactly when the unsettled feeling had begun, rather than simply when I'd first noticed it. Sunday morning? No, I'd had it before then, but I didn't remember having it prior to returning home from my trip. 

    Inventory of people contacted since: Linda, Jonel, Wallace, Greer. Lori. Angela. Dave Haver. Wendy, Connie, and Alan. Serena, of course; she'd noticed my tense bios too. Kolowski, though his appearance had been rather brief and unglorious. Chuck and the other guards I'd stunned. Anyone else? I included Sophie, the biker who'd nearly hit the truck, the truck driver, the diver whose mask I'd borrowed, and even Wendy's father's nurses and the breakfast waitress, just to be thorough. Nope. I still had no idea what was bugging me and none of the names seemed to ring in particular. Someone must have been left out of the list. 

    Wait one. Realizing that someone had been left out seemed to be a clue in itself, but the only sentient beings left were... Annabelle and Tiger? Could be. Their names seemed to stand out, but was it because they were just cats? 

Hm. 'Just' cats? They had thoughts and feelings, so they counted, but what could possibly be wrong with their furry little world? They had food and water at two homes and company with Martha and Sophie whether I was home or not. Looking across the room at the cats, I realized I might have found the issue. I'd been three weeks on the road. It hadn't been the first time I'd had to leave Tiger behind for a while, but this time he'd had a newfound relationship with Annabelle, Martha, and Sophie. He'd always struck me as fairly independent --even for a cat --but the amount of time he spent with them while I was around made it seem likely he'd spent much more time with them while I was gone. 

    Annabelle saw something on the back porch and left the sofa chair to investigate it. Tiger wasn't far behind her and caught up quickly. They hopped onto the work table and sat to watch whatever it was as I watched them. After a time, they hopped down and headed for Tiger's garage entrance. I sent a probe out to look for anything dangerous --we still get the occasional pygmy rattler in the yard --but saw nothing that fit the bill. The cats appeared and Tiger gave the supposedly-invisible probe a glance as he passed it. Some ten feet or so farther, they stopped to watch something near the fence. I flew the probe to the area, but didn't see a damned thing. I think cats like to mess with us sometimes; pretending to see something of extreme interest just to see if we'll fall for it. They studied whatever it was for a time, then continued to the end of the yard and hopped the fence to head toward Martha's house. 

    A sudden and strong sense of presence above made me turn the probe skyward and feed the results to a screen. I didn't see anything overhead until I had the probe display fields it detected, then the outlines of three flitters appeared. Since one of them was mine, the other two had to be from Carrington, and that was odd enough to put me on guard. 

    Flying the probe upward toward the flitters to get a look at them, I said, 

"Serena." 

    She appeared beside me and studied the screen as if she really needed one to see what was occurring upstairs. 

    "If you're going to ask me why they're here, I don't know." 

    "Yes'm, that would have been my first question. Since you very likely checked records regarding this visit and found nothing, I'm officially on alert." 

    With a small smile, she said, "Your bios are up less than ten percent. Is that what you call 'going on alert'?" 

    I shrugged and grinned at her, said, "Guess so," and considered how I might want to meet a concerted effort to take me into custody. Serena disappeared and I went to the kitchen and took a cylinder of pepper spray from the junk drawer. It was about eight years old. No way to tell if it still worked without squirting it. Taking my coffee outside, I sat on the front porch bench to watch the flitters descend. 

    One landed in the front yard, one in the back yard, and four men stepped off the one in front of me. They moved toward me as a group until they were maybe twenty feet away, then one of them stepped forward. Kolowski, of course. He picked up a handful of sandy soil, tossed it forward, and watched it dribble down the side of my house field. Without a word, he gave one of the guys behind him a slight nod. The guy pressed a button on a small box. Through my implant, Elkor said, "Ed, their field nullification device is attempting to interfere with your house field's programming." 

    "Kinda figured that, Elkor. Will it succeed?" 

    "No. Shall I disable their device?" 

    "No, but disable the house field. Let them think they've succeeded. I want to see where this is leading." 

    I felt the house field vanish. Kolowski then tossed another bit of dirt that fell straight to the ground. Grinning, he stepped another few paces forward, stopped a couple of yards in front of me, and snapped, "On your feet, mister. You have an appointment in Carrington." 

    My implants were still functional, but I didn't use them to silently ask, 

"Serena? You okay?" 

    She replied, "I'm fine, Ed. Kolowski's device can only attack a standard range of field 'frequencies' within a hundred-foot radius. We AIs are easily able to defeat it." 

    "Great. Thanks, milady." To Kolowski, I said, "Your flits are as dead as my house field. When you turn fields back on to leave, how do you propose to contain me?" 

    He reached back and one of the guys placed a belt in his hand. Tossing it at me, he said, "This'll keep you quiet 'til we get those things out of your head. Put it on." 

    I let the belt fall off my lap to the concrete. It was made of a heavy black fabric and had what looked like a battery pack just behind the two-tanged buckle. I stood up. Kolowski's gaze narrowed, but he didn't step back. His mistake. I shot him with the pepper spray from a distance of maybe three feet. Two of the guys behind him had to duck as I raked the chemical stream across his face. As soon as the spray stopped, one of them lunged forward. I gave him a solid shot of the stuff as the others spread out to surround the porch. One guy on my left took a baton out of his belt, but didn't advance on me. 

    Serena appeared beside me and the belt lifted to her hand. She studied it for a moment, then handed it to me. I tossed it across the yard to their flitter's deck and looked around the men in the yard. They all had black plastic zip-ties hanging from their belts. Good 'nuff. I stunned them and pulled up a screen to take a look at the back yard. Four more guys. I stunned them, too, then started zip-tying the ones out front as Serena neutralized the pepper spray on them. 

    Once they were all wearing their own plastic cuffs, I fielded them onto their flitters and looked for their nullifier gadget. The guy who'd used it had dropped it when I'd stunned him. I dusted it off and pushed the green button, then told the back yard flitter to come around front. 

    "Sir," it replied, "I cannot accept your commands." 

    "No sweat. I'll get you somebody else's." Setting the nullifier on the front flitter's deck, I conjured a screen and called David Haver. He gawked in a horrified manner at the trussed up guys on the flitter and I gave him a brief explanation of how they'd come to be there, then said, "Dave, all I want to know is whether you had anything to do with this attempted kidnapping. Were you in on it?" 

    "Good heavens, no!" 

    Looking at Serena, I asked, "True or false?" She replied, "Apparently true." 

    "Thanks, ma'am. Dave, stand by while I ring up Jonel." I faded Haver's image on the screen and pinged Jonel. After almost thirty seconds, she answered the screen call with an expression of saccharine sweetness and, "Well, hello, Ed! How are things with you this afternoon?" With a shrug, I said, "Some people dropped by the house. One of them dropped this." I held up the nullifier and let her see it before I turned the screen so she could see the four guys trussed up and out cold. Stepping onto the flitter, I set the nullifier on the deck. When I sent a 220-volt pulse through it, black smoke jetted out of its seams and one side of the small metal box blew outward with a loud 'bang!' 

    "Anyway," I continued, stepping off the flitter, "These guys need a ride home. Their flitters won't accept my commands, so apparently I was taken out of their command loop, which --in conjunction with what Kolowski said about

'getting those things out of my head' --would seem to mean you decided to bump me off the payroll after all." 

    Jonel had been staring at me; her stare became a glare as she said coldly, 

"Flitters one and two, return to Carrington." The flitter in front of me lifted and I saw Jonel's eyes track the one lifting behind me. 

    "Jonel," I said, and her eyes returned to me. "Step down immediately. Take some other job. Refuse to step down and all of my flitter recordings will enter the public domain." 

    Through gritted teeth, she shriekingly hissed, "Resign?! You think I'll..." 

    Holding up a hand, I interrupted, "Not 'resign'. I said 'step down'. Go back to running a branch office. Take some other job. Just get the hell out of that office. And before you answer, talk to Dave Haver. He may agree with me." She raged, "Haver has nothing to do with this! You disobeyed a direct order to turn in your flitter and..." 

    "An illegal order, Jonel. And you sent goons to pick me up, apparently with the idea of taking a couple of other items of my personal property by means of an illegal operation." 

    "You're too damned dangerous to be allowed to run loose!" 

    "And you're a fear-mongering fascist. Later, Jonel." With that, I dropped the link to Jonel, brought Haver's view back up, and said, "There you have it, Dave. You can't --and I won't --trust Jonel not to pull something similar later. If she's still in that job at closing time today, my flitter records will go to all the major news outfits before tomorrow. In the long run, it probably won't really be all that damaging to 3rd World, but a lot of peoples' undisclosed laundry will hit the street." Haver adopted an expression of calm deliberation and asked, "And if we remove her, what then?" 

    I shrugged. "Nothing then. If I'm still on the payroll, I have a deal with Wallace. If not, just have your people leave me the hell alone. Either way, you definitely don't need Jonel running 3rd World's security like a twenty-first century Gestapo." 
Chapter Twenty-one

    Serena said, "Goodbye," and vanished. Haver tapped his pen on his desk and looked thoughtful. He started to say something, stopped himself, and then said, "I need to talk to some people. I'll be in touch, Ed. Goodbye. For now." 

    "Bye, Dave." 

    He disconnected and I sent a ping to Wallace. After showing and telling events of the last half hour, I sipped coffee and waited for his response, even though it was fairly evident in his expression. 

    Wallace sat back in his chair and muttered, "Jesus. You think handing 3rd World an ultimatum was a good idea?" 

    "You got a better one? What if Jonel pulls that crap on someone else, Cap? 

It would have been kidnapping at the very least and Kolowski said they were gonna take out my field implants. And think about this; she didn't even try it where and when there'd be no witnesses. What does that tell you?" After a moment, Wallace said flatly, "It tells me she fully expected to get away with it one way or another." Rubbing his face with his hands, he leaned forward, rested his forearms on his desk, and added, "And you're right; if she thinks she can pull off a stunt like that, she's become a liability. I'll talk to some people and we'll talk again later, okay?" 

    "Sure. Later, Cap." 

    He sighed wearily, "Yeah. Later, Ed," and dropped the link. A glance outside told me it was getting close to noon. Was I hungry? No, not really. Somewhat disillusioned? Yup. With 3rd World Products, mostly. I'd expected a clash of wills with Jonel, but I'd also expected a fairly quiet retirement procedure if things hadn't worked out between us. The sound of cop and fire sirens became audible from the east. I called up my board and three suit and scooted into the sky to see where they were going as I called up a screen. There were a few 911 calls about a car fire at SR50

and Mariner. 

    Heading in that direction, I let the screen dissipate and found a silver SUV burning in the intersection's eastbound left-turn lane. The light changed and traffic eased past it on both sides. Two guys stood in the median a few yards behind the SUV, not really far enough away if the gas tank blew. The entire front end of the SUV was aflame, including the tires, and smoke had begun to fill the vehicle's interior. 

    I'd cast a smothering field completely around the vehicle before I saw the dog at the back window. It was some kind of a terrier and it was going nuts, of course. Sending a hardened tendril-tip to smash the window, I sent another tendril to loop through the dog's collar and anchored that tendril to my board. The dog was still in a panic and fought the restraint as it bounded out of the SUV. It frantically spun to snap at the tendril, which made both guys give it odd looks. One of the guys seemed to realize the dog was somehow stuck in one spot. He pulled a leash from a pocket and tried to hook it on the dog's collar. The freaked-out dog managed to nip him and I stunned it, which got the other guy's attention. He came running over as the first guy snapped the leash on the dog. 

    He yelled, "What the hell did you do to Brutus?!" The first guy gave an 'I dunno' shrug and said, "Nothing! He just fell over!" 

    "You must have done something! Did you hit him?" Throwing his end of the leash at the other guy, the first one yelled, "No! 

I swear! Here! You take him!" 

    One of the SUV's front tires blew out with an odd-sounding 'bang' that made everybody jump. The fire was out, but it seemed likely that if I removed the field it might start back up. On the other hand, a fire truck had arrived and I didn't want to spend the next hour explaining things. I removed the field. 

    The fire immediately flared back up. Smoke and flames billowed out of the wheel wells and the grill. The fire guys reacted as expected, grabbing their extinguishers and attacking the fire. I reinstalled the smothering field to help them a bit and waited. One of them opened the SUV and pulled the hood latch. Another one carefully lifted the hood, then heaved it up and braced it with its rod. They shot some more stuff into the engine compartment and studied the mess. 

    I removed the field again and only a few spots of fire reignited. Good enough; let the fire guys handle it. Lifting away from the scene, I considered how to spend the afternoon and mentally shrugged. Looking for trouble was interesting enough. Calling another screen up, I looked for more emergencies. One obligingly popped up twenty miles south in Pasco County; a three-car accident on US-19. It was a busy afternoon. 

    By five o'clock I was ready to take a break and headed for Ryan's Steak House to beat the dinner rush. As I descended toward the restaurant, my implant received pings from Angela Horn. I paused above the parking lot and called up a screen. 

    When she appeared, I ignored the fact that she looked a bit distressed and said, "Hi, Cap'n Angie." 

    Meeting my gaze firmly and rather starkly, Angie asked, "Ed, what the hell are you up to now?" 

    "Uhm... You'll have to be more specific, ma'am. What am I supposed to be up to? Or have done? Or said? Or whatever?" 

    She snapped, "Oh, don't even play dumb with me, damn it! I don't know how you did it, but you got Wallace to name me as your new boss!" 

    "Not 'boss', ma'am. 'Intermediary'. Big difference, y'know. Is that a problem? Did you have something better to do?" 

    Angie seemed to study me for a moment, then used both hands to position the screen a bit farther from her. I saw she was sitting at a desk. On the wall behind her was a certificate of some sort with her name in fancy print across the middle, but I couldn't read the other words through the link. In the reflection from the certificate's glass front, I could see she was alone in Linda's office. 

    "Kewl!" I said, "You got Linda's office." Rolling her eyes, Angie said, "Never mind my office. Ed, I repeat; Wallace just made me your boss!" 

    "Correction again, ma'am. He made you our 'intermediary'. Same question; how is that a problem?" 

    Looking truly exasperated, Angie sat back and sighed, "Oh, for God's sake, Ed! Call it what it is! You'll be receiving orders from me and reporting to me! I'm half your age and I don't have a tenth of your experience! Can't you see what's wrong with that picture?! How the hell can I be your boss?!" Heh. Insecurity can be funny as hell. I briefly debated whether to tease her and decided against it. Well, I mostly decided against it. Sort of. I shrugged. "Okay. No sweat. I'll just tell Wallace you don't think you can do the job. He'll look for somebody else." 

    Her eyes went wide with a horrified expression. She yelped, "I didn't say I couldn't do the damned job! I'm just trying to make you see that someone else might be better for it!" 

    "Yeah? Who? Ten seconds to barf up a name, ma'am. Ten... nine... eight... seven..." 

    Angie's eyes glittered with anger as I counted down to one, then she growled, "Are-you-quite-finished?" 

    Grinning, I replied, "Yeah, but I can start over if you need more time. Ten..." 

    In the same tone, she snapped, "That won't be necessary. I can see you don't share my concerns." 

    "Nope. Wanna sleep on it and talk again tomorrow?" 

    "What'll be different tomorrow?" 

    "Your viewpoint, maybe? You know I'd be the first one to bitch if I didn't think you could handle things. Give it some thought, milady. I have to get ready for a date. Bye." 

    Grabbing the corner of her screen, Angie yelped, "Wait, dammit! Ed, this is the job Linda used to do! Linda! It's the job Jonel just failed at!" 

    "Ow. You just ended that sentence with a preposition, ma'am. Look, you know why and how Jonel fucked up and you don't have to make her mistakes. Good luck. See ya." 

    Before she could say anything else, I dropped the link. Serena popped into existence beside me and said, "Captain Horn seemed rather upset, Ed." I chuckled, "Yeah, she did, didn't she?" Giving me an arch look, she asked, "Is that really funny?" 

    "Oh, hell, yes. Angie's perfect for the job. She hasn't given matters enough thought, that's all. Wallace probably dropped this on her fifteen minutes before she called me." 

    "If you thought she should have the job, why didn't you suggest her for it earlier?" 

    "I looked at their picks and realized they'd have ignored me. 3rd World's brass, I mean, not necessarily Wallace. The 'crats presented their in-house, politically pre-selected civilian candidates and forced a choice. Linda tried to coach the best of the bunch, but even with her help, their pick for the job failed. Angie's Air Force, not 3rd World. That means she'll focus on the job instead of company politics. If necessary, she'll set various factions against each other and trade favors to accumulate company clout, but she won't kiss anybody's ass." 

    "Won't being in the Air Force make her subject to the will of the US

military?" 

    "Doubtful. She's already said that if she doesn't get major on time, she'll go civilian. If the government pushes too hard about something, she can resign without leaving her desk and convert her military time toward civilian retirement." 

    Sipping coffee, I said, "Serena, Angie's about the same kind of woman Linda was back in 1971. She'll spend some time running mental 'what if' 

scenarios using studies of old cases. She'll consult Linda and confirm most of her conclusions. A week from now she'll have things well enough in hand. A month from now certain people will wonder why the hell she wasn't first on their list." 

    Serena studied me for a moment, then said, "Bye," and vanished. Even her presence was gone. Oh, well. I called up my board, zipped down to the restaurant's doors, and paid my buffet admission as I considered matters. Things would change, of course. Hell, they'd already changed, and in more ways than simply new people in the old jobs. Before the last trip to Iran, I'd considered 3rd World a company above all the usual political crap. Linking to the flitter, I loaded a plate as I searched records for the reasons behind 3rd World's refusal to assist in freeing the journalists. 

    Not only did I find no reasons, I found no records regarding my trip to Iran or any discussions about requests for assistance from any federal agencies. Thinking I might simply be too new at using the flitter's facilities that way, I asked the flitter to search using various keywords. It also found nothing. 

    I sent, 'Now check CIA and NSA records, please.' 

    Some moments later, the flitter announced it had again found no references. 

    Uh, huh. 'Now show me records of my field usages today.' 

    The flitter used its console screen to display a chart and a line graph and showed me a probe view of it. A sidebar box on the screen displayed results from the probe that had been following me. I watched the video feed for a time as I ate, following my actions throughout the day right up until the time I'd used my board to fly down to the restaurant. 

    'Flitter, who ordered that probe to follow me?' 

    'Denise Jonel.' 

    'Is it following me now only because nobody turned it off?' 

    'How would I determine that, Ed?' 

    I chuckled around some green beans. 'Good question. Has anyone other than Jonel accessed its records or directed it?' 

    'No, Ed.' 

    'Is it feeding an active screen display or just recording?' 

    'It is simply recording, Ed.' 

    'Good. In that case, turn it off, please.' 

    All of two seconds passed before the flitter said, 'The probe has been canceled.' 

    'Thank you. Let me know immediately if you detect any other probes in our vicinity, please.' 

    'Yes, Ed.' 

    A few bites later, I asked, 'Can you adjust my biological field-using... equipment... so that my uses won't show up on anybody's monitors? Maybe by using whatever method that kid on the asteroid station --Brinks --used? Did they ever figure out how he did that? Steph couldn't locate him at all when his field was on.' 

    'He adapted his devices to operate slightly above and below established parameters and fluctuate eighteen times per second, Ed. Such a tactic would be unsuccessful today.' 

    'Is there any other way to make fields undetectable?' 

    'Not of which I'm aware.' 

    Hm. Damn. 'Well, how about 'almost undetectable'?' 

    'Yes, but another modification of your brain would be required. You seemed reluctant the last time I...' 

    I laughed, 'Oh, very. Yes, indeed. But tell me what you have in mind, flitter. Keep it simple, please.' 

    'The procedure can't be explained in simple terms. Understanding would require substantial medical knowledge concerning the human brain and nervous system.' 

    'Would the change be reversible?' 

    'Yes, Ed.' 

    'How would it render my field use undetectable?' 

    'You would use biological frequency ranges far above current parameters. While not impossible, detection would require exceptional methods.' 

    'Can you think of any drawbacks, flitter? Adverse effects or potential problems?' 

    'Yes. You'd have to learn to consciously select frequencies for using devices outside your usual control.' 

    Other devices? 'What other devices, flitter?' 

    'Serena, Stephanie, Elkor...' 

    I chuckled, 'Ah. Okay. I don't think of them as devices. Will they be able to contact me conveniently?' 

    'Yes. Your ability to perceive their communications will not be affected. I would only alter your ability to direct fields.' 

    What the hell. If I didn't like it, the flitter could put things back the way they'd been. 'Okay, flitter, let's try it.' 

    Another of those blinding flashes occurred inside my head. As my vision cleared, I tried to feel any differences and couldn't tell that anything had changed at all. 

    Without using my implant, I sent, 'Testing. Can you hear me, flitter?' 

    'Yes, Ed.' 

    'Excellent. Thanks, flitter.' 

    There were too many people around. Further tests of the flitter's changes would wait. After nibbling my way through another plate of food, I bagged some bits of steak for Tiger and Annabelle and left the restaurant. Calling up my board, I zipped up to the flitter and plunked myself into a seat, then put my feet up on a field 'cushion'. 

    Creating a few tendrils in red and blue, I twined them into various patterns for a time, trying to discover how my new operating 'frequencies' 

might feel different. They felt the same, as far as I could tell. Keying my implant, I used it to create another set of colored tendrils and ran through several patterns as I tried to tune my non-implant grasp of fields to match my implant's manipulations. It took half an hour of experimentation, but I finally found the key to swapping control of the tendrils back and forth. Good 'nuff. Now to... 

    Serena appeared in the next seat, her left eyebrow arching a bit as she studied the patterns, then studied me. 

    I said, "You're as lovely as ever, ma'am. Any questions?" 

    "No. I'm content to observe." 

    "Okay. Nobody but you and the other AIs need to know what I'm doing. It'll be our little secret, right?" 

    She canted her head slightly. I mentally 'heard' a brief, soft buzzing, after which Serena replied, "We agree." 

    As I said, "Thank you," my implant pinged with Angela's chimes. I put up a screen and said, "Hi, again, Cap'n Angie." 

    Angie's eyes flicked between Serena and me. "Hello, Serena. Ed, something's come up. You're on alert as of now." 

    Sipping coffee, I chuckled, "Oh, yes, ma'am! I'm alerting even as we speak, ma'am!" 

    Angela's gaze narrowed. "Being on alert isn't funny, Ed." 

    "Yeah, well, it isn't very informative, either. Don't bother handing me that gung-ho 'you're on alert' crap. I'm always 'on alert'. Just send me the data and do a show 'n tell." 

    Still looking pissed, she thumbed an icon at her end and all but a corner of my screen filled with a video of a fairly antique Russian helicopter landing on a cruise ship. The picture canted to an odd angle and the camera seemed to retreat partially behind some sort of pillar, then it moved back out and centered on the action. The chopper's side door slid back and six men from the chopper off-loaded a gurney. Two of those men rolled the gurney to a hatchway at the direction of a ship's officer. 

    When the men returned, the bird started to spin up for takeoff, but one of the crewmen on the flight deck got agitated and pointed at the chopper. He grabbed a fire extinguisher as an officer made 'turn it off' motions by drawing his hand flat across his throat. The chopper spun down as dark smoke leaked from its starboard side. 

    Crewmen opened a side panel as the pilots got out and went to see what was wrong. The guy with the fire extinguisher shot stuff into the opening a few times, then someone waved him back and stepped up for a closer look. I fast-forwarded to the end of the segment, which showed men starting to strap the bird down to the deck. The camera's view suddenly spun and jostled, then ended. 

    When the video stopped, I looked at Angie. "Well?" She said, "That ship is a bit more than a hundred miles from New York. One of our people is a passenger. Mary Creek. She thought circumstances were unusual enough to deserve mention." Before I could ask why, Angie continued, 

"We agree. When our office called the ship, they said she'd been arrested for suspicious activities in a restricted area and hung up." Glancing back at the unmoving video, I restored the screen to feature Angie's face and asked, "Can't you send a flitter full of guards and lawyers out there to spring her?" 

    Sitting back, Angie asked, "Do you really want all the gory political details?" 

    "Nah. The chopper had Syrian markings and could have reached New York easily. That seems to mean someone claimed a need for immediate medical attention and transferred somebody to the cruise ship from another ship." 

    "Yes. Supposedly a serious head injury." She pressed another icon and more pictures appeared. I studied small images of someone's bloody skull taken from several angles as Angie said, "These are video transmissions we retrieved through the NSA. The Syrian ship's doctor consulted with the cruise ship's doctor prior to the transfer being okayed." 

    Expanding the images, I studied them more closely and saw eight or nine points of impact around the sides and back of the skull. The impact points were somewhat square and maybe an inch in diameter. A few of them were half an inch deep. 

    I flipped through them again and said, "Yeah, that looks fairly serious, all right. Did they say how this guy was hurt?" 

    "They said he slipped in the hold and fell down a ladder." 

    "Crap. This guy looks as if he was hit with a hammer. They use them on ships to remove rust. Have you sent probes?" 

    With a slight shake of her head, she said, "Not yet. There's an ongoing discussion about legalities and jurisdictions." 

    That actually pissed me off a bit. "You gotta be kidding. How the hell would anyone know there was a probe at the ship? Just send one out there." That's when Wallace stepped into view and said, "We can't, Ed. 3rd World's day-to-day operations are being monitored by an international panel of observers. It seems certain people within the US government developed concerns about 3rd World's... intentions... when it wouldn't cooperate in certain recent events. They got even for that lack of cooperation by 'sharing' their concerns and creating a quiet political stink that led to a 'voluntary' 

compromise of sorts." He sighed, "I have it on fair authority that at least two people within the intel community laughed aloud when they heard one of our people had been arrested aboard that ship." 

    "Figures. If I get caught, you'll play innocent, right?" He nodded as he shrugged. "Yeah, you got it." Serena said, "That's vastly unfair, Captain Wallace." 

    "But it's the way of things, Serena, and you know it isn't the first time Ed's operated in this manner." 

    When I stage-whispered, "Hey, it can actually be kinda fun, y'know," Serena gave me a fisheye and said in a flat tone, "You know where to find me," then vanished. 

    Wallace glanced at Angie, then said, "Ed, we need to know what's going on out there and why Mary Creek is in the brig. To the best of our knowledge, she only took some pictures of what would have been a rather public event aboard a cruise ship." 

    Uh, huh. "Roger that, Cap. Any last words, Cap'n Angie?" Angie asked, "Excuse me?" 

    "Before I go. Anything else?" 

    "Oh. No, not at the moment. Just be careful, Ed." 

    "You betcha. Later, all." I poked the 'off' icon, then aimed the flitter at the house to get my backpack. 
Chapter Twenty-two

    As the flitter descended toward my driveway, I saw Connie's car turn off Northcliffe and stop in front of my house. Hm. Sometimes the best way to make the government tread softly about something is to involve it. Connie got out of her car with her shoulder bag and headed up the driveway. I scooted off the flitter on my board and landed in front of her to say, "Hi, there." 

    "Hi," said Connie, "Wendy's visiting Alan and three's a crowd right now. We've been trying to call you all afternoon, but we've been getting a busy signal, so I came by to see if you were home. Do you have any plans for the evening?" 

    "Yup. I'm going to run up the coast and visit a cruise ship." Heh. Connie's expression said she didn't know whether to believe me. I added, "Care to come along?" 

    "You're serious?" 

    "Yup. Gimme a minute to get something out of the house." 

    "Okay." She flipped her phone open as I went inside and got my backpack, then had the flitter land at the foot of the driveway. Once we were aboard, I asked the flitter to take us to the ship and settled into a seat by the console as we headed northeast across Florida. 

    Connie said, "I let Wendy know where I was going. What's the deal with the cruise ship?" 

    "It's been hijacked." 

    "Hijacked?! By who? Why?" 

    "We don't know yet. I don't particularly care why. Someone else can figure all that out later." 

    Calling up a screen, I showed her the video footage of the helicopter landing and aborted takeoff. Connie's eyes noted the bird's markings and narrowed slightly as she said, "It's from a Syrian ship. A tanker, I think." 

    "Yup. A request for medical assistance. Have a look at the victim." Putting up the pics of the battered skull, I waited to see how she'd react. Connie peered at the images and said, "That was no accident. That guy's been beaten with something." 

    I told her about hammers and rust bubbles and sipped coffee as she continued to study the pictures. 

    After another moment, Connie looked at me and asked, "Why'd you invite me along, Ed?" 

    "You mean other than the fact that you're a gorgeous woman who was looking for something to do this evening?" 

    Rolling her eyes, she replied, "Yes, other than that." I met her gaze and said, "The lady who took the chopper landing pics was arrested, supposedly for being in a restricted area. Your badge might help spring her if that's all there was." 

    Looking drolly enlightened, Connie grinningly sighed, "I should have known. Oh, well. You helped Wendy by helping Alan, so I guess it's only fair. How soon will we be there?" 

    Looking over the side at the eastern coast far below us, I said, "About another fifteen minutes. Maybe twenty." 

    Less than one of those minutes passed before Connie said, "That story about the guy falling down steps looks like an attempt to try to conceal an assault on the other ship. Why would they do that? Who was the guy who got hammered?" 

    I shrugged. "They didn't say. Might be someone with rank went nuts on him and they're trying to cover it up. That would be one of the simplest explanations." 

    Connie gave me a long glance and said, "But you don't really think that, do you?" 

    Sipping coffee, I replied, "It's just speculation until we get some solid info. I was actually kind of wondering why it took six guys to get that gurney off the bird." 

    Her eyes returned to the screen. She tapped the icon to replay the video and said, "It really only took four; the other two only helped lift it down, then they stood around while the others took care of it." 

    "That's a standard ambulance gurney. It's only a two-man job to move it anywhere unless the patient weighs a lot more than normal. Why didn't we see the patient's face?" 

    She ran the vid again. "The blanket's covering his face." 

    "Yup. That's not how they usually handle a live patient. Flitter, send a probe to the cruise ship, please, and locate Mary Creek. I'd like to talk to her before we drop in." 

    Taking her cell phone out of her bag, Connie said, "Speaking of talking to people, I'd better call this in and let some people of my own know where I'm going to be." 

    She flicked the phone open and looked puzzled. "No bars? Are we in a dead zone?" 

    When she looked at me, I shrugged again. "Probably." Connie continued to fuss with her phone as I linked the probes to the screen, which showed a zooming view of the bow of the ship as the probe plunged through bridge windows and bulkheads in search of Mary Creek. After zipping through several starboard compartments, it headed back toward the bridge on the port side and found her sitting on a bunk. I had the left side of the screen display her location on a diagram of that deck as I had the probe search the room for monitoring devices. There were none, so I parked the probe three feet from her face and quietly said, 

"Hi, there, Mary." 

    She stiffened and stared in the direction of my voice, but saw nothing. I said, "I'm using a field probe. I'm with 3rd World. Are you okay?" Glancing around as if to be sure she was alone, Mary almost whispered, 

"Yes." 

    "Why'd they lock you up?" 

    "They said I was in a restricted area. But I wasn't. I turned on my protective field when they grabbed me, but they have rifles. Can you get me out of here?" 

    "Yeah, but it could be awhile 'cuz we need to know what they're up to. Just sit tight. Bye for now." 

    Connie asked, "Why'd you cut her off, Ed? She could use a little encouragement right about now." 

    "She got some. We need a look around." 

    Sending the probe forward, I saw only two empty rooms until the probe passed through a wall into some kind of a closet and entered what appeared to be a human chest cavity. I backed the probe up a couple of feet and Connie very softly muttered, "Oh, shit." 

    We were looking at a fiftyish white man in a tee-shirt. His eyes were closed, his mouth sagged open, and he wasn't breathing. Moving the probe around him, I saw that he'd been stuffed under a shelf in the closet. Various cleaning products and a few tools sat on shelves above him. Turning the probe, I saw another guy in his thirties or forties below the portside shelves. He was dead, too. 

    Connie said, "Let's have a look at the bridge crew." Moving the probe ahead, I had it fly the width of the bridge. The guy at the central control panels was dark haired, swarthy, and seemed a bit nervous. The guy in captain's whites didn't look right to me. Not at all. The skin of his face and hands was sunburnt dark except where he'd evidently been wearing sunglasses and a beard. It couldn't have been much of a beard, 'cuz that area had also received some sun, but it was paler than the rest of his face. The sidearm at his right hip also seemed rather jarringly out of place. Other guys in ship's whites stood near each of the entrances to the bridge. Each had an AK47 rifle and two ammo pouches on a pistol belt. I sent a ping to Angie's datapad, then linked the probe's recordings to it as she answered. 

    "Yes, Ed?" 

    "I'm sending you probe pics, Angie. It looks like an armed takeover of the ship. Creeks is okay. No other info yet, but I'll definitely give you a jingle when I get some." 

    She nodded. "Okay. Thanks, Ed." 

    Leaving the probe link active, I tapped off our video link and flew the probe around the ship. Everywhere but the bridge, it looked like business as usual. People were sitting at the bars, pillaging the buffets, playing in the pools, and meandering the decks. Apparently nobody knew anything was going on. Good. That meant the bad guys were still setting things up, which meant there might be time to stop the show. A second search of the bridge deck turned up people in two of the inner cabins. One cabin held eight men and the other held three women. Each cabin had an armed guard and one of the men was flat on a bunk with a bloody towel covering his face. Dead? Nope. He reached up to move the towel slightly and say something to one of the other guys. 

    "Flitter, translate what those guys are saying, please." Through the probe came, "...will not hesitate to shoot. I think they intend to blow up this ship." 

    The guy on the bed firmly said, "No, they need it for something later. I heard one mention a dock number." 

    There was more chat, but it was all speculation. None of them seemed to know what the baddies had in mind. After a few minutes, I flew the probe back to the bridge. For several minutes, nobody there spoke, then a guy came through one of the glass rear doors and said something to the 'captain'. It sounded like Farsi to me and I had the flitter translate. The flitter said, "Both bombs are ready. We may begin." The 'captain' fixed the guy with a hostile gaze and the flitter repeated his words as, "I will decide when 'we may begin', Marsheef. Return to your post." 

    The other guy nodded obsequiously, but as he turned away, I saw the resentment in his face. 

    I said, "Flitter, find those bombs, please. Don't disable them yet." Connie asked, "Why not disable them, Ed?" 

    "We need to find out who else is involved and somebody might check them periodically. I'm thinking that if we handle this right, nobody'll even know we were here. Or at least, nobody who shouldn't know." Giving me a wary look, Connie asked, "Why does it matter if anyone knows we're here?" 

    "I was sent out here for a quiet look at the situation, so I figure any solution should probably be handled just as quietly. Unless someone calls to say otherwise, of course." 

    The flitter said, "Both bombs were placed above fuel storage. Neither could breach the hull, but the resulting fire would cause extensive damage and casualties." 

    "Sinking it probably wouldn't be dramatic enough." Sipping coffee, I said, 

"Flitter, locate the ship that sent the helicopter, please. Use a separate screen for that probe." 

    Another screen popped into being and I saw a tanker getting closer fast just before the probe swooped up and over the side and across the deck to the bridge. One man sat in a folding chair behind the big control console. An AK-47 rifle lay on the deck by the chair on his right and a large thermos stood on his left side. 

    The flitter located six dead men in sleeping quarters. One of them was the guy with the battered skull. A second live man was in the bathroom just aft of the bridge. He was kneeling by a toilet and seemed to be having a rough time of his ocean voyage. The flitter also located several thermite bombs placed where they'd rupture the cargo hold. They were all radio-detonated types, so I had the flitter disable them, then I flew the probe back to the bridge to scan the course controls. It looked as if the tanker was about forty-six miles from the cruise ship. 

    "Flitter, let me know if either ship contacts the other, please, and patch their chatter to a screen for us." I sent another ping to Angie with, "Well, Cap'n Angie, you've seen what I've seen. What do you think's going on out here?" 

    She replied, "I don't know, Ed. I'll have some people look at your probe logs and come up with a plan of action. Just stand by for now and keep the probes active." 

    Popping off a quick salute, I snapped, "Oh, yes, milady! By your command, ma'am!" 

    Her gaze narrowed. "Was that really necessary?" 

    "As necessary as telling me to keep the probes active. You really think I'm gonna let any of these gun-toting turkeys out of my sight, Cap'n Angie, ma'am?" 

    I heard a man's soft chuckle in the background and ventured, "Hi, Cap. Got an opinion yet?" 

    Without stepping into view, he replied, "Not yet, Ed. We're doing some political fishing. No answers yet, and we're turning this matter over to the feds." 

    "Thought you might. How soon will they get here?" 

    "Don't know. Scott sent them your footage just now." Who the hell is Scott? Doesn't matter. 

    "Okay. By the way, I thought we might need a viable witness later, so I brought one along. She's Connie Singleton, of the State Department." You could hear a pin drop on their end. Their silence continued for two seconds, then Angie said, "Put her on." 

    Turning the screen to face Connie, I said, "Done." Wallace said, "Hello again, Agent Singleton." Connie replied, "Hello, Captain Wallace. In case you're wondering how I came to be aboard, I had some free time this evening. Ed told me he was going to check out a cruise ship. He didn't say why until we were already over the Atlantic." 

    "I see. How do you intend to handle matters?" 

    "Discreetly." She sat back a bit and said, "Ed seems to think we can solve the situation without anyone being aware we were here. That would suit me fine; I'm still on leave." 

    Wallace's left eyebrow arched as he looked at me and said, "That would suit us fine, too, if you can really do it. What's your plan, Ed?" 

    "Don't have one yet. Shouldn't be difficult to insert some confusion, though. Crappy commo problems and such. Once that's done, they'll be usefully isolated from each other." 

    Nodding, Wallace said, "See if you can manufacture a reason for the Coast Guard to visit the tanker, will you?" 

    "No problem, Cap. Tell them to bring a new tanker pilot and watch for smoke and bodies. Fake fire, real bodies. I'll just quietly hand the cruise ship back over to its crew." 

    Angie asked, "How?" 

    "I'll have the flitter ID and stun all the baddies and unlock the crew cabins. The ship's crew should know what to do." 

    "Why not do that first? People are in danger, Ed." 

    "Not yet, they aren't. If the tanker guy and the cruise ship guy are supposed to make contact with someone else between now and whenever, best we let them do that right up to the last minute, ma'am. It may be the only way we'll find out who's running this show." 

    She glanced up at Wallace, who shrugged and nodded. "I have people monitoring commo from both ships." 

    "Good 'nuff, then. If nothing happens before the cruise ship is twenty miles from the harbor, I'll zap everybody. It'll give the crew time to take over and stop the ship." 

    Wallace seemed to give that some thought, then nodded again as his cell phone rang. As he answered it, Angie said, "Okay, Ed. Keep us posted. Bye for now." 

    "Aye, aye, Cap'n Angie. Later." 

    Pulling up the specs for the cruise ship, I learned it was capable of hauling over two thousand passengers and was currently plodding along at twenty knots. At that speed, it would reach New York in another four hours or so. The flitter provided cutaway views, but I didn't waste much time on them. Flitter probes would take down any stragglers. 

    Assigning probes to monitor each of the bad guys on both ships took all of two minutes. Setting up two screens to segregate the probe displays, I sat back to wait for any communication between the ships. 

    After maybe two minutes of watching the screens, Connie glanced at me and asked, "So we're just going to hang around out here?" 

    "Yup. It's like fishing, ma'am. We wait." 

    "For what?" 

    "For something to happen, of course. Might be the tanker's supposed to ram the docks. They had a specific reason for hijacking a cruise ship. Might be they'll threaten to execute passengers if somebody isn't let out of prison or something else isn't done." 

    She watched the screens and fidgeted another minute or so, then asked, 

"Why not just stun them all and let the FBI figure out why they hijacked the ship?" 

    Gesturing around us, I asked, "You see any feds out here? They have flitters, too. I figure they're waiting, same as us." With a shrug, I added, 

"Come on, Connie. You're State. You know about twelve-mile limits and international incidents." 

    Nodding at the cruise ship screen, I said, "Check it out; one of the real ship's officers is having a chat with one of the fakes. Now they're laughing. Flitter, put a probe on that guy and add him to the stun list, please." Opening the cooler, I offered Connie a drink. She chose a tea. I opened it and handed it to her and we sipped in silence for a time. Maybe half an hour later, I felt a hefty field presence approaching. Pointing directly at it, I said, "Another flitter coming. Maybe it's the feds we've been expecting. Flitter, hail the other flitter, please." 

    Nope. Not feds. The console screen came on and Angela Horn said, "Hi, Ed. I thought you might need some help." 

    Glancing at Connie, I asked, "Do we?" 

    Looking thoughtful, Connie shook her head and grinned. "Not really, but since she came all the way out here, I guess we could let her stay. If you really want to, that is." 

    I shrugged. "Sure, why not? Okay, Angie. You can stay." Her voice dripping with sarcasm, Angie laughed, "Well, thanks so very much, of course." 

    Angie's flitter came alongside and merged fields so Angie could step across to mine. I formally introduced the ladies and offered Angie a tea. She accepted and we settled into flitter seats to watch the screens. With a look at her watch, Angie said, "Still three hours to New York. Damn." 

    Connie said, "Ed said four hours." 

    Shaking her head slightly, Angie said, "Can't count on four. If they're playing the role to the hilt, they'll stop outside the harbor and wait for a harbor pilot and escort vessels." 

    "And if they aren't?" 

    Angie shrugged. "Then they have other plans, but they can't just drive that thing into the harbor. There are other ships coming and going. Too much chance of collision." 

    She sipped her tea and said, "Captain Wallace thinks they want to put on a show in the harbor. Make demands and shoot hostages. All that. So do the feds. That's why we're letting them run a little longer." Turning to me, she said, "Wallace wanted to be here, but they've saddled him with babysitting a bunch of bigwigs. He suggested that one of us go aboard to organize the crew once the bad guys are stunned." Shrugging, I said, "You want to do it?" 

    Angie's left eyebrow arched. "Don't you?" I chuckled, "Hell, I don't care. Go for it. When the time comes, I'll run the stun setups, then go deal with the tanker." 

    Looking at Connie, Angie asked, "Do you want to be on hand when it all goes down? It might be worth something to your career." Shaking her head, Connie said, "I can't see how. I just rode out here with him and watched. If I say anything, my leave time will be screwed up with a ton of paperwork." 
Chapter Twenty-three

    A bit less than three hours passed before the hijacker honcho called the tanker. As soon as the tanker guy answered, the hijacker said, "Allah Akhbar," in a conversational tone and snapped his phone shut. On our screen, the tanker guy also turned his phone off, then walked inside the ship's control room. He told the other guy all was ready and turned to rather dramatically aim his rifle at the controls. Before he could fire, I sent the probe the command to stun them. 

    On the other screen, three armed men went to the cabins containing the ship's crew and herded them forward to line them up on the balcony in front of the bridge. The honcho hijacker picked two guys out of the lineup and told them to stop the ship and drop anchor. When one of them started to say something, the hijacker aimed a pistol at his head, held it there a moment, and pulled the hammer back. 

    Typical. It had seemed likely to me that the honcho had only picked two so he could make an example of one. Rather than wait to see if he'd pull the trigger, I had the flitter stun all the hijackers and disable the bombs aboard the ship. 

    "Well, that's it," I said, "May as well tell the feds to get out here and tell the crew to secure the ship." 

    Angie nodded and waved as she hopped over to her flitter, which disappeared as soon as the fields disengaged and reappeared near the cruise ship a second later. I aimed my flitter at the tanker and got us moving, but without taking my eyes off the cruise ship screen. 

    Sure enough, seeing all the hijackers drop at once spooked a mole out of the ship's crew. A man quickly grabbed a rifle and ordered everyone to stay where they were as he tried to punt the hijacker honcho awake. Stuns are great for putting people down, but their effects are momentary. It's possible to wake someone after thirty seconds or so, and the honcho stirred as the mole's shoe dug into his ribs a second time. 

    Whatever. I was about to stun them through the probe when Angie swooped down on her board and zapped them. Settling to the deck near them, she showed her ID as she told the ranking officer to secure the ship and call for orders. The guy who'd been holding the bloody towel to his head nodded as he issued orders accordingly to the others. 

    Calling up a screen as crewmen gathered weapons and others brought big plastic zip-ties to use on the bad guys, Angie showed the officer where to find two of the baddies near the engine room. The officer sent four guys to deal with them, then went inside the bridge and got on the horn to talk to the harbor master. 

    I felt more flitters arrive and someone on the outside deck pointed in their direction. Turning the probe, I saw four flitters take up positions around the ship. A fifth one settled to the bridge deck and half a dozen guys with guns and body armor spread out on orders from a guy who strode over to Angela. 

    Good 'nuff. My flitter had arrived at the tanker. While everyone who'd watched the probe vids knew the chopper had come from the tanker and that there were dead people aboard, our surveillances had essentially been unofficial and barely legal and were therefore unusable. The feds and Coast Guard needed a publicly viable excuse to board the tanker. Not a problem. I had the flitter create a field platform just barely above the flying bridge and began loading it with loose burnable items from within the ship; old clothes and rags, wooden furniture, stacks of newspapers and paperbacks, open cans and bottles of lubricants, and anything else that would help the fire burn for a few minutes. 

    For such a big ship, the junk pile was pitifully small. I sent a probe to look for more below decks and located a barrel of heavy lubricant in a store room near the engines. The flitter lifted it out of the ship and poured it on the pile above the deck, then I sent a hot tendril to light the whole mess. Soon there was a column of roiling black smoke rising above the tanker. With three other ships nearby, one of them was bound to call it in, hopefully before the fire ran out of fuel. I sat back and sipped the last of my coffee as I pinged Angela. She answered with a screen after a few moments. 

    "Hi, Ed. How's it going at the tanker?" 

    "Look east, milady. Maybe you can see the smoke." She did so, but shook her head. "No. It's too far." 

    "Oh, well. The fire'll only burn for about another half hour." I gave her a little grin and added, "You may have to haul some more garbage out here to keep it going." 

    Angie laughed, then realized I wasn't kidding. 

    "Don't you worry," she said, "Someone will definitely notice it before I haul garbage. Anything new to report?" 

    "Nope. If nothing else happens, I'm gonna head back to Florida soon as this tub gets a new pilot and some cops." 

    Even as I said that, I felt a field presence approaching and said, 

"Someone's coming. Feels like a flitter." 

    Connie gave me a fisheye and repeated, "Feels like?" Angie said, "He's said he can tell when there are fields around. Guess we'll find out." 

    Pointing westward, I said, "Check it out." Two pinpoints of brightness got bigger fast as the flitters neared and Connie muttered, "Huh. Maybe he can. Two flitters just showed up." The flitters circled the tanker twice, probably trying to contact someone aboard before landing. I had my flitter smother and drown our fire, then plop the damp, steaming mess on top of the flying bridge to make things look right. As we watched half a dozen people hop off the flitters to the tanker's deck, I asked Angie if she could think of any good reason why I should stick around. With a shake of her head, she said, "No, I think we've done all we can. I'll call if we need you later." 

    "Okay, then. Later, Cap'n Angie." 

    "Later, Ed." 

    She dropped her link and I turned off our screens, then turned to Connie to ask, "How about you, milady? You live in Connecticut, right? That's not far out of our way if you want to stop by your place and pick anything up." Connie seemed to give that some thought, then shook her head. "No, I can buy what I need in Florida and Wendy will need some company tonight." With a nod, I aimed the flitter at Florida and got us underway. As we arced high and gained speed, Connie asked, "What do you care about, Ed? I mean really care about?" 

    Giving her a sidelong glance, I replied, "You must think you have a good reason for asking. I'd like to hear it before I answer that question." She shrugged. "I don't think I can explain it well. I just get the feeling you don't give a damn about much of anything." 

    Matching her shrug with one of my own, I said, "Ask again when you can tell me why you'd need to know." 

    "I didn't mean to piss you off. I was just curious." I chuckled, "If I don't care, how can I be pissed off?" Connie sighed in an exaggerated, exasperated manner. "Look, I'm sorry, okay? I was just curious." 

    "So am I." 

    With a sharp look, she asked, "What?" 

    "I said, 'so am I'. And I'm really not pissed. If you can come up with good reasons for knowing, they may help me see things I'm not seeing now. Some things are obvious; family and friends, for instance. Others apparently aren't so obvious, because they don't come to mind so readily." She studied me for a moment, then said, "You seem serious, so I'll be serious. I'll give this some thought." 

    Nodding, I said, "Good enough." 

    Another few moments passed before she bit her lower lip and said, "Wendy thinks you're some kind of white knight hero, but that's not quite the way things really are, is it?" 

    I laughed, "Oh, hell, no. Definitely not." Glancing around the flitter, she added, "And since you seem ready to retire at the first cross word from above, it doesn't seem likely you do this for the money." 

    "Nope. Not the money." 

    "So what is it? A hobby?" 

    Hm. Not quite a hobby, but... damned close. Connie seemed to take my silence as a form of assent. Grinning, she said softly, "Ah-ha. That was close, wasn't I?" 

    "I don't think 'hobby' quite covers it either. Let's give it some more thought." 

    She subsided and sipped the last of her tea. I took her empty can and offered her another, but she declined. I tossed the can upward and it flashed away when it hit the flitter's field. Connie startled hard and stared at the spot, then shifted her gaze to me. "Where did it go?" 

    "The flitter's hull field zapped it." 

    Glancing up again, she muttered, "Uh, huh. Is that what happens to uninvited guests, too?" 

    "Nope. The flitter won't fry people." 

    Looking mildly enlightened, she focused on me and asked, "But would you?" I grinned. "Some people, yeah, but only if I was sure I'd get away with it." Sighing as if disappointed, I added, "And fat chance of that. Everything aboard is recorded." 

    "Everything? I mean, everything?" 

    "Well, not everything, I guess. Personal moments that don't involve programming violations, for instance." 

    Snorting a chuckle, Connie asked, "Um... Ed, how would it know whether a moment contained a programming violation unless it monitored that moment?" I laughed, "Wow! You jumped right on that, didn't you? Fact is, it does monitor, but it doesn't record those moments if it's been told not to." 

    "But you still have an audience." 

    With a shrug, I admitted, "Yup." 

    She nodded and sat back as if thoughtful, then changed the subject with, 

"Why didn't you let your flitter bring Alan out of that sinkhole?" Hm. The topic had returned to motivations. I met her gaze and said, "I wanted to do it. Having the flitter get him was always an option." Serena materialized by the console, interrupting whatever Connie had been about to say by startling the hell out of her. 

    As Connie recoiled, Serena said, "Ed, I need..." 

    "The flitter," I finished for her. "You got it. What's up?" As the flitter banked right and dove, Connie gripped her seat and hissed sharply. The region directly below was the North Carolina coast, but we were heading westward. 

    Serena said, "A small jet crashed in Pettigrew State Park. Cynthia and I are treating survivors, but nearly half the jet is underwater and the tide will come in before appropriate rescue equipment can arrive from Greenville." Greenville. I'd been through there a few times. A nice town, but probably a hundred flight miles away. Pettigrew State Park. That was the area around... Lake Phelps, was it? But wasn't it a freshwater lake? I pulled it up on a screen as we descended. Lake Phelps was about ten miles further west and a long canal angled off to the south. Yeah, tides could matter a lot that close to the Intracoastal Waterway. 

    We passed over a tiny town that amounted to four one-story buildings and a few houses along a road leading to a convenience store and a marina. On the map, it was named 'Frying Pan Landing'. Heh. Musta been a reason, I guess. Maybe five miles beyond the town a bright ring of eight big light balls hung a hundred feet or so above the swamp and lit the area better than daylight. We saw the tail section of the jet lying upside down amid dense pines and undergrowth. What looked like a segment of the fuselage was half-buried in mud just ahead of it and we settled next to a chunk of fuselage that protruded from the watery muck. 

    Several copies of Cindy and Serena were tending people on a field platform near the buried fuselage. Connie looked around and asked, "How can we help?" Serena said, "Thanks, but we just needed the flitter." A fat grey field tendril emanated from the flitter. It quickly burrowed into the muck near the embedded nose of the aircraft, then began to flatten and curve around the hull. The flattened field thickened, several moments passed, and suddenly there was an upheaval of mud and water. The nose of the plane slowly began to rise into view as the entire forward segment seemed to back up a few yards. As it leveled out, we saw half a dozen more copies of Cindy and Serena inside. 

    Connie hissed, "Jeeezzzuuusss!" 

    I sat back, put my feet up, and sipped coffee as I watched the ladies work. Connie gave me a fisheye glance as if making myself comfortable was somehow immoral. Serena chuckled and vanished, again startling Connie. Recovering quickly, Connie aimed her narrow gaze at me and snapped, "Ed, what the hell are you doing?!" 

    "Nothing. Getting comfortable. Now we wait." Standing up with apparent indignation, she yelped, "But..!" Raising a hand, I interrupted, "You go right ahead, ma'am. Hop down and slog around in the mud." Pointing at the nose of the plane, I said, "The flitter will hold that thing up 'til the medics and some flotation gear get here. We may transport survivors after somebody takes over. In the meantime, there's not a damned thing we need to do." 

    "But... Look out there! We can't just sit here!" 

    "Sure we can. There are AIs everywhere. Anything that can be done is being done." 

    She almost screeched, "We should be doing something, damn it!" Sigh. 'Damn it', indeed. Putting my feet down, I stood up and called up my board. Stepping onto it, I held out a hand and said, "Unless you want to wade over there, hop on." 

    Connie eyed my board warily, but she stepped on and hung onto my arm rather tightly until we were above a clear spot on the field platform. She stepped down, looked around, and instantly seemed rather lost. I asked, "Where to start? What to do? Who's first?" Shooting a glare at me, she didn't answer. Instead, she knelt purposefully beside a woman who was partially enclosed in a stasis field. I snapped, "Don't wake her up, Connie. She's sedated for a good reason." That earned me another glare. Connie moved among a few other people, all of whom were also sedated. A Cynthia clone --or maybe even the original -popped into being in front of her and said firmly, "Please don't disturb my patients. Ed's right. What can be done is being done. Please return to the flitter." 

    After a long moment, Connie sighed, came back to the board, and stepped up to take a grip on my arm. That particular Cindy said, "Thank you," and vanished. 

    I guided the board back to the flitter and Connie stepped down, then plunked herself into a seat with a soft grunt and a sullen expression. I put up the translucent canopy to install some psychological distance between us and the crash scene, then asked if she'd like another tea. For a moment, Connie just looked at me rather starkly, then she seemed to reconsider matters and nodded. I opened a can and handed it to her and she vehemently groused, "I just hate feeling so damned useless!" With a shrug, I said, "Can't help you with that, ma'am. At the moment, we're just cargo." 

    Looking around, she asked, "And you're okay with that?! Look out there! 

Why the hell doesn't it bother you?" 

    She sipped tea as I said, "It doesn't have to, that's why. I'm exactly where I'm needed most right now." When she looked at me, I added firmly, 

"Out-of-the-way." 

    Hearing what sounded like airplane engines, I looked eastward, saw several lights bounding toward us, and said, "But that's about to change. Three airboats inbound. Serena, do you have all the survivors squared away?" She appeared on my left and said, "Yes. We'd prefer not to be disturbed, Ed. Would you meet them at a distance?" 

    Calling up my board, I said, "I'm on it, ma'am," and slid off the deck to intercept the airboats. Swooping around to fly beside the one in the lead, I waved my 3rd World ID like a badge and yelled over the engine noise, "Stay back! Keep these boats out of the area!" 

    The scraggly guy gave me a long look --particularly my board --but he continued on his course. I cast a thick field to block the carburetor of his car-engine propeller motor and it died. As the boat slowed and eased to a stop, I stunned him and moved on to the others. The second one wouldn't listen, either. Another stun. The third one listened, so I put him in charge of the others, telling him to keep them and anybody else who showed up out of the lighted area. 

    The sky above the crash site filled with noise as four helicopters arrived from the east, west, and south. Uniformed personnel swarmed the area and examined patients, and after a quick discussion, the AIs fielded their patients up and into helicopters that couldn't touch down in the muck. Two more helicopters arrived as the last of the first bunch departed. One of them loaded patients and left while the other chopper dropped a bunch of gear and some people, then it also took some patients aboard and left. More airboats showed up. The guy I'd put in charge stopped them, but after some discussion, a boat with Park Service markings continued to the crash site. I flew out to meet him and had him wait by the flitter while Serena located someone to talk with him. It was decided the airboats would form a perimeter of sorts and the Park Ranger buzzed back out to tell the guys they'd been drafted. 

    A bunch of military guys working from inflatable boats deployed heavy Nylon straps and yellow flotation bags to keep the nose of the plane up. Some thirty minutes later, the field supporting the nose of the plane winked out of existence and Cindy and Serena appeared by the console. Looking at Cindy, I said, "You're as gorgeous as ever, even in the middle of the night in the depths of a swamp." 

    Rolling her eyes, she replied, "Thanks, of course. It's nice to see you again, Ed." 

    "It's a lot nicer to see you, milady. This is Connie Singleton. Connie, this is Cynthia, or Cindy." 

    The ladies shook hands and Serena said, "They've secured the area. Thanks for the use of your flitter, Ed." 

    "You're welcome. I have a question, though; why wasn't the flitter from Raleigh here? Why weren't others from elsewhere?" 

    "The Raleigh flitter ferried people to Washington this afternoon. Yours was the closest. The others weren't requested because it was decided to use more conventional means to retrieve the passengers." 

    "Uh, huh. Who decided that, please?" 

    "State and federal emergency officials." Nodding, I said, "Thanks. Just curious. You gonna leave those light balls up all night?" 

    Canting her head slightly, Serena seemed to study me as she replied, "Not at that intensity. They disturb the wildlife." 

    Connie asked questions about the crash and I got the flitter moving toward Florida again as they talked. After some chat, Cindy and Serena excused themselves. Connie sipped her tea and watched the world go by below for a time, then turned to me and stated, "I think I understand now. Sort of." We were descending toward Spring Hill as I nodded. "Good deal, ma'am. Understand what?" 

    "Why you do what you do. And maybe even why you don't do some things." Standing up and grabbing my backpack, I said, "Also good. Want to visit a while?" 

    In minor amazement, she looked at her watch. I saw that it was after eleven as Connie asked, "At this hour? I don't think so." With a sigh and a wry, snorting chuckle, she added, "Well, thanks for an... interesting... evening, Ed." 

    The flitter settled to the driveway. I stepped off and extended a hand as I replied, "My pleasure, milady. Maybe next trip we'll go someplace fun." Connie chuckled again as she stepped down. "Yeah. Right. Someplace fun. Good idea." She chuckled again. 

    "How about tomorrow night? Or even day? When you're high enough, they look about the same, y'know." 

    She seemed thoughtful as she looked up at the sky for a moment, then said, 

"Yes, I suppose it would. Okay. I'll call you tomorrow, once I know what's going on." Still holding my hand, she gave it a parting squeeze and headed for her car. 

    When I went into the house, Annabelle and Tiger greeted me from the couch. I gave them an abridged version of the evening's happenings, then took a shower and hit the sack. 
Chapter Twenty-four

    When I woke up Wednesday morning, I sipped a bit of my cold, overnight coffee and glanced out the window. Sunshine and shadows told me it was about nine-thirty. I checked the bedside clock; it read nine-forty-one. Hm. One of us was eleven minutes off. Prob'ly me, in fact. A quick check with the flitter confirmed it. Oh, well. I headed for the bathroom. 

    Fresh coffee in hand, I plugged in my phone some minutes later and it rang immediately. Some guy mispronounced my name during a scripted greeting and I hung up on him not caring in the least why he'd called. I'd microwaved some eggs and bacon and sat down to eat when the phone rang again. Fielding the receiver to my hand, I answered with, "You've got me. What did I win?" 

    With only a slight hesitation, Connie replied, "Lunch at a beach if you're up for it." 

    "Yeah, that sounds good to me. Of course, I think just about anything would if you were involved." 

    She chuckled, "Oooo. Flattery so early in the morning?" 

    "Anytime, ma'am. You're kinda cute, y'know." 

    "Thanks. Wendy says there's a Harley dealer in Tampa. Do you know where it is?" 

    "No, but the flitter will." 

    "Then let's go there. I want to rent a bike." 

    "Okay. I can pick you up in fifteen minutes." After a pause, she said, "Make it half an hour. I'm at the hospital with Wendy. I'll leave the car here for her." 

    "Roger that. Why are they keeping Alan? He wasn't hurt that badly." With an odd sigh, Connie said, "Oh, he managed to mess up his shoulder again this morning when he tried to keep his orange juice from falling off the stand." 

    I chuckled, "Damn. Oh, well. See you shortly." 

    "Okay. I'll be out front. Bye!" 

    She disconnected. I fielded the phone back to the cradle and finished my eggs as I considered this turn of events. It seemed likely that if she'd decided to rent a bike, she already had some destination in mind. If not, no biggie. A day on the bike sounded fine to me. 

    After breakfast and some primping, I rolled the bike out of the garage and loaded it aboard the flitter, then headed for the hospital in visible mode. Connie stepped outside in jeans and a light blue blouse. She was wearing boots and carrying her usual bag and a white motorcycle helmet. I settled near the front doors. Some guy came out right behind her, waving and yelling at me. Connie looked back at him once, then took my hand to step aboard. I told the flitter where we wanted to go and it headed south. 

    Looking at my bike, Connie set her bag down as she laughed, "That guy was upset about your choice of parking spots. Does this thing have a name?" Noting that her bag seemed somewhat more full than it had before, I replied, "Nope. I only name things that can think." Lifting an eyebrow at me, she asked, "How about the flitter? It seems to think." 

    I asked, "Flitter, do you want a name?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    Connie asked, "Why not, flitter?" 

    "I have no need of one." 

    Eyeing the cooler on the back of my bike, she nodded and said, "Okay. Just curious," then turned to face me and said, "I hope you don't mind being a tour guide today." 

    Shrugging, I sipped coffee and said, "Got nothing better to do than spend the day with you, milady. We have the flitter. Why rent a bike?" She grinned. "Because mine's in Connecticut and this is an excuse to try another model. What's yours?" 

    Taking a seat, I replied, "A Vulcan 1500 Classic." She sat beside me and asked, "That's a Kawasaki, right?" 

    "Yup." 

    "Mind if I have a sip of your coffee?" 

    I handed it to her. Connie sipped it gingerly at first, discovered it wasn't hot, and took a longer sip. After a sigh and a shudder, she sipped again and handed it back. 

    "Strong. Good, but strong. Why not an American bike?" I shrugged. "They're overpriced. Vastly overpriced in some cases. They're all about image and ego." 

    Connie laughed, "You're saying you don't have an ego?" Shaking my head, I said, "Nope. Got a fairly big one, really, but it's not a public matter, so I don't need fancy toys with equally fancy price tags." She chuckled softly, then her gaze fixed on my hat. "What's with that hat, then? And all the pins?" 

    "It's camo. People tend not to take me very seriously until I think there's a good reason." 

    With an odd glance at me, she asked, "And that's good?" 

    "Sure it is. Nobody feels threatened." 

    Snorting a laugh, she asked, "But they did before the hat?" 

    "Some did. I was the biker who didn't wear black leather and patches, didn't come to every bike night, and didn't do the group rides. I was the stray who showed up now and then and didn't try to join a herd. On a couple of occasions, certain people thought I was a cop. I gave some key people my AbintraPress.com cards and now everybody thinks I'm just an eccentric writer." With a big grin, Connie said, "Gee, I can almost see how they'd think that. So you don't do the group rides?" 

    "Nope." 

    Taking my coffee for another sip, she said, "Neither do I. I've been on three. Someone screwed up and took others down with him on two of them. That was enough for me." Sipping again and handing my mug back, she added, 

"Besides, I got bored. It was all about maintaining position and avoiding the other riders. Now I may ride with one or two other people, but not big groups." 

    I pointed ahead at the orange and black shield sign and said, "They have a coffee pot in the break room." 

    With some sincerity, Connie said, "Good. That'll keep me out of yours." Half an hour later, Connie'd rented a black Sportster with saddle bags and a windshield. Holding up her credit card, she said wryly, "Check it out; it's still hot. Let's load the bike on the flitter and go to that empty parking lot just south of here." 

    Hm. Interesting that she wasn't hot to just get on the bike. Also interesting that she'd noticed the parking lot where they were constructing some kind of building. I nodded and asked the flitter to take the Harley aboard. The guy holding her paperwork nearly dropped his teeth when the bike lifted into the air and disappeared. 

    That made Connie snicker as she sipped her coffee. She reassured him and asked me to make the flitter visible. I did so, then went to reload my mug. Connie refilled her Stryofoam cup, then we followed the bike aboard and lifted. At the parking lot, we off-loaded the bikes and she practiced turns and braking for fifteen minutes before she put the kickstand down and came to the flitter to finish her coffee. 

    Looking at her bike, she said, "I think it'll do. How far is Daytona Beach from here?" 

    "About a hundred and fifty miles. Why Daytona?" Tossing her cup upward, she watched it flash to bright oblivion and said, 

"I've never seen it. Let's find a gas station." I gave her a half-assed salute and chuckled, "Well, yes, ma'am, ma'am." Giving me a rather direct look, Connie grinningly said, "Oh, I'm so sorry, sir! Would you prefer to lead this expedition?" 

    "Doesn't matter to me. Do you know how to get there?" As if that hadn't occurred to her, she nibbled her lower lip. "That's a damned good point, isn't it? Okay, then. You're in charge of getting us to Daytona Beach." As if having an afterthought, she added, "And back. Before eight, if possible." 

    Nodding, I said, "That shouldn't be a problem." I slung my coffee mug in its handlebar straps and swung a leg over the seat. After a moment, Connie mounted her bike and we got underway. We encountered typical city traffic the first couple of miles, then we got on the Interstate and discovered why the portion of I-4 near Tampa had such a bad reputation. Most of the other drivers on the road seemed fairly reasonable, but the first few miles near Tampa were clogged with vehicles. Cops were working accidents at two exits and a lot of the other drivers seemed to have seriously bad attitudes about delays. One guy in a Lexus had a cell phone in his left ear as our single lane of traffic eased past an accident. As soon as we were past it, he bolted between a truck and a car and barely missed Connie and me as he gave it the gas. 

    To me, 'barely missed' means a foot or less. In this case, it means the guy also had his wheels in my lane when he passed me. I sent a tendril to fry his cell phone. His speed leveled off at seventy or so and he seemed to have a temper tantrum that included throwing his phone. After that, he really gave it the gas and blasted away toward Orlando. A siren whooped behind us and a cop car roared past us in the outside lane. Two miles up the road we passed them just as the cop was getting out of his car. The Lexus driver was beating his steering wheel and looked as if he might be swearing. 

    The rest of the trip to Orlando was relatively uneventful. Connie took the lead near a northside exit and led the way to another gas station, but didn't pull up at the pumps. When I pulled into the parking space beside her, she took her helmet off and shook out her hair, then sighed deeply. With a grin, she patted her bike's tank and said, "Thanks. I needed that." To me, she said, "I'll get some gas in a minute. This thing doesn't even hold four gallons." 

    Getting off the bike, she moved around it checking fluids and tires, then put her helmet back on and rode over to the gas pumps. I bought a coffee refill as I waited for her, and a few minutes later she was ready to go. She asked, "We just stay on I-4, right?" 

    "Yup. All the way to the end." 

    "I may get ahead of you. If I do, I'll wait at the exit." 

    "Okay, but try to remember this is a happy hunting ground for people who love to ticket speeders." 

    Nodding, she cinched her helmet and started her bike. After listening to it for a moment, she rolled out of the lot. I followed her onto I-4 and sure enough, she scampered up the road at 90 or more. Not me; I continued buzzing along at 75-80, half-expecting to see her having a roadside interview with a cop before we reached Daytona. This part of I-4 isn't exactly a speed trap, but there's no shortage of cops, either. 

    As if to prove that point, I soon found myself following lines of fairly sedate traffic in all the lanes. Working my way up through the lines, I saw Connie three cars behind a cop car, and there were cop cars to each side of him. Everybody was politely buzzing along at 75 behind them. When we ran out of Interstate highway, Connie pulled in at a Wendy's and I joined her there. She asked if I wanted to eat before we went to the beach. 

    "Doesn't matter to me. This is your day out, milady." Snorting a chuckle, she said, "It's your day out too." I shrugged. "I live here. Most of my days are like this." Canting her head, Connie eyed me for a moment, then said, "Then let's go see the beach," and headed eastward. A few miles later, we found the portion of the beach you could still drive on. Connie stopped to one side of the entrance and eyed both the continuous lines of vehicles going by and the loose sand beyond the end of the pavement. 

    "What do you think, Ed?" 

    "I think it's up to you. Closer to the water, the sand is damp and solid. Have you ever ridden on loose sand?" 

    Looking around, she watched two bikers roll along the water's edge and answered, "No. A dirt road, but not this." 

    "The trick is to keep moving and keep the front wheel straight. Might help not to fall over, too." 

    Shooting a droll look at me, she replied, "Uh, huh. Why don't you show me how it's done, smart guy?" 

    Okay. I nodded and dropped the bike in first gear, then rolled forward through fifty feet or so of loose sand until I could plant my feet on the solid stuff. Fact is, even though it felt fairly solid, I didn't think even my portable flat spot would keep the kickstand from sinking. I very much hoped Connie wouldn't lose control and drop her bike. 

    A few moments passed, then Connie sat a bit straighter and started forward. She wobbled a bit and gave it too much gas twice, but managed to get through the loose stuff and stop beside me. I noticed her hand trembling when she reached to push her visor up. 

    I asked, "Nasty stuff, huh?" 

    With a sharp look at me as if to see whether I was teasing her, Connie replied, "Yes. It is. My front wheel wanted to go everywhere at once. Damn!" 

    "Damn, indeed, and Florida's full of the stuff. There's nothing quite like seeing a patch of loose sand ahead when you need to make a turn. Might as well be an oil slick." Sipping coffee, I added, "But at least it doesn't stick to your tires once you're through the worst of it." 

    Nodding, she took off her helmet and said, "I thought sure I was going to drop it when it wallowed back there." 

    I shrugged. "If you do, no sweat. I dropped one of my other Vulcans in sand once." 

    "Only once?" 

    I grinned. "After that I dragged my feet in sand. Always kept 'em ready to plant." 

    Looking back at our tracks, Connie said, "You didn't drag your feet this time." 

    "Nope. I was showing off, ma'am. Trying to make it look easy, don'tchaknow. Why did the chicken cross the road?" 

    "What? Oh. Okay. Why?" 

    "To con the armadillo into trying it." 

    Giving me a raised eyebrow, she said, "You'd better not be comparing me to an armadillo, mister." 

    I laughed, "Oh, never, ma'am! But I'll bet you look sharp in body armor." She snickered, "So I'm told. What is there to see here?" 

    "No idea. Used to be you could drive the whole beach. Now that they've marked off this chunk, I don't know what's between here and the other end of it." 

    Eyeing the two-way flow of traffic again, she asked, "Is this some kind of rush hour? Look at all these damned cars." 

    Shrugging, I said, "Just wait for a hole in the line and join in. I'll be right behind you." 

    "Behind me? Why behind me?" 

    "Well, I could say something witty about how well you fill that seat, but the fact is I can stop traffic if you run into trouble." Pointing toward a set of circular ruts closer to the water, I said, "Watch for those and power through them." 

    Connie studied the ruts and nodded, then put on her helmet. When a break in traffic came, she powered gently forward and I followed her at half a car length. 

    Throughout our beach ride, people of all sorts lay or played on the sand not far above and below the lines of traffic. On one side of our route was the Atlantic Ocean and on the other was a steady row of hotels, bars, and restaurants. The traffic kept moving fairly well at something a bit more than walking speed. When we finally reached the other end of the driving area, Connie stayed in the track from a wide truck tire as she followed the line up to the pavement. 

    She pulled into a hotel's temporary parking area not far from the beach entrance and I pulled in beside her. Lifting her visor, she asked, "Are you hungry yet?" 

    "Pick a place. No sushi, no Mexican." 

    Looking around, she said, "Follow me," and a few blocks later she stopped at another Wendy's. 

    Lifting her visor again, she asked, "Is this good enough?" I shrugged. "Sure." 

    "Are you sure?" 

    "Double cheeseburger combo, upsized. No sweat." Connie grinned. "That's what I usually get, too." Half an hour later, Connie browsed a rack of tourist brochures near the front door as I dumped our trays. 

    After some moments, she sighed, "I don't see much here I'd give a damn about." Looking up at me, she said, "It's like all these places were just... created... to pull people in and give them something to spend money on." Holding up one brochure in particular, she asked, "Even this place is nothing but a museum about what used to be here." The brochure actually was for a museum; one about cars and races at Daytona 'in the good old days'. None of the pictures in the brochure seemed to show anything later than the fifties. 

    "And this," she said, handing me one for a Bike Week, "I see tons of bikes and people drinking. Is that all there is?" 

    I chuckled, "Pretty much, yeah." 

    "Do you come to Bike Week?" 

    "I went to one in the sixties and one a few years ago. It's nothing like it used to be. Boring. Crowded. Sponsored mostly by bars and booze companies and a few big bike dealers. Jacked up prices on everything. Leather and trinket vendors everywhere. Cops busting bikers for trivia everywhere, too." Connie chuckled, "Trivia?" 

    "Yup. Nitpicky bullshit. I was talking to a couple of other guys on Vulcans near a hotel. A woman walked across an alley to talk to a couple on a Goldwing. She waved for her boyfriend to come over. He didn't even start the engine, he just let his bike roll downhill across the alley and parked next to the Goldwing. All of about forty feet, and all but eight of those feet were parking lot properties, not alleyway. No traffic around whatsoever. A cop siren whooped and the guy got a ticket for operating a motorcycle on a public thoroughfare without protective eyewear." 

    At her look of disbelief, I added, "On a side street, it might have been worth a warning, if that much. If he'd been a jerk and given the cop a hard time... but he didn't. The cop just said, 'You were operating a motorcycle without proper eyewear, gimme your license and registration,' and cranked out the ticket, got back in his car, and left." 

    "There may have been more to it than that." 

    "Not at that moment. I saw it happen from start to finish." Looking around, I said, "If I wanted an Atlantic beach I'd go to Cocoa. It's straight across the state from me. For a good ride, I'd take the country back roads around Orlando each way." 

    "Why didn't we take those roads getting here?" Shrugging, I said, "Time. We can go home on County 40, County 200, US-41, and Route 50. Forty goes through Ocala National Forest and Ocala the city." Brightening considerably, Connie nodded, said, "Sounds good. Let's do that. I'll be ready to go in a minute," and headed for the restroom. I visited the other one, topped up my coffee mug at the front counter, and met Connie by the door. We went north on I-95 to get to County 40, where she filled her tank again on general principles. 

    I put her in the lead with instructions to stop anytime something caught her interest, and her first stop was the St. Johns River. After some time looking around a fish camp by the bridge, she was ready to go again. Stop number two was in the middle of the forest. She'd seen something to our left and we waited to see if it would appear again. It did. A black bear led a cub through the woods close to the fenced highway. They spooked a deer that put on a good show of bounding away. 

    Grinning at me, Connie said, "Now, this is more like it. I can see people on bikes anywhere." 

    We got underway again and found County 200 on the west side of Ocala. It was a long, straight ride to US-41, where Connie filled her tank again before we turned south. About thirty miles of riding through more woods got us to Brooksville and we headed west to Spring Hill on SR50. Another bike pulled up alongside us at the Mariner Boulevard stop light. The guy revved his engine and waved, then asked if we were going to bike night. I said I didn't know yet and the light changed before we could talk more. When we got to Wendy's place and parked the bikes, Connie asked me what he'd been talking about. 

    I said, "It's Wednesday. Bike night at Hardee's." 

    "Will there be a lot of people there?" 

    "Yeah, good weather really brings 'em out. Might be two hundred or more bikes. Why? You wanna go?" 

    "Do you?" 

    "Without better plans for the evening, I might." She seemed to give the matter thought, then asked, "What time does it start?" 

    "It runs from six to nine, officially. Some stay later." 

    "Do you?" 

    "Nah. You can see whatever's for sale in the first half hour. Oh, hey... do you have any clear glasses for night riding?" 

    With a shake of her head, Connie replied, "No. I hadn't really planned on any night riding." 

    "Never know. Being adults and all, we might find ourselves running around town after nine-thirty. No biggie. There'll be a vendor if you think you'll need 'em." 

    She reached for my coffee mug, took a sip, and handed it back as she said, 

"Yeah. I want to go to a bike night. And since it's at a restaurant, that's where we'll have dinner, okay?" 

    I shrugged. "Suits me. You got lunch, I'll get dinner." Connie shot me a grin as she retrieved her travel bag from a saddle bag and said, "You're so easy about food. It's hot out here. Let's go in the house." 

    With that, she headed for the front door. 
Chapter Twenty-five

    Once we were inside, Connie set her bag on the kitchen table and unzipped it. Pulling a concealed flap aside, she took a Glock pistol out of a built-in holster and set it on the table. Maybe she expected some kind of response from me, but I've seen a few guns before. I sat sipping coffee as she continued rooting in the bag. When she finished, a white blouse and a denim skirt lay on the table and a pair of white deck shoes sat on a chair as she put the Glock back into the bag. 

    Connie said, "Be right back," and went to the hall closet, where she chose two plastic hangers, one of which had plastic clips. Before she used them, she gave their upper surfaces a wipe with a damp paper towel and gave me a small smile as she installed her clothes on them. 

    As she hung the clothes over the back of a chair, Connie asked, "Are you wondering why someone wearing a PFM needs a gun?" 

    "Nope. Bosses who don't quite trust stunners. Regs written before PFMs came along. Or maybe you'd just rather shoot the bad guys." She snorted a chuckle. "That's a possibility. Tell me something, Ed. I've seen you look at me, so I know you're interested. Why haven't you done anything about it?" 

    "As I recall, I did do something about it." 

    "Yeah? What?" 

    With a shrug, I replied, "I tried to be good company and made you laugh now and then. I rode around Florida with you." 

    Connie laughed, "A lot of men would have done that much." 

    "Nah. Only the smart ones. The rest would have been standing around wondering why you weren't all a-twitter over them. You had a rather dire reason for visiting Florida, Connie, and I had no interest in adding to your tribulations by being a horny pest. I figured you'd let me know if you had any interest, and in the meantime, I just happily shared your company." Sipping coffee, I added, "And you have been good company, you know, with and without that bike." 

    Nibbling her lip, Connie snickered, "A 'horny pest', huh? How old are you, anyway, Ed?" 

    I replied, "Fifty-eight." 

    Eyeing me speculatively, she said, "Huh. I'd have said fifty. You don't move like... I mean... I saw you do some things today... You handle yourself like you're in your thirties." 

    "Thank you, milady. The years may be unavoidable, but I'm not at all interested in becoming an old man in the usual sense." Canting her head, she laughed, "Believe me, you haven't. I've busted guys in their thirties and forties who had big pot bellies and boobs as big as these." She glanced down and aimed her thumbs at her chest for emphasis. It was a move intended to guide my eyes, so I cooperated. Yes, indeed, they were very nice. Prob'ly thirty-sixes or so. 

    When my eyes returned to her face, she snickered, "Two whole seconds. That's all you looked at them." 

    I grinned. "Well, they're very nice, of course, but I prefer eyes and lips and legs and shoulders and... well, the whole package, really. I never have understood most men's fixations with boobs. Guess it's because they're something men aren't supposed to have." 

    She laughed, "Yet so many do these days. Eyes, huh?" 

    "Oh, hell, yeah. Definitely. Eyes are magical, milady. Yours are that pale shade of blue that's sort of like a clear winter sky just before a snow storm." 

    Connie blinked once, then moved past me to take a glass from a cabinet. Her trembling hand missed the fridge door handle the first time she reached for it, then she aimed a little better and almost yanked it open. After half-filling her glass with tea from a pitcher, she closed the fridge, stood straight and sipped for a moment, and then turned to face me. Sighing a deep breath out, she said, "Ed, I'm trying to figure out why you make me so nervous sometimes." 

    "Like when I talked about your eyes?" 

    Nodding tersely, she admitted, "Yes. Like then." I grinned. "Had any luck yet?" 

    Snorting a tense chuckle, she said, "Yes. And no." 

    "Want some help?" 

    Her chuckle became a quick, soft laugh. "Sure. Go ahead." 

    "Okay. I'm not what you'd usually look for on your home turf, but you're out in the boonies and what you'd usually look for could have risks and strings. You're in a job where everybody watches everybody else, so dating might even have potential career complications, depending on what he does for a living. I, on the other hand, interest you on some level and represent a quiet, uncomplicated good time that nobody will know about. Not even Wendy, if that matters to you." 

    Connie sipped tea and said, "Wendy likes you. It wouldn't matter if she knew." 

    "Okay, but what she doesn't know, she can't let slip. If she found out, it would be because you told her. Otherwise, I'm just the friend who showed you around while she was busy." 

    Nibbling her lower lip again, Connie seemed to give the matter some thought for several moments, then she nodded. 

    "You're right. Nobody needs to know. Not even Wendy. And you're right about my job. It's like living in a goddamned fishbowl when you work in high security." She sighed softly and added, "And you're right about something else... you aren't what I'd usually look for, but something about you makes me want to..." She left that sentence hanging, but only paused a moment before grinning and firmly saying, "I think I need a shower." I grinned and saluted. "As you command, milady." Indicating her clothes, I said, "And if you were planning to hang those in the bathroom to let them straighten, there's a better way to get the wrinkles out. The flitter can do it." 

    "How?" 

    "Fields. If you want, it can also clean what you're wearing as well as those sneakers." 

    "Flitters can do laundry?" Then she added, "Safely?" Linking to the flitter, I removed the hangers from her blouse and skirt, held them up with the sneakers, and asked the flitter to clean them. A grey field ball appeared over the kitchen table and I let it take the clothing. A few seconds later the ball disappeared and the clothing hung in the air. I put the hangers back into her clothes and set her shoes on her bag. After marveling aloud for a time as she checked her clothes, Connie seemed to come to some sort of decision. She grinned hugely and said, "Now these!" then sat down and began unbuttoning her blouse. Lifting a boot in my direction was hint enough for me. I pulled up a chair and set her boot on my knee as I unzipped the side and pulled it off. She immediately swung her other boot up. Once it was off, she stood up and laughed as she shook off her blouse. I got naked with her, called up another laundry ball, and fed our clothes to it... and that's when the doorbell rang. Connie spun and ducked down behind the kitchen counter. I joined her there and she giggled as she wrapped her hand around my dick. 

    She whispered, "If they didn't feel a need to call ahead, they may think something's wrong when nobody answers." 

    "No problem. Just call Wendy and tell her somebody knocked while you were busy." 

    With a snicker, she asked, "Yeah? Busy doing what?" I shrugged. "Anything but answering doors." Footsteps retreated from the front door. After a moment, Connie got to her feet and peeked outside through the door's peephole. Standing straight, she sighed rather magnificently and said, "She's gone. It was Janet, one of Wendy's deputy friends." 

    "You handled that situation like a pro, ma'am. You know, you look pretty wonderful naked." 

    She gave me a grin and a long look and said, "You aren't too bad yourself. How do you keep fit?" 

    I was pointing at her again as I said, "Walking. Light exercise. Not eating more than I need." 

    Stepping forward, she took me in her hand and said with a small smile, 

"Now I really think it's time for that shower." I leaned forward to kiss her, then grinningly agreed, "Yes'm. Shower time. Definitely." 

*
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